2009-2010 ASHA Presidents Report
My three years as President of ASHA have gone by remarkably quickly but it is a particular honour that I have been President during 2010, which marks the 40 anniversary of the society.  The Australian Society for Historical Archaeology was founded in 1970 for the purpose of promoting the study of historical archaeology in Australia, expanding in 1991 to include New Zealand and the Asia-Pacific region and changing its name to the Australasian Society for Historical Archaeology.  Although we often take ASHA for granted, it is worth reminding ourselves that the society has been instrumental in the international development and growth of both academic and professional historical archaeology and continues to be vital and active in advancing the goals of the society.  One of the pleasures of being President has been to understand and appreciate the breadth of what we do, often with very little fanfare.   

I had the good fortune to inherit the presidency in excellent condition thanks to the careful stewardship of my predecessor Susan Lawrence and her committee.  In standing for and accepting the role I had several areas which I particularly wanted to work on.  Much of what concerned me (and still does) is the question of what we as a society offer not just to our members, but to the discipline and to the public. This was brought home to me with an editorial of a (then) recent issue of the US Historical Archaeology on the Overseas Chinese.  The editors went into length about how little had been published on the topic, listing what it felt were the major HA journals which had been reviewed.  Curiously, while the NZ Journal of Archaeology was on the list, AHA was not, despite the fact of our long existence and that we have published several dozen articles on the topic of the Overseas Chinese including a dedicated issue only several years earlier in 2003.  When I wrote to the editors to point this out they were naturally apologetic (and hopefully a little embarrassed), but in effect the AHA journal and ASHA as a society were almost invisible to them.  We had little or no web presence, papers which had been published in our journal, special publications and newsletters did not appear on Google searches or even in academic database, and when they did they were almost impossible to obtain.  The number of commercially published and available longer works on Australasian HA – either monographs or volumes for the public - could be numbered on two hands. The majority of what our members produce is simply locked up in theses, consultancy reports, or unpublished research documents.  While recognising that ASHA has to improve its game with public outreach, beyond the worthy exercise of National Archaeology Week, the cupboard seemed a bit bare when it came to offering something, or even pointing to our achievements.  

Although there is clearly a burning need for ASHA and historical archaeology in general to better and more enduringly engage with the public, the decision was made that during my term we would push for several developments which would provide the basis for later efforts.  Some of these extended from discussions begun in the committee during Susan’s Presidency and thanks to a larger than usual grant 2008-2010 grant from the Grants to Voluntary Environment and Heritage Organisations (GVEHO) program of the Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts became possible for the first time:
1. Construction of a new website which provides a greater range of content, as well as on-line systems of membership renewals consistent with current expectations.

2. Scanning of the back-catalogue of the AHA journal, ASHA newsletters and other publications, with the decision to forgo the diminishing revenue from selling hard copy back issues in favour of greater promotion by making all but the last 5 years freely available for download. As a consequence, ASHA publications also became ‘visible’ to web searching.

3. Providing new forums for publication, especially the founding of the Studies in Australasian Historical Archaeology monograph series to release longer, data rich documents based on PhD theses and major consultancy projects. However, by engaging in print on demand agreements with commercial publishers (in this case University of Sydney Press), much of the cost of paying for, printing, or even engaging in longer-term sales and storage which has bedevilled previous publication ventures is avoided. A revised ASHA Occasional Papers series is intended to follow, although the possibility of direct to electronic publication is being considered.  
4. Signing agreements with major academic databases such as Ingenta and Jstor who electronically archive the ASHA publication list and make it available to a wider international audience via large corporate (library) subscriptions, with a commission to ASHA every time an article is accessed via their systems. This last step was made after careful research which showed that there would be little or no impact on membership.

5. Shifting the newsletter to electronic only, saving the society many hundreds of dollars each issue and the need for significant volunteer effort in envelope stuffing and addressing. 

Some of these processes are complete while others are ongoing, but we are confident that ASHA is significantly more visible to a wider electronic world and our research is being recognised internationally. 

We have also been encouraging members to develop complementary facilities to improve accessibility to a wider body of HA research.  One such example (to indulge in shameless self-promotion) is the NSW Archaeology On-line project which I have been running with my University of Sydney colleague and ASHA member Sarah Colley as part of the Archaeology of Sydney Research Group. The project is designed to preserve the pre-1995 grey literature of Sydney historical archaeology.  
This project, funded by a NSW Heritage Council grant and the University of Sydney Library, is attempting to scan the increasingly rare body of pre-1995 (i.e. pre-electronic) HA project reports (and eventually images, databases and other materials), store them in a permanent electronic archive and make them publicly available via the web.  Not only does this release a major corpus of exciting material to researchers, it also promotes the breath of what we do and increases our visibility, helps us avoid duplication, encourages comparative archaeological research and syntheses, and preserves something of our own disciplinary heritage.  We are currently working with several senior members of the society who have offered to loan materials and will be formally announcing the project very soon. As part of the project, ASHA is also working with Judy Birmingham to scan, document and preserve her valuable 1960s-1980s collection of images of industrial and other sites, many of which are no longer extant.  Several other organisations have also begun scanning programs, often for their own internal purposes, although hopefully future ASHA committees will encourage these archives to be opened for public access as well. 

