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Name of museum: 

Abingdon County Hall Museum 

 

Name of governing body: 

Abingdon-on-Thames Town Council 

 

Date on which this policy was approved by governing body: 

 
 

Policy review procedure: 

The collections development policy will be published and reviewed 

from time to time, in line with other museum policies and the 

Forward Plan. 

 
Date at which this policy is due for review: 

 

 

Arts Council England will be notified of any changes to the 

collections development policy, and the implications of any such 

changes for the future of collections. 



Relationship to other relevant policies/ 

plans of the organisation: 

1.1 The museum’s statement of purpose is: 

 Abingdon County Hall Museum aims, through the acquisition, care and 
creative use of the Museum Collections and the Grade 1 listed County 
Hall building, to inspire a sense of place and understanding of the 
town’s heritage for both residents and visitors. 

1.2 The governing body will ensure that both acquisition and 

disposal are carried out openly and with transparency. 

 
1.3 By definition, the museum has a long-term purpose and holds 

collections in trust for the benefit of the public in relation to its 

stated objectives. The governing body therefore accepts the 

principle that sound curatorial reasons must be established 

before consideration is given to any acquisition to the 

collection, or the disposal of any items in the museum’s 

collection. 

 

1.4 Acquisitions outside the current stated policy will only be made 

in exceptional circumstances. 

 
1.5 The museum recognises its responsibility, when acquiring 

additions to its collections, to ensure that care of collections, 

documentation arrangements and use of collections will meet 

the requirements of the Museum Accreditation Standard. This 

includes using Spectrum primary procedures for collections 

management. It will take into account limitations on collecting 

imposed by such factors as staffing, storage and care of 

collection arrangements. 

 
1.6 The museum will undertake due diligence and make every 

effort not to acquire, whether by purchase, gift, bequest or 

exchange, any object or specimen unless the governing body 

or responsible officer is satisfied that the museum can acquire 

a valid title to the item in question. 

1.7 The museum will not undertake disposal motivated principally by 

financial reasons. 

 
History of the collections 

In February 1919 the Borough Finance Committee received letters 

from three Abingdon men, Mr John West, Dr Paulin Martin and Mr 

Thomas Townsend, offering their collections to the town as a 

 

 



nucleus of a museum. In February 1920 a Museum Committee was 

appointed. The collections were catalogued by Mr Bayzand and his 

assistant from the Geology Department at Oxford University. The 

extent of the collections was recorded as follows:  

• Geology: 20 cases 

• Minerals: 5 cases 

• Recent shells: 5 cases 

• Recent corals: 1 case 

• Antiquities: 14 cases 

• Zoological: 5 human skeletons found in excavating the 

basement of a local inn (no longer in the collection) 

• Miscellaneous rocks and building stone 

In 1927 the museum was opened to the public in the newly 

refurbished County Hall. 

 

An overview of current collections 
   

 3.1 Archaeology Collection 

 3.1.1  Archaeological finds from the Abingdon area are of national interest 

with outstanding prehistoric and Saxon material. The Bronze Age 

Barrows at Barrow Hills on the outskirts of Abingdon and Radley 

was extensively excavated in the 1920s by E.T. Leeds, and these 

finds are part of the Ashmolean Collections. Abingdon ware is a 

recognised form of early pottery. Later excavations in the Vineyard 

area of the Town Centre found evidence of continuous settlement 

from 700BC to the present day.  

3.1.2 All existing archaeology collections relate specifically to the town of 

Abingdon within the historic Borough boundaries, and most were 

collected prior to the 1980 Service Level Agreement with The 

Oxfordshire Museums Service. The Archaeology collections cover a 

broad time span from the Palaeolithic to circa 1540 when Abingdon 

Abbey was demolished.  

 3.1.3 The County Museums Service is now the official repository for 

archaeological material and archives relating to the post 1974 

county boundaries for Oxfordshire. Most of these collections are 

acquired by Oxfordshire following assessment and excavation in 

advance of development. Individual finds are either donated by 

landowners or acquired through the Treasure process.  

