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AN OPEN LETTER FROM THE CHAIRMAN
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speaker E. A. Carmean pgave his perspective on the Fort Worth Museunm of Modern
Art’s decision to deaccession Eakins’® "The nwimming Hole.”! Terry Grose
managed the logistics in her usual organized and professional way. The

speakers played to a full house of TAM-CMC professionals, and TAM executive
director Margaret Blagg took time from her busy schedule to attend.

The whole issue of deaccesioning is just one example of the legal and ethical
problems that are affecting collections prefessionals today. Increasingly,
the value of a well-written museum collections policy, code of ethics, and
handbook of procedures becomes apparent. Not having any of these guiding
documents is an unacceptable oversight; not following established policies

may became a legal nightmare. The workshop speakers repeatedly stressed the
need for a good, legally and ethically acceptable, and binding collections
policy as the basis for all decisions affecting collections acquisitions,

use, and deaccessiaoning.

If you are not sure what your collections policy states f(or if you are not
sure that you have one--if not, you’re not alone), take some time to read 1n
thoroughly. A good collections policy and a good procedures manual are not
the same thing. As Rick Casagrande pointed out, policies are high-level
guidelines that must be approved by the governing or advisory body of the
museum; therefore, a policy is an inflexible statement that shapes the museum
procedures. Procedures are ctaff-generated documents cetailing the handling
of regular collections activities; they are flexible and situational. Your
collections policy should give you the exact information you need on the
scope and limits of acceptable acqguisitions, the documentation and level of
approval required for collections acceptance, use, staff and board members
who are involved in collections decisions. It should also include a code of
pthics specifying acceptable and unacceptable collections—related activities
for staff and board members.

All of the speakers at the deaccessioning workshop mentioned the use of a
good collections policy as a guide to making ethical, legal, and acceptable
decisions when the need for deacceszioning was perceived. If you are not
sure that your institutional policy will back up your collections decisions,
then you owe it to yourself and your institution to take a long hard liook at
both the policy and the decisions, and to initiate any necessary changes.

Sally Shelton



RECAP OF CMC DEACCESSICN WORKSHOP, AUGUST 25, 1990

Richard Casagrande, Consultant on Deaccessioning to the San Antonioc Museum
Assocciation, opened his talk with some perscnal observations concerning the
practice of deaccessioning: if museum staff encounter trouble, be up-front
and professional; always have an answer; he was skeptical of the good
intentions of the press. Casagrande stressed that every museaum should have
a copy of Marie C. Malaro'’s book, A Legal Primer on Managaging Musewum
Collections.

Casagrande continued with a straightforward presentation of the pros and cons
of deaccessioning. The positive aspects include: to create storage spaces
the opportunity of good public relations {(putting objects back into public

view); "getting rid of junk;” cleaning up the books; and raising money.

Among the negative aspects, the misperception of the public concerning the
practice; the chance of alienating donors; the staff time involved; and the
chance of the museum disposing of objects that may be important at some

point in the future; and last, but not least; the museum may be sued.

Casagrande outlined the deaccessioning procedure followed by SAMA. He noted
that the association long-range plan included a comprehensive lock at the
strengths and weaknesses of the collections, and included a deaccession plan
{the term employed, "selectively culled"). Among the points presented: the
use of a structured policy of staff initialization and approval of the
deaccession action, combined with formal commitiee review and approval

("we" sounds better than "I'); also, the importance of a written record/steps
of deaccessicning. The reasons for deaccessioning: not appropriate to the
collections, fake/forgery, inferior guality, near duplication, infreguent
exhibition, poor condition, express donor permission (to deaccession).

The one exception to the formal procedure: objects with inherent vice/vermin
or that pose a danger (such as a mount treated with arsenic): in these
instances, photographs are taken and a written report submitted, with the
object immediately disposed of. Objects must have been in the collection for
at least two years (five years is preferable). As part of the procedure, the
registration department checks for legal claim to the object(s), as well as
legal encumbrances. If an object is valued in excess of $5,000, or if a
collection of cobjects is bheing deaccessioned, two outside appraisals are
required.

After a formal vote on the deaccession, SAMA advertises in the legal

section of the newspaper for two consecutive weeks, thereby allowing for
"legitimate claims" to be made. SAMA has determined that public auction is
the best method of disposal. Regarding the monies realized from the
deaccession: Casagrande noted that legally, there are no restrictions on its
use; however, ethically, monies are generally placed in a restricted
acquisitions fund, with the original intent of the donor kept if possible
(SAMA: the original donor is credited if the deaccession is in excess of
$1,020). He noted that some museums place the proceeds in conservation
funds.

By Jennifer Staffard, Curator, Biblical Arts Center, Dallas
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Rebecca Martin, Registrar, Old Cow Town Museum, Wichita, Kansas began hewr
program by telling the audience that, as a new registrar at the 0Old Cow Town
Museum, she was faced with the overwhelming task of deaccessioning S22
objects from the museum’s collections.

