TOWARDS A NATIONAL PLAN FOR THE ACQUISITION OF PRIVATE DOCUMENTARY FONDS
To what extent can the concept of Catalan documentary heritage be expanded? Can a local administration assume competences that are assigned by law to the Government of Catalonia? Does it constitute an example of good practice when political leaders act in accordance with criteria established by external assessors instead of being guided by their own experts?
The purchase to the value of €60,000 made by Barcelona City Council of a fragment of Portolan chart made in the workshops of the Majorcan cartographer Guillem Soler should, at the very least, have prompted one of these three questions among the media that reported on this news. The document, presented in the official notice posted on the BarcelonaCultura site as a ‘heritage treasure of Catalan culture’ and as a testimony to ‘14th-century Catalan cartography’, is certainly of a rare and exceptional nature. However, in accordance with the Law on Catalan Cultural Heritage, and given that the three reports compiled by experts cannot be consulted (neither the reports nor the price paid for them have been made public), we can only consider the document to be Catalan cultural heritage if we take an intentionally non-specific definition in the most literal sense of the term: ‘all movable or immovable property related to the history and culture of Catalonia which, due to its value... merits special protection and safeguarding’. In fact, in his excellent book Les cartes portolanes [The Portolan charts] (2007), the top expert in Portolan charts in Catalonia, Ramon Pujades—head of the Royal Heritage section of the Archive of the Crown of Aragon, who, according to the press, notified the Councillor for Culture and Director of Heritage of the auctioning of this piece, was asked to produce one of the expert reports himself, and, finally, presented the document to the media—refers, as would be expected, to the Majorcan school and the Majorcan cartographer in order to describe, among others, the works of Guillem Soler. In any event, the perpetually diffuse limits of the concept of ‘culture’ end up being effaced when they materialise in the sphere of documentary heritage, as is the case with specific documents. Can anyone argue that the fragment of chart fell into the category of Catalan documentary heritage prior to its acquisition? Of the little that has emerged concerning its archival history, it would seem that no evidence exists of any previous relation with any Catalan institution. Therefore, if from now onwards we only use ‘cultural’ criteria (the inferred political, socioeconomic and linguistic historical links), then any preserved document of those produced in Majorca during the 14th century would also be considered Catalan documentary heritage. Does this make sense? 
On the other hand, there is also sense in the justification that, according to Jaume Ciurana, the acquisition has been made because it represents a continuation ‘of the pursuit and the intentions of the City Council to acquire, whenever possible, relevant pieces of Catalan culture, heritage and history and to make these available to the public”. In line with which government agreement or official document is this pursuit and intention defined, exactly? The AAC-GD attended the last Heritage Commission (6 March) chaired by the Councillor for Culture and the Director of Heritage, Josep Lluís Alay, at which not only was this line of action not mentioned, but, furthermore, in the specific case of documentary heritage, and in view of the lack of a single point on the agenda referring to this subject, we explicitly asked about the extent of the plans and projects they were intending to move forward. The only response we were given related to the temporary exhibitions that were already planned: a ‘low-intensity’ archival policy, then, but one which, nevertheless, is able to draw on generous funds in order to acquire singular pieces. Rightly or wrongly, has this policy been agreed with the Government of Catalonia—as established in the Law on Heritage—so that each administration may collaborate in line with their respective competences? Does this law not establish clearly enough that it is the Ministry of Culture who ‘has to work to promote the return of goods to Catalonia which are of value to Catalan cultural heritage and which are located outside its territory?’ Thus, when the Barcelona City Council was notified of the sale of this piece at a London auction house (which in November 2011 had already listed a Portolan chart of Guillem Soler valued at €100,000 in its catalogue), did they not report this to the Ministry of Culture? Or, what is even more intriguing is the question of whether the person who notified them made contact exclusively with the City Council, even though the piece can clearly not be considered to be cultural heritage belonging to Barcelona. Maybe the help of the Government of Catalonia would have been needed if pre-emptive rights had needed to be exercised in the event of competition from other bidders (would these rights have been accepted by the way?). However, it would seem that the auction was not particularly well-attended since the piece was finally acquired for half the starting price of €120,000.
All in all, and as we can plainly see, this takes us back more to eighteenth-century antique dealing than to the archive policies of the 21st century. Not surprisingly, the purchase has recalled the acquisition of Gabriel de Vallseca's chart by the Library of Catalonia in 1917. Lamentably, no one has seen fit to point out that, fortunately, we are not in the same situation as we were at that time. We have a solid state structure thanks to the Catalan Archives System and a body of experts in archives and records management both within the Government of Catalonia as well as on a local level, who are fully trained to be able to endow political initiatives with expert guidance. However, and insofar as we can gather from some press articles, during the presentation of the acquisition, the political leaders congratulated their ‘network of (external) informers’ while, apparently, it would seem that they did not request the opinion of either the head of the archives system of the City Council or the director of the Historical Archives of the City; the institution where the document has been deposited. And we say apparently because transparency and accountability do not seem to be understood as a duty in relation to the carrying out of acts by the administration but, rather, it seems that active publicity is only sought when they have a vested interest in it. 
In a normal country, an acquisition of this nature would have had to have been accompanied by the provision of all the documentation related to the matter (as has been requested of this tribunal and others this year in similar cases), particularly when, as mentioned above, the decision was taken on the basis of external informers and did not emerge or was not promoted by a planned archival policy (we will not insist again here on the differences between an archive, a museum and a library, and on how their resources are formed—a reading of a brief article by Cencetti from the 1930s will suffice to understand these differences—but we will recall that it is not in vain that Barcelona City Council categorises archives and heritage libraries as the same thing when offering cultural indicators). A common protocol needs to be defined without delay to govern actions taken across administrations in relation to such large acquisitions involving high public expenditure. This protocol should fix the minimum amount of relevant information that should be published to ensure absolute transparency in these procedures (which, clearly, and leaving aside economic questions, should include reports from the relevant experts endorsing or turning down the suitability of the acquisition). In fact, Barcelona City Council could pioneer this initiative by drawing on the purchase of the Portolan chart, thanks to the open and transparent platforms available to it (a general one, GO>BCN, and one especially for culture, BarcelonaCultura).
And, above all, a plan for the acquisition of private documentary heritage needs to be designed by public institutions on the same lines as the one designed by CONCA in the area of art. We suggest that this plan should be coordinated by the National Council on Archives with the participation of the professional sector and representatives from different administrations and different types of archives. This will help to provide a detailed definition of aspects such as the coordination between administrations in the exercising of their competences to promote the Law on Heritage; the question of what kind of heritage (national, local) should go to what kind of archives; what criteria should prevail when assessing a document or resource; and the other questions which, without looking any further, were debated at the 8th Conference on Municipal Archives held last April, or at any of the sessions of the subsequent Congress of Catalan Archivists. This would at least enable us to discern with greater ease the limits of discretion with which political leaders may legitimately act with regard to the acquisition of heritage. 
Or, in other words, if the document/monument concept was made fashionable by Foucault, we would not like to see the document/relic concept becoming more and more widespread in the context of Catalan archives. A document which can be drawn upon, as in the case of sacred medieval pieces, to help attract people at times when public institutions are in decline, as is their ability to draw up high-level policies. 