 

 



3.2 History Collections 
 
3.2.1 The first Social History items were donated to Abingdon Borough Council in 

1919. When Abingdon Museum was proposed, some years later these 
collections were formally donated to the Museum. The Working Life and 
Personal / Domestic Life collections have been built up sporadically over 
almost 100 years.  

 
3.2.2 Apart from the Founding Collections, donations from members of the public 

or local companies make up the majority of the present collection. Abingdon 
Museum’s Collections provide an important focal point for the town’s 
cultural history, which illustrate the lives of ordinary people in Abingdon over 
the last 450 years.  

 

3.3 Specific collections of note: 

 
3.3.1 Working Life 
 
• The 20th century Working Life collections relating to the MG car factory, 
Pavlova leather works and Morland Brewery are particularly strong.  
 
3.3.2 Personal Life 
 
• These collections include numerous toys and games, and a fully equipped 
Victorian doll’s house. 
 
3.3.3 Textiles and Costume 
 
A limited amount of textiles and mainly Victorian costume, including baby gowns, 
have been collected. The costumes of most note are: 
• WWI leather flying helmet and boots  
• Agricultural smocks  
• Hidden items found in local buildings including 18th century baby’s cap and 
pocket and in a separate find of a pair of shoes 
• 18th century shoes and pattens 
 
 
3.3.4 Decorative Arts and Crafts 
 
As part of the Founding Collections, there are a number of beadwork items 
including Native American Indian moccasins. 
 
 
3.3.5 Fine Art 
 
The collection includes paintings, prints and drawings that are either by Abingdon 
artists or are of scenes in Abingdon. The most notable paintings are: 
• Indian scenes and local Abingdon views by Oswald Couldrey (1882 – 1958) 
who attended Abingdon School, served in the Indian Education Service and then 
retired to Abingdon 
• Sketches and portraits by William Waite 
• Oil paintings of two local landscapes by W.T. Blandford-Fletcher  



• The collection also includes a number of naive works, notably portraits of a 
shepherd and his wife  
 
3.3.6 Image Collection 
 
The collections include a large number of images in the form of framed and loose 
photographic prints, mounted photos, prints, etchings, and drawings that have 
been arranged by subject matter.  
Whilst copies of many of the photographs are also held in the Oxfordshire County 
History Centre, it is our aim to make these images easily accessible.  
 
3.3.7 Natural Sciences  
  
The Founding Collections given to the Borough of Abingdon included natural 
science, especially a significant collection of fossils collected locally, and a limited 
number of non-local modern natural history specimens, minerals and shells. Most 
of these collections have never been accessioned as Museum Collections, and 
remain in the care of Abingdon-on-Thames Town Council. However, a review of 
the fossil collections took place from 2014 onwards, with specialist assistance from 
university researchers. The resulting information was used to catalogue the fossils 
on the museum’s ehive database. 

 
Many of the non-local natural history specimens do not fall within the current 
collecting policy and the shell samples which were stuck to cardboard display 
boards are now very damaged. It is proposed that these specimens will not be 
formally accessioned but will be reviewed, with assistance from appropriate 
specialists, in line with the current Acquisitions and Disposal Policy.   
 
 
3.3.8 Handling Collections 
 
The Museum also holds some items that are acquired and maintained solely for 
handling and other educational purposes. These objects are not specifically 
collected for their Abingdon provenance and are not subject to this policy. Their 
management follows best practise for the documentation and care of collections as 
is appropriate in respect of a collection of this nature. 

 
 

Themes and priorities for future collecting 
 
 

  4.1 General guidelines for future collecting 
 

4.1.1 Future collecting will concentrate on developing the Social History, 
Image and Art collections, by updating and extending them to provide more 
comprehensive and representative collections with regard to time periods, 
variety of items, quality and depth of collection.   

