
COLLECTIONS POLICY

To be reviewed and adopted by the Board of Directors, April 2021
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1. Mission Statement and Purpose

1.1 The Portsmouth Historical Society (“the Society”) is dedicated to the preservation and

interpretation of Portsmouth, Rhode Island’s history.

1.2 The Society is a nonprofit 501(c)3 volunteer organization founded in 1938. The Society collects

and preserves the artifacts, photographs, documents, publications, genealogical records and other items

that relate to the history of Portsmouth, Rhode Island, and acts as a research center for the education of

the public regarding the history of Portsmouth, Rhode Island. The Society shall maintain its buildings and

grounds.

2. Purpose of Collections Management Policy

2.1 This Collections Policy establishes the standards for the management of the Society’s collection

of housewares, art, furniture, textiles, photographs, documents, maps, publications, books, genealogical

records and other items.

2.2 This Collections Policy adheres to the guidelines and criteria specified by the American

Alliance of Museums (AAM) and the Society of American Archivists (SAA).

3. Ethics

3.1 Responsibilities

The Board of Directors, Committees and Curator hold a collective responsibility to preserve and maintain

the Society’s collections that are held in public trust and maintain and adhere to appropriate policies to

fulfill these responsibilities.

3.2 Appraisals
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The Curator, Board of Directors and volunteers do not provide appraisals of items donated.

3.3 Use

No member of the Society’s Board of Directors, staff or volunteers may remove an item from the

Society’s museum collection for personal use or analysis. Under special circumstances, a member of the

Board of Directors may sign out an item for a specified amount of time with the Curator’s approval and

consent.

3.4 Deaccessioned Items

Items that are deaccessioned from the Society’s collections may not be sold or given to a member of the

Board of Directors, staff or current volunteer or immediate family members of said groups. Criteria for

the deaccession of items is detailed in Section 6.

4. Scope of Collections

The Society maintains a collection of housewares, art, furniture, textiles, photographs, documents, maps,

publications, books, genealogical records and other items that relate to the history of Portsmouth, Rhode

Island. The Society is responsible to safeguard and hold in public trust these items in perpetuity. The

Society currently maintains a database using a collection management software called PastPerfect. Office

supplies, furniture, exhibit displays and other items used to maintain the facilities and fulfill the Society’s

mission are not considered as part of the permanent collection.

4.1 Museum

The museum consists of objects pertaining to Portsmouth, Rhode Island history. The collection includes

objects that document Portsmouth’s social, religious, political, medical and agricultural heritage. Objects

of an architectural and archaeological nature are also found within the collection. Items of a military
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nature pertain to the Battle of Rhode Island, the Civil War, and World Wars. The Society also maintains a

collection of general items pertaining to the history of the United States as a whole, as this was an

additional focus of the Society’s mission when the Society was first formed.

4.2 Research Center

The Society’s Research Center contains primary resources including manuscript collections, maps,

photographs and books relating primarily to Portsmouth’s history.

The Society’s manuscript collection consists of a collection of 19th century diaries and schoolbooks,

family papers, business records and many items pertaining to Portsmouth’s “Gentlemen’s Farms”. The

Society holds a large collection of town documents dating from 1638 to the late 19th century.

The Society holds a number of glass-plate negatives, daguerreotypes and cabinet cards.

The Society maintains a collection of institutional records that consists of meeting minutes dating from

1938, exhibit histories and financial records.

The research center also maintains a collection of rare books. Most date to the 19th century.

A general reference section encompasses reference books from the late 20th and early 21st century and

general subject research files on a variety of topics, interests and genealogical pursuits. Material included

in general subject research files are not subject to accession and deaccession procedures and may be

disposed of per the discretion of the Curator.

4.3 Historic Properties

The Portsmouth Historical Society owns and maintains the following properties:

1. The Christian Union Church (1865)

2. The Southernmost School (1725)

3. The Old Town Hall (c. 1846)

4. Storage Shed
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The Society uses these properties as a museum, educational research center and collections facility in

order to fulfil its mission. Some material is stored at the Glen Manor House in Portsmouth. A small

display of artifacts belonging to the Society is on display at the Portsmouth Free Public Library.

