
Acquisition process
Acquisition is a three-step process: assessment, approval, and accession. Your policy should identify who is responsible for these steps.

Assessing the merits of any acquisition involves four main questions:

(
What do you know about the item?

(
Is the item significant for your collection?

(
Can you look after the item?

(
Can you be sure that your ownership will be valid?

The following sections provide a checklist of matters needing consideration. (Warner Haldane’s guide Why Preserve That?, published by Otago Museum, has been particularly useful in the compilation of this checklist.)
Information available

(
Is the item complete?

(
If the item is a fragment, does it provide useful information about the larger structure to which it belonged?

(
Is the item unmodified?

(
If modified, are the modifications significant?

(
Has any modification, conservation, or restoration been fully documented?

(
Is the item accompanied by information, as appropriate, on its:

· origin?

· identification?

· composition?

· manufacture?

· use?

· previous ownership?

· cultural or spiritual dimensions

· general history?

(
Can information about this item be readily verified or, if absent, readily discovered?

Assessing significance

Does the item fit your criteria for:

(
locality

(
period

(
collection emphasis

(
aesthetic value

•
cultural or spiritual value

(
values of association with, or achievement by, people significant to your collection focus

(
rarity (once common)

(
rarity (always rare)

(
uniqueness within your collection

(
special relevance to other items in your collection

(
availability in collections elsewhere?

Requirements for care

Every item you acquire places a demand on your resources of space, time, money, and expertise. This part of the assessment focuses on the physical side of the item, but should also include consideration of cultural and spiritual well-being.

(
Is the item in good physical condition?

(
Has any modification, restoration, or conservation been carefully carried out?

(
Do you have physical space to house the item?

(
Do you have suitable storage conditions?

(
If required, do you have the resources to make and maintain special arrangements to store the item appropriately?

(
If required, do you have the resources to give the item appropriate conservation care?

(
If required, can you provide or do you have access to sources of appropriate cultural and spiritual care for the item?

(
Will the item fit your criteria for collection accessibility?

Issues of ownership

Valid title

If you acquire an item, you want to be sure that you are entitled to the full rights of ownership. In the first place, this means ensuring that you are dealing with the entitled owner or their agent. 

Conditional or limited ownership

You also need to ascertain any limitations on or conditions of ownership. This may be a specially sensitive issue with taonga Mäori. It is also the case with copyright, for example, in artworks. You may own the artwork itself, but your entitlement to make copies of it, say, to be sold as postcards may be restricted by the work’s copyright owner. He Rauemi Resource Guide No. 9: ‘Museums and Copyright’ provides an introduction to this complex area. 

Some museums are very reluctant to acquire items that have conditions attached – of access, for example, or restrictions on use. But every case is unique, and museums are increasingly sensitive to the nuances of relationships that come with the transfer of ownership, particularly involving groups in their communities. Te Papa, for example, may consider conditions that ‘in the judgment of the Chief Executive and Kaihautü are not contrary to the interests of Te Papa.’ 

Many museums are dealing with these issues case by case – often the first case will result in guidelines for how to deal with others. Experience may allow for a written procedure, but responsibility for such decisions should rest with the museum’s top management or its governing body.

Questions about ownership

(
Is the item being offered to you by a person legally entitled to do so?

(
Are you dealing with the owner or a properly authorised agent? Or, in the case of taonga, with a mandated representative or group?

(
Is documentation of the history of ownership available and verifiable?

(
If not, can it be readily found out?

(
Can you be sure that acquisition of this item has not infringed the rights of its owner or previous owners?

(
Can you be sure that collection or acquisition of the item has not contravened any New Zealand or international environmental or cultural protection law, regulation, or convention? 

[perhaps include a topic box that lists the main ones?]

(
Can you be sure that collection has not involved intentional destruction or damage to reserves, historic sites, or monuments, including wähi tapu (sacred places?

(
Does copyright law apply to this item?

(
If so, are you expressly acquiring copyright along with physical ownership or will you need to negotiate copyright ownership separately?

(
Are there any other conditions applying to the acquisition of this item?

It is useful to record all this information as evidence that an acquisition has been thoroughly examined and to lodge the record as part of the item’s documentation. 
Approval and accessioning

Your written-up assessment forms part of a proposal for acquisition. The proposal is what the decision makers use to approve an acquisition. Your policy will state who is responsible for these approvals – you should ensure that there is competent input from the budget-holding and curatorial sides of your operation, as well as senior management or your governing body. 

You may also need to incorporate iwi or Mäori input for taonga, or indeed from other groups where there is an identified community interest in proposed acquisitions.

Identify the chain of command and where the final decision making lies. All decisions on acquisition should be documented and accountable.

An approval sets the formal acquisition process in motion. The documentation of the proposal and the actual acquisition should be part of an item’s collection record.

Once ownership of an item has been transferred to you, you arrange for its accessioning. This is the process of giving the item an identification number and documenting it in the museum’s catalogue. Accessioning signifies the item’s entry into your collection management system, with all the attendant responsibilities for its security and care.
Source: He Rauemi Resource Guide No. 16: Developing Your Collection – Acquisition and Deaccession Policies, pg 8
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