Starting a museum

What needs to be considered when starting a museum?

There are a number of issues that should be considered carefully before embarking on a plan to establish a museum. The following information is also a useful checklist for existing museums. 

What is a museum?

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) defines a museum as:

A non-profit making permanent institution in the service of society and of its development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of people and their environment.

This also includes:

· Aboriginal cultural centres and keeping places

· conservation institutes and exhibition galleries maintained by libraries and archive centres;

· natural, archaeological and ethnographic monuments and sites of a museum nature, for their acquisition, conservation and communication activities;

· institutions displaying live specimens, such as botanical and zoological gardens, aquaria, vivaria etc;

· nature reserves, planetaria and science centres.

Are there other alternatives?
Is a museum the only way to achieve your aims? There are other options to be considered, for example:

· series of pamphlets or leaflets
· pictorial history book
· DVD or multimedia production
· educational resource pack
· interpretive signage
· heritage trail
· temporary exhibition or a periodic event

There may already be a number of museums in the area. Consider the feasibility of setting up another institution in amongst these already established museums. Is it a better idea to join forces with those who already exist?

Resources required
Money - The museum is going to require financial support in two main areas- capital and revenue. Money for capital expenditure (i.e. setting up costs, building refurbishment, preliminary displays, equipment etc.) can be comparatively easy to obtain as supporters have got something tangible to show for their sponsorship. Revenue will also be needed to cope with the ongoing running costs of the building, conservation – both preventive and interventive, documentation, storage, exhibition work and security.

Time - Frequently organisations setting up new museums underestimate the amount of time needed to carry out their development programme. A carefully written and structured development plan will avoid unnecessary delays. This will ensure there are adequate and realistic time frames for the tasks ahead and sufficient inbuilt flexibility to allow for the unforeseen.
People – Who will staff the museum? Volunteers only have limited time to give, and the feasibility of a paid curator should be considered. The range of experience of those involved in setting up and running a museum is a vital consideration in planning. It will be important to develop the individuals involved in the museum project through training to ensure that they can make a useful as well as enthusiastic contribution to the museum.  

Collections - A museum without collections is no museum at all. An appraisal of what could be collected within the theme(s) of the museum should be an integral part of the museum planning. The interest of a museum lies essentially in the collections it makes available to its users. If the collections are inadequate or of little consequence then it may well be argued that investment in a museum to house and care for them is really not worthwhile.

Premises - Adequate housing is vital. Consider both its collections and the activities to be undertaken by the museum. Much attention has to be given to the suitability of buildings for the range of functions which they are to carry out. Collection holding spaces, with room for growth, is essential. Consider the long term maintenance costs involved in using particular types of buildings. It may well be that a building has to be saved for posterity, but its long term maintenance may impact on other key responsibilities of the museum by draining away limited finance.

Equipment - The range of equipment a museum holds will be built up over a number of years. Pieces of equipment to monitor the museum's environment (temperature and relative humidity) are an important resource to invest in. Security and documentation materials are others. Other equipment may include computers, display and exhibition materials, storage boxes and reference books.

Feasibility studies and planning for museums

If you decide to establish a museum, ensure that the museum will be viable and successful long-term by conducting a feasibility and planning study.

Short, medium and long term goals need to be defined and the feasibility of a project needs to be critically assessed so that an appropriate scope and scale can be defined, ensuring success well beyond the opening day.  The sort of issues a feasibility study might assess include:

1) What themes are to be explored by the museum?

2) How are they to be researched? i.e. who will carry out and co-ordinate the background research?; is the information readily available or dispersed?; is it reliable and accurate?; how long will a research programme take to complete?

3) What collections are available to illustrate these themes?

4) How will these themes be presented? i.e. through displays, exhibitions, publications, audio-visual presentation, guided tours, etc.

5) What range of activities will be carried out in the museum, and what spaces are required to accommodate these? i.e. storage space, display and exhibition space, office space, meeting room(s), rest rooms, toilets, sales and information points.

6) What building(s) is/are required to house all of these functions?

7) What market exists for your museum and its services? i.e. who are your potential visitors?; when will they visit the museum?; how many will come in any one year, month, week, day?; what will they want from the museum?; how will you attract them back again?

8) What is the nature of the organisation best suited to administer and manage the museum? i.e. a trustee body, local government authority, joint board, paid or unpaid staff?
9) What will be the relationship to museums and similar facilities which already exist in the area or elsewhere in WA?
10) What are the costs involved in terms of capital and revenue? i.e. what are the set up costs?; how much will the museum cost to run each year?; how will it be heated and cooled?; how much money will be needed to change exhibitions/displays, document and store collections, acquire display cases, and maintain the building?; how much will it cost for membership of professional organisations and for attending meetings and training courses?

11) What sources of funding are available to the museum?

12) What action is required to secure funding for the development programme? i.e. drawing up a fund-raising programme, appointing consultants, launching an appeal, developing a constituency of support among different groups and organisations.

13) Is the venture feasible and viable and is it really needed?

Planning work for small museum projects can be done by community groups with guidance and the Museum Assistance Program is able to provide some assistance.  Nonetheless, no matter what scale the project, museum planning can be complex and for major projects it is essential that an experienced museum planner is engaged at an early stage.
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