 
  4.1.2 It is important that any collected material does not duplicate existing 

holdings without good reason. Where possible, the display needs of 
Abingdon Museum will be fulfilled from existing holdings, further collecting 
will focus on areas where the collection has specific omissions.  

 



 
  4.1.3 It is recognised that the partnership agreement with the Oxfordshire 

Museums Service enables Abingdon Museum to loan generic items so this 
type of item, already in the Oxfordshire Museum Collections may not be 
accepted by Abingdon Museum. Collections meetings are held regularly 
with representatives of both Abingdon Museum and Oxfordshire Museums 
Service to agree the most appropriate response to all offers of donations. 

 
  4.1.4 As additional storage space is limited, there is a presumption against 

collecting items which will not be put on display, unless they are of sufficient 
artistic or historical value to justify their preservation; when assessing 
objects for acquisition, an attempt should be made to estimate their likely 
interest to future generations. 

  
  4.1.5 Where possible, future collecting will be focussed and systematic 

rather than passively relying on offers from the public.  It may be based 
around a community project, an exhibition or research project.  

 
  4.1.6 Consideration should be given to developing and improving 

collections by disposing of poorer examples if better ones are available.  
 

       4.1.7 Abingdon Museum will not in future acquire archaeology collections 
or natural history collections, but will retain its existing, established 
collections, as appropriate under the partnership arrangement with 
Oxfordshire Museums Service.  

 
4.1.8 Archives will not be collected but either referred to the Town Archivist 
or the Oxfordshire History Centre, as appropriate. 

 
4.1.9 Appropriate reference will be made to the Oxfordshire Museums 
Service and other local museums when acquiring collections.  

  
 

4.2 Specific priorities 
 

4.2.1 The aim of future collecting will be to improve the collection with 
objects that have strong local provenance through an association with 
Abingdon people and/or places.  

 
4.2.2 Material will be acquired which 

• has a proven association with Abingdon  

• complements the existing collection 
 

4.2.3 Whenever possible acquisitions will be supported by oral testimony, 
photography and/or other recording methods to ensure that background 
information about each object is retained.  

 
 4.2.4 Care will be taken, particularly with generic and mass-produced 
material, to ensure that the local associations and available supporting 
information is of sufficient interest and quality to justify their collection.  

 
4.2.5 Objects linked to Abingdon shops and industries will be acquired to 
complement the existing collection strengths. 



 
4.2.6 Items linked to the MG factory will be sought, especially as the last 
group of MG workers are now aged 80 – 90 years old.  

 
4.2.7 Material relating to changes in domestic and working life in Abingdon 
during the 20th Century will be collected.  

 
4.2.8 Material relating to RAF Abingdon and Dalton Barracks will be 
collected, especially in relation to future WW2 exhibitions.  

 
4.2.9 Whilst the scientific research establishments at Harwell, Rutherford 
Appleton and Culham are outside Abingdon’s town boundaries, many of the 
employees lived in Abingdon and took an active part in the life of the town. 
Hence if offers of personal material, owned by former employees, relating to 
their work is offered to Abingdon Museum, the offer will be considered in 
relation to the existing collections held in Abingdon and by the Oxfordshire 
Museums Service.  

 
4.2.10 Everyday dress is of particular relevance in the 19th and 20th 
centuries, and the textiles collections from this period are generally weak. 
Items made in Abingdon, or bearing labels from Abingdon shops are 
particularly desirable. Working clothes will be collected, especially those 
relating to local trades and employers such as Morlands brewery, Pavlova 
leather works, Coxeter’s iron foundry, Abingdon Carpet Factory, MG, and 
river and canal work.  

