How the National Maritime Museum Collects Objects: Guidance for Potential Donors and Vendors

Definitions

· ‘Objects’ is a blanket term that includes manuscripts and other flat items as well as 3D artefacts. 

· The terms ‘object’, ‘item’ and ‘artefact’ are interchangeable in this document. 

· ‘Collection’ means all the objects in the care of the National Maritime Museum (NMM).

Disclaimer

The National Maritime Museum’s (NMM) collection is held in trust on behalf of the nation for the benefit of present and future generations. NMM is the legal owner of the collection in name only. The collection really belongs to the British public and NMM is merely its guardian, so when we refer to ‘our’ collection we mean ‘the nation’s collection’.

Introduction

The NMM’s mission is to illustrate for everyone the importance of the sea, ships, time and the stars, and their relationship with people. Collecting objects is one of the NMM’s most important activities and we are always on the lookout for high-quality objects that will be of interest to researchers or help us to illustrate our themes for our audiences. We are mainly interested in objects that are nationally or internationally significant or are the finest examples of their type within our subject areas. 

The Bigger Picture

The NMM already has a very large collection: since the museum’s foundation in 1934 the number of items in the collection has grown to about 2.6 million. With so many items there is a good chance the collection will already include similar objects to those offered by members of the public.

We have published our Collecting Policy, which gives a more detailed account of our collecting activities and priorities. You can read and download this from our website at, www.nmm.ac.uk/server/show/nav.00500200e.

Making an Offer
Please send us a letter or e-mail telling us about your object; it will help us greatly if you can enclose photos or digital images. Please state how you intend to offer your object, e.g. by gift, sale, etc. You will also need show evidence and/or make a declaration that you are the legal owner of the object and fully entitled to offer it to us. We have created a downloadable form to help you, available on our website at, www.nmm.ac.uk/server/show/nav.00500200f. The address to write to is:

Collections Registrar

National Maritime Museum

Park Row

Greenwich

London SE10 9NF

Email: Registration@nmm.ac.uk
Tel. 020 8312 8527

Please keep hold of your object for the time being. We acquire less than 10% of the items we are offered and the cost of storing, tracking and returning items sent in or left on deposit is high. If our curators think your object is of particular interest we may ask permission for an expert to come and view it in situ. Very rarely we might arrange for objects to be brought in for comparison with existing holdings, but in most cases written descriptions and photos supplied by donors are enough.

Starting the Process

The first thing to decide is how you wish to offer your object to us. The options are:

· Gift: defined as the voluntary transference of property without compensation. Most of our acquisitions come to us this way.

· Bequest: you might wish to consider leaving your object to us in your will, but it’s best to discuss this with us beforehand as we are not obliged to accept bequests.

N.B. The Government offers various tax-related incentives to giving and bequeathing important objects to public museums. The schemes are too complex to go into here but our Registrar will be happy to explain how they work and see if you and your object might be eligible.

· Sale: we have a small budget for purchases. This money is usually set aside for important items that come up at auction, or objects we have already identified and targeted for acquisition. An object would need to be very important to consider spending public money to acquire it. The Government operates a tax-efficient scheme for selling objects to public museums, called Private Treaty Sale. Again, our Registrar will be happy to discuss this with you.

· Loan: we sometimes accept very important items on long-term loan. Our standard loan period is three years, after which time both parties may choose to negotiate a further three years, and so on. Museums cannot accept objects on ‘permanent loan’. The decision-making procedure for setting up a loan is very similar to that for acquisitions. However, along with other museums, we are increasingly turning away from long-term loans from private individuals as a means of extending our collection
. This is because museums invest in their collections through the activities of conserving, cataloguing, storing, insuring, researching, publishing and exhibiting objects. Some would argue that we should not invest public money in property belonging to private individuals.

Valuations

We are able and happy to offer expert opinions on the cultural, historical or scientific interest of objects. The Museum provides a service that handles these aspects. For further information please write to, 

National Maritime Museum

Enquiries

Park Row

Greenwich

London SE10 9NF

email: enquiries@nmm.ac.uk
However, the museum cannot advise on monetary value because we are a publicly funded, not-for-profit organisation. This means we cannot influence, or appear to influence, commercial markets. If you are considering selling your object you will need to obtain a financial valuation from a professional auctioneer or valuer. You can find these listed in the Yellow Pages or on the Internet.

