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I love objects. I have many in my house 
but of late I have been downsizing on 
account of moving into a smaller home. 
We all de-accession in our personal lives 
at some time or other. We ask the 
children if they still want their grade four 
certificate for best handwriting. The 
response is usually an emotional one. 
“Although mum, I have not thought about or 
needed that certificate for the past twenty 
years and it has no bearing on my life now, I 
am emotionally attached to it and I don’t 
want you to throw it out...can’t you keep it?” 
Well no! This object had no significant 
role in my child’s life but she was 
emotionally attached to her past and 
wanted me to keep items connected to 
that life. I told her she would have to 
store it at her house so she reassessed 
and suggested that it was not as 
important as her gem stone collection! 

She had weighed its significance and 
prioritised.

This tale is alluding to a few concepts. 
Firstly that de-accession can be emotive. 
That de-accessioning is about emotional 
value, priorities and storage. And that 
de-accessioning through consultation is 
not as onerous as you might think.

In 2003 I was involved in a de-accession 
program with a collection estimated at 
roughly 15,000 + items but no one really 
knew for sure. There was collection 
leakage across displays and offsite 
storage from theft, natural deterioration, 
floods carrying items away, vermin and 
pests. Clearly there was a problem and 
we needed to better manage the 
collection. We needed to train staff and 
we needed to instil in the community that 
these objects that they thought was a 
load of junk was in fact integral to their 
own stories. It was up to us to work out 
which objects were and which were not. 

We had to gain some credibility about 
how we managed the collection and part 
of that was auditing what was there, so 
we purchased a professional computer 
program to replace the excel spread 
sheet and cards system. We took 
advantage of the Museums Australia 
(Victoria) professional development 
programs. We created and updated our 
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collection policy to include a de-
accession process. 

We then embarked on a de-accession 
program not from the items that were on 
display but in our ad-hock open shed, 
asbestos lined and deteriorating huts, 
that were our collection storage facility. 

Our curatorial committee met and 
created specific criteria for the project. 
These were simple but effective: 
• do we know the provenance or maker? 
• can we conserve the object?  
• can we store it into the future?  
We had robust debate about the process 
and decided that as we had no idea how 
to return the items, that we would offer 
them to other relevant collecting 
organisations. The rest would be 
disposed of through a clearing sale. It 
was assumed that any family who had 
donated would approach us once the 
marketing for the sale was in progress. 
This did happen, but all the enquiries 
received were from families with donated 
items still on display and staying in the 
collection. 

The objects that we targeted were in 
shocking states of disrepair and neglect 
as happens when any organisations 
trajectory changes. There were sections 
of old buildings, rows of incomplete 
tractors and machinery and so many 
metal bits and pieces, that we had no 
idea what we had. There were limited 
records kept so we only had verbal 
knowledge from long term staff about 
where each item may have come from. 
Most items had been purchased at local 
clearing sales around the Mallee, Wimera 
and Riverina. 

There were pitfalls but items went to 
other museums, the sale took place and 
some order was created for future 
Collections Managers. The process of 
de-accessioning is ongoing and although 
it’s not about twenty pounds in and 
twenty pounds out, there is a need to 
control what we collect and what we 
keep. There are so many layers in the 
stories we tell, which require objects to 
be kept, but there are times when objects 
could be shared with others.
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