Our peer-reviewed journal Australasian Historical Archaeology remains the flagship of the society, first published in 1983 and still going strong (now on volume 28) as the major publication forum for Australasian historical archaeological research.  I would like to thank Dr Mary Casey for her hard work as editor and welcome her continuation as General Editor overseeing ASHA’s publications, with my thanks to Dr Tracy Ireland for taking on the journal editing role.  
Despite its continuing high standards, this year has seen one major disappointment for AHA.   The completely opaque processes of the new Federal Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) Initiative which rates the quality of journals saw AHA ranked as an ‘A’ in the preliminary tables thanks to active lobbying on our part, but then equally mysteriously and very disappointingly downgraded to a ‘B’ in the final release, with no opportunity for appeal (although one was lodged by us anyway).  As several other major international journals including International Journal of Historical Archaeology suffered the same fate we are in good company, although I have to express my disappointment that one of our closest affiliated societies chose not to support our bid for reclassification, despite ASHA extending its support to their own efforts.  Although we expect the ERA to go the way of most initiatives of this kind, there is a potential impact for some academic contributors who are encouraged or even obliged to publish only in journals of certain ranks as part of their annual performance measures. This highlights our need to make sure that AHA continues to receive good quality submissions that match our rigorous editorial processes, in readiness for the next round of classification.  It also suggests that the oft-discussed and more formal linkages between the societies may need to be advanced, since disciplinary one-upmanship would not seem to be particularly helpful.  
For many members the ASHA Newsletter is a vital forum for news and current events, keeping them in touch with research, projects, new publications, or emerging issues.  For those who are away from the major centres (and even for many who are in major centres) the newsletter remains an effective way of keeping us connected to the doings of the wider historical archaeology community, enhanced by the ASHA email discussion list.  Dr Rick McGovern Wilson has continued his outstanding job as ASHA Newsletter editor and chief wrangler.  
In its advocacy role, the Society continues to fight for the creation or improvement of legislation and guidelines to protect historical archaeological sites and ensure their proper recording. In a pro-development environment this is sometimes a difficult task and as a result we quite frequently mount campaigns to fight for the preservation of particular sites at risk or provide advice to ensure better outcomes, such that quite a lot of the Committee’s time is spent preparing submissions of one sort or another, often in collaboration with our partner societies. In this regard our diverse membership within all levels of government, as well as in companies, private archaeological consultancies and universities, as well as concerned non-professional members continues to provide an effective alerting system as well as a network of advisers.  Although in the past year we have made several submissions (for instance on revisions to heritage legislation and guidelines in Tasmania and on proposed development within a heritage conservation area within South Australia), quite a lot of what the society does is not visible to the wider membership, often because negotiation requires a degree of discretion with a quiet phone call or contact via personal connections proving more effective than a public protest.  My thanks to the various people who have been on the receiving end of a Presidential phone call, especially those members who have had to juggle their own professional obligations and confidences with the desire to achieve a good outcome for historical archaeology . 
As I noted, for the last several years much of the committee’s energies have been spent in setting up new systems.  However, the challenge for the next committees will be to not only continue these processes.  One such are is the role of the Regional Reps, originally intended to collect information from regional members in the pre-email era, but now a potential resource for collecting information about HA in each area for both our members and the public - such as accessible sites and displays, open days at excavations, publications on the HA of each region, resources for teachers and students, and other opportunities to learn or participate. ASHA is fortunate that many of our founder members are still with us and often actively participating in the conferences, publication and research, as well as providing advice and perspective to those who have followed.  However, as the profession grows and diversifies we need to ensure that new archaeology graduates and interested members of the public are brought into the fold.  For all of our government, commercial and public aspect, we must remember that historical archaeology is a research endeavour and that to participate is to engage in a collaborative intellectual endeavour of sharing information and understanding.  Financially we are in a good situation, although the costs of publication continue to rise and it is only through attention to maintaining and expanding membership levels that we can continue to offer these services.
In closing, in addition to those persons who I have already mentioned above, I would like to thank everyone who has been on the committee or otherwise helped during my term. In particular Kat Stankowski who took on the sometimes thankless role of Secretary and has been the person who makes sure everything gets done, while Cynthia Paterson has endured as our Administrative Assistant during the exciting transition to the new systems (although she is stepping down as of the 2010 AGM). My VPs - Penny Crook, Mac North, and later Brad Duncan and Jody Steele have been instrumental in achieving the annual goals we set ourselves, as have the treasurers Sue Singleton and Kylie Seretis who made sure we didn’t bankrupt the society in the process. Thanks to the general committee members and State Reps who provided information and support, as well as to the various members who have contributed to the journal and newsletter, participated, or advised during the last three years. 
