
Historical Diving Society

What the Historical Diving Society 
needed from Heritage Compass

The Historical Diving Society has worked on the Heritage 
Compass programme alongside the development of 
their first major capital and revenue funding campaign. 
They aim to transform the Diving Museum through a 
series of linked projects: to repair their building; enhance 
their collections management and interpretation; 
develop the new museum and its visitor offer; take on 
staff for the first time; and develop effective partnership 
programmes to support the local community in what is 
a particularly deprived area of the South East. Having 
previously had bids for the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund rejected, the trustees knew that they needed 
support to rethink their strategy, and to plan for a 
complex project funded from a variety of sources. There 
were a number of opportunities available through DCMS 
strategic investment in museums and Gosport’s status as 
a priority area for levelling up funding. 
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Background

The Historical Diving Society was founded in 1990 by enthusiasts with an interest in the history of diving. The Society is 
based in Gosport, a naval town with significant links to the history of diving over the past 200 years. One of their core 
aims was to create a museum which they did in 2011 and they began to amass a collection of diving related objects, 
records and books. Over time, the Society achieved charitable status, and became incorporated as a company in 2014. 
It remains an entirely volunteer organisation, with eight trustees and many volunteers taking responsibility for collections 
care, fundraising and partnership development, as well as opening the museum to visitors. 

Working closely with the local Council, the Historical Diving Society has taken on the freehold of a Grade II* listed 
Victorian gun battery which is on Historic England’s Heritage at Risk Register and was used as a nuclear bunker during 
the Cold War. This building now houses and displays the collection and opens to the public during weekends and 
Bank Holidays from April till October. Also Hampshire County Council has given the Society the freehold of a WWII Air 
Raid Wardens Bunker which houses their reserve collection and reference library. They have now achieved accredited 
status which enables them to take on loans from other museums, are affiliated with the National Museum of the Royal 
Navy, and are active in the wider heritage sector in the region, sitting on the advisory panel for the South East Museum 
Development to represent the interests of volunteer run museums. 

The Society has ambitious plans to develop the museum and the No 2 Battery building and have attracted some grant 
funding to date to support them with the development of the project and the organisation.



In particular, the organisation needed to ensure that its 
basic governance and financial management procedures 
were in place and robust enough to cope with the delivery, 
monitoring and reporting requirements of external funders. 
They also needed to ensure that their plans were focused 
on the needs of their potential audience and the local 
community, and how the stories and collections of the 
Diving Museum could be used for wider benefit.

Heritage Compass offered a valuable opportunity to 
benefit from training in business planning, fundraising 
and governance which had a specific focus on heritage 
organisations. The eight trustees of the Society have diverse 
and useful experience, but none have worked professionally 
in the heritage sector before. The trustees would also have 
the support of a critical friend and mentor as they used 
what they had learned during the training sessions to create 
new forward plans and funding applications.

Planning for an improved Diving 
Museum

The Diving Museum team has made significant strides 
towards achieving its ambitions. Recognising the need 
to attract new trustees, they have created a recruitment 
and welcome pack. A new volunteer with a background 
in accountancy has created financial forecasts for the 
museum over the next seven years, with systems to 
manage restricted funds for the various projects the 
Society is engaged in. 

The Society has given much thought to audiences, and 
how to create content which engages their Society 
members, attracts people with no previous interest in 
diving, and makes a difference in the community. As a 
result, they have a varied talks programme, with some 
specialist events, and some which aim to reach a broader 
audience by linking the collections to popular themes. 
For example they have used diving props from the James 
Bond films in their public programme. They are focusing 
on developing work experience and apprenticeship 
placements to address the number of young people out of 
education and employment in the local community. 

The Society has been entrepreneurial in developing a range 
of income streams. Hosting a camouflaged dish within 
the gun emplacements on the building has provided the 
Museum with high speed broadband, and being awarded 
a grant to purchase camera equipment has given them 
the opportunity to bring in income by live streaming 
events. The Society consults on historic diving equipment, 
costumes and techniques for film and TV. The higher profile 
of the museum has led to new donations for the collection. 

This approach has led to funding success. The Museum 
has been awarded three capital grants: £100,000 from 
the Museums Estate and Development Fund; £237,000 

from the Capital Investment Fund, and £411,746 plus 
£15,500 from Gosport Borough Council to restore the 
historic building. They were also awarded a further 
£72,000 Development Grant from National Lottery 
Heritage Fund to work on a large Delivery Grant bid for 
the redevelopment of the museum, including capital 
improvements and new activities. The team is now actively 
consulting with the local community to shape their plans 
for the revamped Diving Museum.

