Deaccessioning

Question:

Like many museum's, ours in Golden, BC is filled to the rafters. Many articles came to us a part of a collection from a family, but have no provenance here. Such as a Highland Gorilla Skin Coat with matching handbag, an Egyptian water jug from the 1700's, a pair of Chinese warrior amulets with matching mask (1700’s). We'd like to deaccession these, and other items, to help solve some space issues. Anything that we think will be useful to other museums will be offered through this forum and many items will be returned to the families who gave them if it is at all practical (we don't want to start any family feuds). Who in Canada can we turn to for appraisals on some of the items and once appraised are there auctions somewhere that would deal with these truly great items that don't belong in a community museum?

Colleen Palumbo, Golden Museum and Archives, September 26, 2005.

Responses:

1. I few things to think about: Were donation forms signed when the object were acquired? You need to make sure that you have clear title to the objects before you do anything. Yes it's a pain and legalistic, but you want to avoid problems during deaccessioning.

 Returning objects to the donor or their family may seem to be the "right" thing to do, but there are issues to consider. If any of these objects were donated and a tax receipt issued, there could be problems with charitable status and capital gains. Even if the objects were given without a receipt, giving them to individuals may be a problem if you have a charitable status. Charities are not supposed to hand out their assets to individuals. And you are right about the family feud issues.

Appraisals can cost you a fair bit, so be choosy. If you have a few particular items that you would like to get a sense about, contact appropriate museums. They will not be able to provide you with a financial appraisal, but they should give you some sense of the importance of the object.

I would also consider looking on the web at auction sites like ebay, or some of the major auction houses to get a sense of the value of the objects. You could contact the Art Dealers Association of Canada http://www.ad-ac.ca/, they have a list of registered appraisers.

I am sure there are others on this list that are more involved in the day-to-day issue of deaccessioning than I am, so hopefully some of them may want to comment.

 One thing I think you should do, is try to make this a "transparent" process. Make sure the community is aware of what you are considering doing. Maybe even have a public meeting to discuss the issue and let the press understand the issue. There are far too many stories about museums finding themselves in hot water, even though they followed appropriate procedures and policies, but public misinformation and rumour raised their ugly head.

Lee Boyko, Inquisitive Travel, September 26, 2005.

2. Regarding deaccessioning: Did you know that there is a session being offered at the BCMA Conference this year on this very subject? Patricia Ainslie of the Glenbow Museum in Calgary will lead a session on deaccessioning. It will be held on Friday, October 21 from 1:30 - 3:00 pm. Patricia spearheaded a major deaccessioning strategy at Glenbow over a number of years and can offer a great deal of valuable advice on this subject. The Glenbow gift shop also sells a document on their deaccessioning strategy in floppy disk format. 

Deaccessioning is a very complex subject and rather a scary one, too, but it can be done successfully if you have a well-thought out plan in place and if your institution has deaccession policies in place. I'm the one who suggested this session at the Conference, because we need to investigate this further before we act and I suspected a lot of other museums were in the same boat.

Cathy English

Revelstoke Museum & Archives, September 27, 2005.

3. The Ktunaxa Nation has an interpretive centre in Cranbrook at the Historic St. Eugene Mission. I am sure they would be pleased to have any First Nation material donated to them, especially if its provenance is of Ktunaxa (Kootenay) and/or Kinbasket (Shuswap), or plateau. Phone (250) 417-4001.

Troy Hunter

former Curator/Director of the Ktunaxa Kinbasket Interpretive Centre, September 27, 2005.