 
4.2.11 Abingdon Museum will from time to time collect contemporary art and 
craft works that represent the County Hall, the Museum collections or a 
significant person or place within the town. Significant works of established 
local artists, and makers based in Abingdon will also be acquired, but careful 
consideration must be given to works containing materials that will not prove 
durable. Work will be acquired with supplementary preparatory material 
whenever possible to assist with its interpretation. 

 
4.2.12 Abingdon Museum will continue to collect topographical work of 
relevance to the town, River Thames, River Ock and canal within the town, 
particularly the work of significant artists and of artists who have a close 
association with Abingdon. Portraits of local people will also continue to be 
acquired. To complement the existing collections, works by Oswald 
Couldrey, the Waite family and W.T. Blandford Fletcher are of particular 
interest. All works should be of an artistic quality or historic interest sufficient 
to justify their collection. Careful consideration should be given to works that 
are unique for whatever reason, especially if this means that they cannot 
easily be exhibited. Watercolours may be an exception to the requirement 
that objects are collected for display only as their nature does not permit 
them to be displayed for long periods of time, provided that the works 
themselves are of sufficient quality to justify their acquisition. 



Themes and priorities for rationalisation 

and disposal 

 5.1 The museum does not intend to dispose of collections during 

the period covered by this policy. 

 Disposal is not a priority for this policy period. 

5.2 Objects will only be disposed of if they fulfil one or more of the 

following conditions: 

• constitute a health and safety risk to staff, the public or 

other collections 

• be in such poor condition that they could not be 

effectively made accessible to the public and have no 

significant historical or scientific value that merits their 

retention 

• would be more appropriately cared for elsewhere, 

such as the records office, or another museum 

• are disposed of for legal reasons, such as spoliation of 

repatriation 

 

 



Legal and ethical framework for 

acquisition and disposal of items 

6.1 The museum recognises its responsibility to work within the 

parameters of the Museum Association Code of Ethics when 

considering acquisition and disposal. 

 

Collecting policies of other museums 

7.1 The museum will take account of the collecting policies of 

other museums and other organisations collecting in the same 

or related areas or subject fields. It will consult with these 

organisations where conflicts of interest may arise or to define 

areas of specialism, in order to avoid unnecessary duplication 

and waste of resources. 

 
7.2 Specific reference is made to the following 

museum(s)/organisation(s): 

• Ashmolean Museum (archaeology, fine art, Oxford University 
material). 

• Other Oxford University museums (anthropology, history of science, 
music, natural history, printing). 

• Oxfordshire Museums Service (general collections outside Abingdon) 

• Abingdon-on-Thames Town Council Archives 

• Oxfordshire County Council History Centre (oral history, photographs 
and ephemera) 

• Oxfordshire Record Office and Berkshire Record Office (archives and 
documents) 

 
 

Archival holdings 

 
As the Museums holds / intends to acquire photographs and printed ephemera, 
its governing body will be guided by the Code of Practice on Archives for 
Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom (third edition, 2002).  

 

 

 

 



Acquisition 

9.1 The policy for agreeing acquisitions is: 

 
 The decision to acquire an object or a collection offered to the 
museum is made by the Collections Officer and/or the Museum 
Manager. The decision to actively seek acquisition of an object or a 
collection is made by the Collections Officer and/or the Museum 
Manager. If there is a significant cost involved in the acquisition, the 
Collections Officer and/or the Museum Manager will seek advice from 
the Museum’s governing body. In all cases the decision on whether to 
acquire an object lies with the Collections Officer and/or Museum 
Manager.  

 

9.2 The museum will not acquire any object or specimen unless it 

is satisfied that the object or specimen has not been acquired 

in, or exported from, its country of origin (or any intermediate 

country in which it may have been legally owned) in violation 

of that country’s laws. (For the purposes of this paragraph 

‘country of origin’ includes the United Kingdom). 

 
9.3 In accordance with the provisions of the UNESCO 1970 

Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the 

Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural 

Property, which the UK ratified with effect from November 1 

2002, and the Dealing in Cultural Objects (Offences) Act 2003, 

the museum will reject any items that have been illicitly traded. 

