Building partnerships with Indian museums
At the very outset, I would like to highlight what my own thoughts emerge as I step into almost the 5th year of working with the museum sector in India and UK.

· The importance of the relationship being an equal partnership

· The huge opportunities — and relative lack of cultural engagement by the UK outside of the four main Indian Metro cities

· The potential for digital technologies to transform the cultural relationship

· The valuable opportunities for both countries to learn from each other 

Collaborating with museums or partnership of any kind is a relatively new idea in India and very few museums have looked at it seriously and consider it relevant. Only a few museums such as the Prince of Wales in Mumbai or National Museum in Delhi or the Victoria Memorial in Kolkata have formed some type of partnership at a local and national level and have any international collaboration.

Many collaborations in the past with the museums under the Ministry of Culture (whose mandate revolves around the preservation and conservation of our cultural heritage and promotion of all forms of art and culture, both tangible and intangible) were only limited to being venue partners for foreign travelling exhibitions. However, the scenario is changing. While exchanges of exhibitions between museums in India and abroad have increased, co-curating similar collections from their respective museums is becoming more popular.

Essentially all Indian museums – big or small – would like to build sustainable training and development partnerships through leadership and staff development. 
Broadly, the needs of Indian museums are really to improve museum management, curatorial expertise, marketing strategies, communications and media relations, merchandizing, education and audience outreach apart from other associated international best practices.

So far, partnerships and collaborations apart from exhibitions have been in inviting foreign professionals to conduct some kind of training (for example the leadership training with British Museum), participation in seminars (Strategic Transformation Conference), workshops, symposiums in collaboration with other organisations etc. A few exhibits from museums and collections in India (like the Tagore exhibition at V&A) have gone abroad for participation in large expositions but this remains a relatively unexplored and complex area – and a slight sensitive issue with the Indian museums who would like to show their collections in UK as well. 

As the Secretary and Curator of Victoria Memorial says: “All Indian museums would love to have joint exhibitions with UK on themes of shared interest. But, then, this is relatively more difficult to plan and organize, given the costs and bureaucratic procedures (maybe on both sides). Relatively easier things to plan and implement, are pooling of research material and digital collections. From the VMH’s perspective, for instance, I would love to have collaborative online catalogues or e-books on the ‘Company School of Art,’ pooling together the combined collections of VMH, NGMA, BM and V&A. This is how ‘imperial’ and post-imperial museums should collaborate in the era of globalization.” Dittoes the Managing Trustee of Bhau Daji Lad Museum (formerly V&A) in Mumbai. 
Most Indian museums lack a dedicated education programming department. There are no toolkits or modules related to the objects of the museum or even an ongoing exhibition. As a result, while activities might go on they are not related to the museum collection or an ongoing exhibition – more like hobby classes. This is primarily because museums do not have dedicated personnel for this and often officials from other departments or temporary contractual staff is hired for this. The British Council helped VMH develop one such programme through a toolkit developed by Caroline Lang, formerly of the V&A. So, here lie very good opportunities for UK museums to present educational modules and programmes for the Indian museum sector. 
Indian museums, including the Science museums, need technical assistance for galleries and stores – in terms of conservation, lights, interactive kiosks, temperature and environment etc. Many museums tell us that they need storage and collection training and here is a huge opportunity for UK to share expertise. The British Council brought several Indian museum officials to the Glasgow Museum Resource Centre to show them storage facilities and disaster preparedness. 
Marketing and communications is a huge need for most Indian Museums. While most of them have newsletters or websites, they might not have a proper communications department to look into reach and engagement through cost effective and easier means. By which, I mean no one realizes the impact of digital engagement. We ran a workshop with UK professionals for 70 Indian Museum professionals on using digital media to develop projects within museum and there has been several interest from museums across India to train their staff individually. 

Also, UK can help several Indian museums in developing outdoor marketing collaterals like premises gardens, parks or water bodies – which the Indian museums own but do not know what to do with them. Like the erstwhile fish pond in National Museums of Scotland or the paddle pool in V&A which are huge attractions for children, Indian Museums too have many such facilities but need a good intervention from UK to make them aware of such marketing opportunities.
Opportunities also lie in innovation and design keeping in mind curatorial and visitor enhancement needs. Restoration work is mainly focused on structural needs leaving out crucial elements of planning and design as technical requirements of a museum. Often curatorial requirements are looked at after the structural work is completed. As our recent survey showed, refurbishment, renovation and expansion is very much a part of future planning for most Indian museums – another good opportunity for UK museums to offer consultancy projects.
The various categories of museums, these are divided primarily into government, public-private partnerships and only private. When it comes to the latter, a lot of it gets done through informal letters of agreements or even emails and of course a lot on relationships. Also, a lot of connections are made through nodal agencies such as the British Council, Goethe, Alliance Francaise etc. While developing partnerships with this group might be easier, remember that these museums are not necessarily flush with funds or staff. So a lot of bonafide agreements and adjustments need to be agreed much in advance to avoid heartburns.
When it comes to working with Government Museums – ie those considered autonomous bodies under Ministry of Culture like the Victoria Memorial or the Allahabad Museum or Salarjung or the ASI Museums/Memorials, the advisable path would be to have a recce at an year in advance of the facilities and services offered by the museums (not rely on websites) and then once satisfied, go through a MOU with the Ministry of Culture or the Museum. To back up, a formal letter of agreement between the museums can also help in moving things a bit. Incidentally, the MOC has a 14-point charter to develop museums which includes most of the things I have talked about earlier. 
The common mistakes are assumptions. Nothing can be an assumption with Indian Museums. Everything needs hands on approach and doggedness. As a lot of people here have already experienced, the museum sector does not necessarily send quick email communications or telephone calls and the UK might not have the time or funds to push for quick replies. It’s here organisations such as the British Council come handy standing in that bridge trying to connect both the parties. 
Since Indian museums are led largely by their Directors or Secretaries, it is no point expecting middle or junior level officials to take decisions. So best to get critical decisions or information sorted out by top level – and much in advance. Remember, middle level officers can become enablers only when the top level enforce. 
The other common misunderstanding is going by website information which might not be regularly updated. For example, an important memorial might not have a dedicated staff for its upkeep but be linked to an army installation (or an equivalent). Which might mean hundreds of permissions and procedures before one can even get to it. 
One of the best ways of building links with India is already being done between UK and India through the Arts Council England & BC Connections Through Culture travel grant which allows museums personnel to meet each other, discuss commonalities and of course find ways to collaborate. This is however, slightly long term as people find it tough to source funds, overcome bureaucracy, do follow ups and above all understand the cultural context. 

There is also the Charles Wallace scholarship which are availed of by many young Indian curators or museologists who come to UK to pick up skills as mid career development. It’s here that UK museums can get hold of them and make them their conduits in working with India. They then become their ambassadors.
Finally, I would always advice UK museums to go through the research done by British Council (http://www.britishcouncil.in/sites/britishcouncil.in2/files/re-imagine_museums_india-uk.pdf)  in understanding the Indian Museum sector. It not only gives the background and sets the context in the current scenario, it has up to date information on all the relevant museums currently operating in India. 
· Samarjit Guha, Head Programmes, British Council, East India