The 0Old Cow Town Museum had had 25 years of indiscriminate collecting. In
197@, the Board of Trustees of the museum decided that accreditation would be
a major goal. They realized that they needed an organizational framework

which would include mission and purpose statements. The board decided the
focal point of the museum would be a recreation of the 1865-1880 time period in
Wichita. The board drew up a long-range plan which focused on this fifteen
year period. This meant that they would have to get rid of 25 years of non-
period objects.

There was little or no paperwork on many of the objects. Because of the
urgent need to get things in order, they sought out a consultant. Their

first step was to have the Curator separate essential items from nonessential
items. The museum contacted the city about finding an off-sight area to
house items that would have to be deaccessioned. Before they could do that,
haowever, they had to write a ccllection policy including a deaccession

policy. ‘ :

The deaccession policy would list reasons why objects had to be disposed, and
how they would do it. Rebecca stressed the importance of keeping permanent
records and getting legal opinions when necessary. The policy would include
the rational and need for deaccessioning material from the collection. Then
the staff determined the status of the collection, i.e.; was it loaned or
donated?; was there information on the donor or lender? 0Other questions had
to be answered such as; What is the proper method of disposal? Does the
object fall within the scope of the collection? 1Is the object damaged beyond
repair? Is the object a duplicate of better or more representative pieces?

Rebecca stated that, if status of the object indicated that it should be
deaccessioned, this information would be presented to the Director. If the
Director agreed, a recommendation for deaccessioning would be presented to
the Curatorial/Acgquisition Committee along with documents and records.

One of the problems that the 0ld Cow Town ran into was that of the legality
of disposing of abandoned property. They found out that Kansas did not have
such a law.

The museum community in Kansas got together to lobby for such a law. They
talked to the Attorney General and testified before the State Committee.
Kansas finally passed such a law. Abandoned property would be returned to
the owner if known, but the burden of proof of ocwnership would be on the
claimant.

Rebecca Martin then went on to discuss the method taken by the Registrar’s
Department to properly document the museum’s disposal of objects. Some of
the steps described were setting up a procedure manual and individual folders
for deaccessioning. The folders would be filed by date and would include the
request and minutes from the Curatorial/Acquisition Committee meeting,
conditions and dates of transaction, photographs and measurements of each
object. All catalog cards would also have such information.

Ms. Martin concluded her program by encouraging all persons present to urge
their museums to implement a long-rang plan and deaccession policy.

By Shirley Leftwich, Director, Scurry County Museum, Snyder
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Lisa Rebori, Manager of Collections for the Houston Museum of Matural
Science, discussed the procedures involved in deaccessicning natural history
collections. She explained that natural history museums hnave many similar
collections issues as other kinds of museums. R(ll Amuseums must decide what
to collect, what to keep and what to deaccession. Natural history mussums,
however, have the additional burden of following guidelines established by
international, federal, and state laws governing the collecting and disposal
of natural objects.

Msz. Rebori noted that, in addition to dealing with strict laws governing
collecting, natural history museums collect objects for a larger audience
than most general museums. They collect directly for the general, academic,
and scientific communities. Although a, K spetimen/artifact in a natural
history museum is of utmost importance, the specimens’ information is as
important. Even if a specimen is removed from the collection because of
damage or decay, the specimen’s information must be retained for future
reference and comparison.

Matural history cspecimens also have spvec*ial'.needs due to the size,
construction, and number of objects collected. Full-sized animals, ranging
from insects to dinosaurs, create multiple storage headaches. Fur, feathers,
minerals and shells easily suffer from insect and natural decay problems.
Multiple specimens of like creatures, collected for comparison, create

storage and catalog nightmares. All of these factors play a part in the need
for and the decision to deaccession natural history specimens.

In 1985 the Houston Museum of Natural Science reviewed and revised its
collections policy (a policy the meeting speakers encouraged all museums to
have and to follow). It grew from a one page document to a 25 page document.
The revisions served to refocus the responsibilities of all departments. The
decision was made to deaccession the historical materials contained in the
museum’s collections and some natural history specimens. The museum did,
however, decide to keep those objects that pertained to the history of the
museum proper or those that were given by the collectors who helped start the
museum. The actual removal process began in 1989.

The museum’s curators identified objects for deaccession consideration. The
collections manager made recommendations to the collections committee. Many
of the objects were sold following the museum guidelines for deaccessioning
and the funds placed in an acquisitions account. The value for the natural
history objects sold was obtained from hobby/trade cshows since no auction
houses handle this material. Zoological specimens which, by law cannot be
sold, were traded or transferred to other museums. Those historical objects
with provenance records were placed in museums in the counties of origin.
Some objects in poorest condition were destroyed.

The Houston Museum of Natural Science used the deaccessioning process to
refine 1ts collection by removing unnecessary or damaged material and to
enhance the collection through trades and monies earned by the sale of some
items.

By Kevin Conley, Curator of Collections, Fort Bend Museum, Richmond