The governing body will be guided by the national guidance on 

the responsible acquisition of cultural property issued by the 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport in 2005. 

 



Human remains 

10.1 The museum does not hold or intend to acquire any 

human remains. 

 

Biological and geological material 

11.1 So far as biological and geological material is concerned, the 

museum will not acquire by any direct or indirect means any 

specimen that has been collected, sold or otherwise 

transferred in contravention of any national or international 

wildlife protection or natural history conservation law or  treaty 

of the United Kingdom or any other country, except with the 

express consent of an appropriate outside authority. 
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Archaeological material 

12.1 The museum will not acquire any archaeological material from 
excavations nor the archives of such excavations. This material is collected 
by the Oxfordshire Museums Service. 
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Exceptions 

13.1 Any exceptions to the above clauses will only be because the 

museum is: 

• acting as an externally approved repository of last resort for 

material of local (UK) origin 

• acting with the permission of authorities with the requisite 

jurisdiction in the country of origin 

In these cases the museum will be open and transparent in the way 

it makes decisions and will act only with the express consent of an 

appropriate outside authority. The museum will document when 

these exceptions occur. 

 

Spoliation 

14.1 The museum will use the statement of principles ‘Spoliation 

of Works of Art during the Nazi, Holocaust and World War II 

period’, issued for non-national museums in 1999 by the 

Museums and Galleries Commission. 
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The Repatriation and Restitution of objects 

and human remains 

15.1 The museum’s governing body, acting on the advice of the 

museum’s professional staff, if any, may take a decision to return 

human remains (unless covered by the ‘Guidance for the care of 

human remains in museums’ issued by DCMS in 2005), objects or 

specimens to a country or people of origin. The museum will take 

such decisions on a case by case basis; within its legal position 

and taking into account all ethical implications and available 

guidance. This will mean that the procedures described in 16.1-5 

will be followed but the remaining procedures are not appropriate. 
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Disposal procedures 

16.1 All disposals will be undertaken with reference to the 

Spectrum primary procedures on disposal. 

 
16.2 The governing body will confirm that it is legally free to 

dispose of an item. Agreements on disposal made with 

donors will also be taken into account. 

 
16.3 When disposal of a museum object is being considered, the 

museum will establish if it was acquired with the aid of an 

external funding organisation. In such cases, any conditions 

attached to the original grant will be followed. This may include 

repayment of the original grant and a proportion of the 

proceeds if the item is disposed of by sale. 

 
16.4 When disposal is motivated by curatorial reasons the 

procedures outlined below will be followed and the method of 

disposal may be by gift, sale, exchange or as a last resort – 

destruction. 

 
16.5 The decision to dispose of material from the collections will be 

taken by the governing body only after full consideration of the 

reasons for disposal. Other factors including public benefit, the 

implications for the museum’s collections and collections held 

by museums and other organisations collecting the same 

material or in related fields will be considered. Expert advice 

will be obtained and the views of stakeholders such as donors, 

researchers, local and source communities and others served 

by the museum will also be sought. 

 
16.6 A decision to dispose of a specimen or object, whether by gift, 

exchange, sale or destruction (in the case of an item too badly 

damaged or deteriorated to be of any use for the purposes of 

the collections or for reasons of health and safety), will be the 

responsibility of the governing body of the museum acting on 

the advice of professional curatorial staff, if any, and not of the 

curator or manager of the collection acting alone. 
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16.7 Once a decision to dispose of material in the collection has 

been taken, priority will be given to retaining it within the 

public domain. It will therefore be offered in the first instance, 

by gift or sale, directly to other Accredited Museums likely to 

be interested in its acquisition. 

 
16.8 If the material is not acquired by any Accredited museum to 

which it was offered as a gift or for sale, then the museum 

community at large will be advised of the intention to dispose 

of the material normally through a notice on the MA’s Find an 

Object web listing service, an announcement in the Museums 

Association’s Museums Journal or in other specialist 

publications and websites (if appropriate). 