How Heritage Compass has been useful

Participation in the Heritage Compass programme has been 
helpful to the Society in a number of ways. The training 
sessions provided a practical overview of good practice in 
business planning, governance and fundraising, enabling 
the team to meet the expectations of potential funders. 

The Society was very well networked in the South East. 
Heritage Compass has enabled them to make connections 
across the UK, finding organisations which are at similar 
stages in their own development. 

Support from their critical friend and mentor has been 
valuable to the Society as they have developed their plans for 
the Museum. The programme has also introduced them to 
professional consultants who the Historical Diving Society has 
since commissioned to work with them on a grant application.

What The Historical Diving Society 
needs next

The Society has made the most of the networking 
opportunities offered through the Heritage Compass 
programme. It would be useful for the team to continue 
to have opportunities to learn from other organisations 
as they develop their plans, and they would be keen to 
attend further networking and sharing events, particularly 
held in person, as they go forward. 
 

Advice for other organisations
Prepare for networking by believing in your project, 
knowing your project, and being ready to talk about it 
– you never know who you might meet. 

Be open to learning from others – visiting other venues 
with the volunteers has been really valuable in developing 
a high quality visitor experience at the Diving Museum.

Develop project ideas so that when an appropriate 
funding stream becomes available, you are ready. It’s much 
better to wait and match your project to the right funder, 
than compromise on your vision to fit a funder’s priorities. 
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Since securing a development grant from Historic 
England the Historical Diving Society has been busy with 
raising the funds for a capital repair programme. They 
are now delivering this work alongside being awarded 
a NLHF development grant and are now working on a 
NLHF delivery grant application.

Funds have been secured from ACE through the MEND 
and CIP grants, Historic England, and Gosport Borough 
Council to repair the fabric of the Grade II* museum 
building which is on the “Heritage At Risk” register 
as one project. This will address issues of damp in 
this Victorian coastal defences building and improve 
accessibility for the public. In the meantime, the Society 
continues to carry out its regular programme of talks, 
a conference, production of a newsletter, journal, and 
conference proceedings, further outreach in the local 
community and fundraising activities. The plan is that 
following on from this essential repair work, if the major 
delivery grant of £660,000 is awarded from NLHF and 
boosted by around £340,000 of match funding, it will 
enable the Society to create expanded new displays and 
improve the public offer in the museum’s refurbished 
building. Submission of the NLHF funding application is 
scheduled for February 2024, with the intention that if 
the bid is awarded in June, the revamped museum will 
reopen to the public in the summer of 2025. The focus 
for the Society is now to launch and sustain a fundraising 
campaign for match funding. An additional grant from 
Heritage Compass has been a huge help by enabling the 
Society to recruit a consultant to support this work. 

For the Society, which remains an entirely volunteering 
based organisation, this exciting programme of capital 
work and strategic development has been a steep 
learning curve, and the team led by their museum 
director Kevin Casey, have committed a lot of additional 
time to manage the various projects. Dealing with the 
reporting requirements of different funders has been 
particularly time consuming and challenging, although 
the team has had the support of one volunteer with 
a career background in forensic accounting, who has 
joined their finance sub-committee. The Society has 
benefited from being able to bring in consultants to 

support them through their NLHF development grant, 
and they credit their success as being the result of 
embracing every opportunity to learn from specialists.

Alongside the redevelopment of the Museum, the 
ongoing work of caring for the collection continues. The 
volunteers are about to embark on training in collection 
care and conservation with grant support from South 
East Museum Development Programme. The Society is 
also working with Historic England to secure funds to 
carry out investigations of an area of their building which 
has been sealed up for 125 years.

Whether the NLHF grant for the full museum 
refurbishment project is awarded or not, there have been 
benefits to the Society from going through the process 
of the development grant. In particular, they have carried 
out a full governance review with a consultant, which 
has led to the revision of their articles of association. As 
a result, the charity is more robust and the trustees have 
the flexibility within their governance structure to deal 
with future unforeseen circumstances. The Society has 
a 99-year lease on the building from Gosport Borough 
Council and been given the freehold of a second 
building by Hampshire County Council, which required 
the society to register a new charity and become 
incorporated. Long term financial forecasts are in place 
and the Society is confident about the future.
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Case studies written by Kate Rodenhurst and Tamsin 
Cox at DHA, with grateful thanks for contributions 
from Historical Diving Society, as part of the 
Heritage Compass evaluation.
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