The Acquisition Consideration Procedure

Timescale

We aim to turn around offers to acquire objects within twelve working weeks. This might seem a long time, but not when one considers the number of offers we receive and everything we need to take into account as part of the decision-making process. On average we receive around fifteen offers from the public a week. We also receive numerous auction and sale catalogues, and our Curators’ research often pinpoints specific items the museum wishes to acquire.

The Process 

We have a well-tried, transparent and accountable procedure for acquiring objects for the collection. All potential acquisitions are dealt with on a first come, first served basis:

1. A Curator will determine how the object fits in with our collecting policy. He or she will weigh up the item’s artistic, scientific or historical significance and compare it with similar objects already in the collection. If we decide not to go ahead at this stage we will let you know straight away.

2. If the Curator decides the object is worth further investigation, they will activate the full acquisition consideration process and send the file to a colleague for a second opinion.

3. The Collections Registrar will carry out due diligence checks in order to establish that the donor is the legal owner and is entitled to dispose of the object.

4. A Conservator will assess the condition of the object and estimate the cost of treatment required to bring it to museum standard

5. A Storage Manager will assess the object to decide where it will live and how much space it will take up if we acquire it. For reasons of long-term preservation our collection is placed in secure, environmentally controlled conditions for its entire life at the NMM, which in theory means forever.

6. The Exhibitions and Display, Research, Education, Marketing and Online teams will each contribute their thoughts as to how we might use and interpret the item for our audiences

7. All the staff mentioned above meet to discuss potential acquisitions at our monthly Collections Development Committee (CDC). The Collections Registrar, who coordinates the entire process, compiles the agenda and takes the minutes.

8. The CDC minutes are sent to the Director of the NMM for the final decision and ratification

9. The Director returns the approved minutes to the Collections Registrar, who will write to inform you of the decision

If we think your object is not for suitable for us we will be able to put you in touch with other museums. We consider all potential acquisitions in the context of other UK museums whose subject areas overlap with our own and who might be able to make better use of your object.

Gifts with Conditions

We prefer not to accept gifts that come with strings attached because we have to take a long-term view. For instance many donors request their objects be put on permanent display but this cannot be done for the following reasons:

· Physical constraints: there simply isn’t enough space in our galleries to display everything in the collection.

· Conservation: certain types of object, such as paper items and textiles, are not suitable for long-term display and could be permanently damaged by doing so.

· NMM collects a significant amount of material, such as books and manuscripts, on the basis of their research value alone

· NMM gallery displays are thematic and are renewed on a rolling basis. We display the objects that best illustrate our chosen themes at any given time

Conditions attached to gifts made in the past, for example thirty years ago, are extremely difficult to track. 

Conditions are often not in line with modern museum practice, may not reflect our audience’s expectations and needs, or are against the policies and directives of our Government backers. 

Many museums now find themselves devoting limited resources trying to resolve such legacy issues and we certainly do not wish to create similar problems for our successors.

All gifts and bequests are acknowledged with appropriate credit lines in our object catalogue, except where the donor asks to remain anonymous. Vendors are not credited.

Transfer of Title
The legal mechanism for acquiring an object differs from case to case depending on how the object is offered. 

· With a sale the object becomes the property of the NMM once final payment is made. Payment will not be authorised until NMM receives the object in good condition
. 

· With a gift, as soon as NMM receives the accepted object we send the donor two sets of our Transfer of Title document for signature. One of these is to be returned to us, the other to be kept for the donor’s own records. When NMM receives the completed Transfer of Title the object can be formally incorporated into the National Collection, a process we call accessioning.

Intellectual Property Rights (IPR)

NMM asks that such intellectual property rights that exist in the object be transferred to NMM along with title. This enables us to sell images through our picture library, publish on the web and in hard copy, and license reproduction for commercial purposes. This is a crucial element in the museum’s income generating strategy, which supports our core educational functions. While NMM would not automatically decline an object without simultaneous transfer of full IPR, withholding of IPR by the offeror would weigh heavily against our acceptance.

Further Information

Members of staff in the NMM Registration Section are always happy to discuss any of the issues raised in this document.

� Except where the owner indicates that loan will be a preliminary to eventual gift or bequest


� Except for purchases at auction, where the bidder becomes legally liable for payment at the hammer
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