 
16.9 The announcement relating to gift or sale will indicate the 

number and nature of specimens or objects involved, and 

the basis on which the material will be transferred to another 

institution. Preference will be given to expressions of interest 

from other Accredited Museums. A period of at least two months 

will be allowed for an interest in acquiring the material to be 

expressed. At the end of this period, if no expressions of interest 

have been received, the museum may consider disposing of the 

material to other interested individuals and organisations giving 

priority to organisations in the public domain. 

 
16.10 Any monies received by the museum governing body from the 

disposal of items will be applied solely and directly for the 

benefit of the collections. This normally means the purchase 

of further acquisitions. In exceptional cases, improvements 

relating to the care of collections in order to meet or exceed 

Accreditation requirements relating to the risk of damage to 

and deterioration of the collections may be justifiable. Any 

monies received in compensation for the damage, loss or 

destruction of items will be applied in the same way. Advice 

on those cases where the monies are intended to be used for 

the care of collections will be sought from the Arts Council 

England. 



16.11 The proceeds of a sale will be allocated so it can be 

demonstrated that they are spent in a manner compatible 

with the requirements of the Accreditation standard. Money 

must be restricted to the long-term sustainability, use and 

development of the collection. 

 
16.12 Full records will be kept of all decisions on disposals and 

the items involved and proper arrangements made for the 

preservation and/or transfer, as appropriate, of the 

documentation relating to the items concerned, including 

photographic records where practicable in accordance with 

Spectrum procedure on deaccession and disposal. 

 
Disposal by exchange 

16.13 The nature of disposal by exchange means that the museum 

will not necessarily be in a position to exchange the material 

with another Accredited museum. The governing body will 

therefore ensure that issues relating to accountability and 

impartiality are carefully considered to avoid undue influence 

on its decision-making process. 

16.13.1 In cases where the governing body wishes for sound 

curatorial reasons to exchange material directly with 

Accredited or non-Accredited museums, with other 

organisations or with individuals, the procedures in 

paragraphs 16.1-5 will apply. 

16.13.2 If the exchange is proposed to be made with a 

specific Accredited museum, other Accredited 

museums which collect in the same or related 

areas will be directly notified of the proposal and 

their comments will be requested. 



16.13.3 If the exchange is proposed with a non-Accredited 

museum, with another type of organisation or with 

an individual, the museum will place a notice on the 

MA’s  Find an Object web listing service, or make an 

announcement in the Museums Association’s 

Museums Journal or in other specialist publications 

and websites (if appropriate). 

16.13.4 Both the notification and announcement must provide 

information on the number and nature of the specimens 

or objects involved both in the museum’s collection and 

those intended to be acquired in exchange. A period 

of at least two months must be allowed for comments 

to be received. At the end of this period, the governing 

body must consider the comments before a final 

decision on the exchange is made. 

 
Disposal by destruction 

16.14 If it is not possible to dispose of an object through transfer or 

sale, the governing body may decide to destroy it. 

 
16.15 It is acceptable to destroy material of low intrinsic significance 

(duplicate mass-produced articles or common specimens 

which lack significant provenance) where no alternative 

method of disposal can be found. 

 
16.16 Destruction is also an acceptable method of disposal in cases 

where an object is in extremely poor condition, has high 

associated health and safety risks or is part of an approved 

destructive testing request identified in an organisation’s 

research policy. 

 
16.17 Where necessary, specialist advice will be sought to establish 

the appropriate method of destruction. Health and safety risk 

assessments will be carried out by trained staff where required. 

 
16.18 The destruction of objects should be witnessed by an 

appropriate member of the museum workforce. In 

circumstances where this is not possible, eg the destruction of 

controlled substances, a police certificate should be obtained 

and kept in the relevant object history file.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