5. Acquisitions and Accessions

5.1 General

When considering an acquisition, the Society will determine if it is able in good faith to catalog, maintain,

store and preserve all or part of the acquisition. The terms and conditions of any restrictions on the item(s)

must be expressed in the Deed of Gift.

The Society does not assign a monetary value to acquisitions, as once the acquisitions are accessioned

into the collection, the intent is that the item(s) is held in perpetuity for the public and not for sale.

5.2 Acquisition Standards

The Society will use the following questions to assess whether an acquisition should be accepted:

● Does the item pertain to Portsmouth history?

● Does the item further the Society’s mission?

● Is the item original?

● Are photographs of individuals identified?

● Do we know the provenance of the item?

● What is the condition of the item? Is the Society able to care for the item appropriately?

● Does the item represent a topic that is not well covered in our collections?

● Are there any restrictions that the donor is placing on the item for future use or exhibit?
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5.3 Collecting Authority

Members of the Board of Directors, docents and the Curator may accept a donation on the

Society’s behalf. A Deed of Gift letter must be completed and two copies must be signed by both the

donor and the Society’s representative. One copy is to be retained by the donor.

Purchases of item(s), regardless of amount, are to be presented by the Curation Committee and

approved by the Board of Directors.

6. Deaccessioning and Disposal

6.1 Deaccessioning

To deaccession is to remove an item from the collection that has been previously cataloged. Proper

documentation must be captured for items that are identified for deaccession. The deaccessions will be

noted in the item’s catalog record in PastPerfect.

Items identified for deaccession will be presented to the Curation Committee for final approval.

Deaccessioning an item from the collection is generally meant to improve the overall quality and scope of

the museum’s collection while being transparent and maintaining the public’s trust.

6.2 Criteria for deaccessioning

An item may be deaccessioned if it meets one or more of the following criteria:

● The item does not further the mission or research needs of the Society.

● The item is a duplicate of another item of superior quality.

● The item is in need of conservation or preservation to which the Society can not afford.

● The physical condition of the item is extremely poor.
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● The item has no historical significance or provenance.

● The item has been determined to be a forgery or reproduction.

● The item poses a risk to other items in the collection or staff due to mold or other issue.

● The item has been stolen, lost, or missing for an extended length of time.

● The item is a fragment or piece of a missing whole.

● The item has been destroyed.

6.3 Disposing of deaccessioned and non accessioned items

Items that are properly deaccessioned may be removed from the museum by one of the following:

1. Donated to an institution whose mission better aligns with the item.

2. Donated to a thrift store if of little market value.

3. Destroyed if of no market value.

Items that are properly deaccessioned may NOT be:

1. Sold in the museum’s gift shop or yard sale

2. Sold or exchanged (except in rare circumstances)

7. Loans

7.1 Except under rare circumstances, the Society will not accept any items on loan. If an item is given

to the Society on loan, a temporary loan agreement must be signed by both the Curator and the owner of

the item. The agreement must also specify the length or loan period of the item. Loan periods may not

extend more than 120 days.
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7.2 Outgoing Loans

The Society maintains a small exhibit at the Portsmouth Library that is regularly rotated by the

Curation Committee. The items removed from the museum and put on display at the Library will be

identified appropriately in PastPerfect.

8. Care of Collections

8.1 Preservation and Security

The Society adheres to best practices and guidelines for the maintenance and housing of museum

collections and archives.

The Society’s museum (Christian Union Church) is monitored by a security and fire alarm system.

9. Collections Records

The Society maintains both electronic and original paper files regarding the acquisition, accessioning,

cataloging and deaccessioning (if applicable) of objects and archives. The museum’s catalog is

maintained through the software application PastPerfect and is hosted by the company.

10. Access

The Society provides public access to its collections through a variety of exhibits, lectures and events.

The Society regularly communicates with its members and informs them on recent exhibits and

acquisitions. The Society is actively establishing a research center to allow access to archive collections,

photographs and other primary sources typically not on display.

11. Revision

This Collections Policy is to be reviewed by the Board periodically, but at least once every other year.
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