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Geoarchaeology:  driving heritage policy or 
sitting in the backseat?  

Traditions, politics and  ‘best practice’ variation between states 
Helen Lewis, GSI Fulbright Scholar, UCD & UW 

 
  

Ireland has a culture of internationally-recognised expertise in archaeological science, and very high standards of practice in cultural resources management (CRM) 
archaeology. The Republic of Ireland is, however, one of several EU states with little research in geoarchaeology, and almost no CRM applications of this beyond 
geophysical survey. This is despite the state seeing the Celtic Tiger building boom in 1998-2007, with so much CRM work that archaeologists were imported from all 
over the EU, and despite the fact that neighbouring states have been applying geoarchaeological assessment as part of standard best practice in CRM for almost two 
decades. One of these states has produced freely-available online guidelines on geoarchaeology for CRM (e.g. English Heritage 2007), but there are still no guidelines 
for the application of geoarchaeological approaches beyond geophysical survey for Irish archaeology.. This study investigates the issue of variation in so-called ‘best 
practice’ in CRM archaeology, in particular trying to understand how geoarchaeology  - except geophysical survey - was essentially omitted from Irish CRM  practice.  
Through interviews with stakeholders in four US states, and comparing these with four EU ‘states’, I hope to better understand the traditions of practice and the 
politics of definition of my own field of expertise, and to develop a set of internationally-agreed  expert fundamental  guidelines to reduce local prejudices in  
scientific  standards of practice.   

Some general observations in an ongoing study: 
In states with a strong local tradition of geomorphological research integrated with archaeological studies before CRM archaeology began, current standards of 
practice and/or actual practice include geoarchaeological assessment as a basic practice. The role of the compliance officer in state government is crucial to 
ensuring geoarchaeological assessment is practised in CRM archaeology, and at what investigation stages it is practiced – regardless of published standards of 
practice. In both of the above cases, the role of the individual advocate is key. The US situations of one or two leader-advocates in archaeology or 
palaeoenvironmental studies is very interesting regarding the development of a strong geoarchaeological component in modern CRM. In Ireland, we also 
historically saw a great number of such environmental studies, focused primarily on the history of peat bogs and related soil types, looking at climate change over 
time. The groundwork for a strong geoarchaeological component in CRM was definitely there in research across the country, although based in Northern Ireland – 
why was it lost in the Republic  of Ireland with the advent of CRM guidelines? The US study suggests that there was no advocate for geoarchaeology at the crucial 
moments, and that compliance officers have not followed up on this aspect of international best-practice.  

The Arizona State Museum guidelines for CRM and geoarchaeology are 
minimal, but the practice is not. According to the geoarchaeologists 
interviewed, this is partly because of the major impact of research studies 
and the historical coincidence of development projects with the location 
of major historic settlement sites which have ancient canals, meaning that 
assessment has had to include geoarchaeology to deal with the complex 
deposits and features uncovered. A second vital aspect has been the 
knowledge base and interests of the current permit issuing and 
compliance officers – one archaeologist suggested that despite the 
minimal guidelines, the ASM demanded inclusion of geoarchaeology in 
CRM bids, and would send back anything that did not include assessment 
of geoarchaeology. 

Iowa does not have a lot of CRM archaeology because much of the land is private, and state guidelines only 
cover certain circumstances. Where archaeology is carried out, both the guidelines and practice in Iowa are 
of a very high standard regarding geoarchaeology, which is frequently part of CRM –this was attributed by 
interviewees to the efforts of a few individual researchers in archaeology, the earth sciences and 
palaeoenvironmental studies, who carried out landmark studies in the 1950-60s and 1980s, including Art 
Bettis’ work for the Geological Survey. In Iowa, environmental studies of deeply-buried sites in the thick 
Holocene loess soils and alluvial deposits of the region have had a major impact. The Pleistocene loess 
deposits, frequent large floods, and widespread areas of fossil-bearing limestone have resulted in the fertile 
soils of the ‘corn belt’, to an interest in soils, sediments and rocks, and to the creation of deep burial 
environments that are excellent for archaeological preservation. Because of its agricultural importance and 
flood hazards, the entire state has LiDAR mapping, and aerial photographs dating from the 1930s onwards, 
and an online state-wide GIS is available to archaeologists. The state archaeology office in Des Moines was 
named by interviewees as being very ‘aggressive’ and effective at identifying poorly-thought out and 
executed projects – in particular regarding the need to go deep enough in the deposits and soils to 
adequately assess the archaeology. One example of this intervention in a CRM project by the office in Des 
Moines led to the finding of a large Middle Archaic site and the oldest human burial in the state – both 
missed by the CRM contractor.  

The state of Washington has extremely minimal best practice guidelines with regard to 
geoarchaeology, but there is a lot of geoarchaeology in CRM practice. According to 
Interviewees, the latter  is all down to one CRM archaeologist, Chris Miss, who ‘pushed the 
envelope on CRM guidelines regarding geoarchaeology from the bid level’. The impact of 
geoarchaeology on local CRM was also influenced by the presence of the well-known 
geoarchaeologist Julie Stein at the University of Washington Anthropology Department; this 
educational and research impact effectively ended when she left the department to be the 
head of the Burke Museum.  Regular CRM practice in WA entails monitoring into the top of 
glacial deposits, or to the depth of the development footing. In Washington, state guidelines 
apply to private development, although compliance is reported to be variable. Some issues 
raised by interviewees related to the many areas where there is deep cover, such as the pre-
urban fill in Seattle, where the pre-AD 1850 surface is known to be c. 20m deep under fill in 
some areas, and in areas with volcanic and peat deposits, such as the Tenino peats south of 
Olympia, or the example of Kent, where a 4000 year-old shoreline exists c.6.5m below Mt 
Rainier lahar deposits. Because of 50cm depth guidelines for CRM, deposits of interest to 
regional archaeologists are frequently not encountered, even in areas of major development 
such as parts of Seattle, thus restricting the understanding of past environments and 
landscapes.  A further major issue raised in WA was the lack of remote sensing in standard 
practice, and the lack of variety of remote sensing approaches utilised. This contrasts greatly to 
EU practice,  and particularly to Ireland, where geophysical survey is almost the only 
geoarchaeological approach systematically used as standard practice on most sites. 

Developing international minimal best-practice guidelines: the next steps based on interviews 
- define best practice at each level of assessment (bids, desk-top, full excavation), map to SAA/EAA guidelines and 
then to local requirements (state/country) 
- validate geoarchaeological professional opinion in the industry at large 
- make guidelines inclusive – certification not required to bring the basic guidelines into standard practice 
- encourage more thoughtfulness about soils and sediments at all stages of intervention by all archaeologists, 
especially site directors and those putting in bids 
-propose parallel licensing, as seen in field geology, to offset the practice of a non-specialised archaeologist 
carrying out specialist geoarchaeological assessment. And to ensure geoarchaeological specialists have more 
experience in CRM archaeology before they are allowed to do specialist work (e.g. 2 years after MA/MSc as a 
CRM technician before they work in their specialisation)  
- encourage site re-investigation with a geoarchaeological focus for sites with critical chronologies or 
environmental importance (this is regionally variable), and use these sites as training grounds for professional 
development of CRM practitioners by geoarchaeologist PIs.  
- encourage pride in geoarchaeology work, craftsmanship and continuing education for all CRM archaeologists, 
such that all should become more engaged, and their questioning of physical and theoretical archaeology would 
lead them to expending more efforts on sediments and soils. 
- encourage further involvement of local universities in local geoarchaeology 
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Some observations from the case study states: 


