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3. Executive summary 
 
The West Midlands Biological Collections Review took place during a two year period 
between April 2013 and 2015. It was funded by the Arts Council and carried out by Luanne 
Meehitiya, Natural Science Curator at Birmingham Museums, taking up approximately 20% 
of her role profile. The Significance 2.0 methodology was used and considerably adapted for 
the project. The review worked with seventeen museums across six counties, assessing 
each collection. The review estimates that there are approximately 1,200,000 natural 
science specimens in the region, of which around 750,000 are biological. It found that there 
are seven regionally significant collections in the West Midlands, one or more in each of the 
six counties. It found that these larger collections are increasingly well used, particularly for 
engagement, but highlights their relatively untapped potential for scientific research and low 
rate of active collecting. Amongst smaller collections, it found levels of usage and collections 
care were lower overall and was able to offer some useful support to these collections. 
There were also some patterns in the types of concerns and condition problems that could 
be used to guide future work. Outcomes of the review have included a review methodology 
that has been disseminated and re-used, increased knowledge about collections, advice on 
collections care and usage and an increased profile and network for natural science in the 
region.    
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4. Background 
 
Biological collections are important for many reasons. They are used for research into 
taxonomy and environmental change that has many practical implications.1234 They also 
have huge potential for engagement, including as visitors’ most popular subject for museum 
exhibitions.5 Despite this increasingly obvious potential, there has been a steep decline in 
specialist natural science curators in recent years. A recent poll showed this to be a decline 
of 35% over the last decade. 6  This leaves collections vulnerable to deterioration in 
condition, use and understanding.  
 
There is a long history of regional museum work in the West Midlands that has formed the 
backdrop to this review. Between 2000 to 2010, the Fast Forward survey collected data 
and provided information about the size and content of all museum collections in the West 
Midlands. Fast Forward also highlighted the extensive changes that were occurring in 
museums over short timeframes. Unfortunately, it ceased due to lack of funding in 2010 at 
the same time as those changes were increasing in pace.7  
 
Between 2009 and 2012 the Regional Geology Stewardship Project (RGS) improved the 
condition of geological collections held in the West Midlands. This project was funded by a 
£60 000 grant from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, which funded a full-time Assistant 
Collections Officer for three years.8 The data collected during this project confirmed that 
some collections were at risk due to restructuring and collections moves.9 At the same time, 
Birmingham Museums were involved in regional collections work via the Renaissance At 
Work support delivered by Jane Thompson-Webb.10  
 
Birmingham Museums Trust decided that a review of biological collections in the West 
Midlands would complement this existing work, creating a view of natural history collections 
as a whole in the West Midlands. This project was accordingly written into their Arts Council 
Major Partner Museum (MPM) bid. The MPM strand of Birmingham Museums funding 
allowed the appointment of a Natural Science Curator in March 2013 to a previously vacant 
post on a two year contract. As the curator had many other duties as well as the review, it 
was decided that the review would form 20% of her work plan over the next two years. A 

                                                           
1
 Suarez, A. V. and  Tsutsui, N. D., The Value of Museum Collections for Research and Society, Bioscience,  

54(1), pp.66-74.  
2
 Godfrey, M., (2011). Why Museums Matter, British Wildlife, 23(2), p110-115. 

3
 Tewksbury, J. J. et al.. (2014). Natural History's Place in Science and Society. Bioscience. 64 (4), p300-310. 

4
 Bradley, R. D., Bradley, L. C., Garner, H. J., and Baker, R. J. . (2014). Assessing the Value of Natural History 

Collections and Addressing Issues Regarding Long-term Growth and Care. Bioscience. 64 (12), 1150-1158. 
5
 Jenkins, S., Lisk, J., and Broadley, A., (2013). The Popularity of Museum Galleries. Available: 

http://www.natsca.org/sites/default/files/publications-full/Evaluation-Report-Museum-Gallery-Preferences-
Final_0.pdf. Last accessed 9

th
 March 2015. 

6
 Mulhearn, D. (2013). Facing extinction. Available: http://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-

journal/features/01042013-facing-extinction. Last accessed 9th March 2015. 
7
 Unknown. (2010). Fastforward 2010: The survey of museums and galleries in the West Midlands. Available: 

http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/media/documents/c1/a599/f6/fastforward_2010_full_report.pdf. Last accessed 

9th March 2015. 
8
 Sievwright, H., (2013). The state and status of geological collections in the West Midlands and recent work to 

improve collections care. The Geological Curator 9(9), p459 – 475. 
9
 Sievwright, H., (2012). Regional Geology Stewardship 2009-2012. Available: 

http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/curatorial-projects/regional-geology/ . Last accessed 9
th

 March 2015, 

p.45-46.  
10

 Harvey, R.. (2014). The Mouse that RAW’d': Celebrating 10 years of collections care support. Available: 
http://marchesnetwork.org.uk/2014/09/18/raw-turns-ten/. Last accessed 9th March 2015. 

 

http://www.natsca.org/sites/default/files/publications-full/Evaluation-Report-Museum-Gallery-Preferences-Final_0.pdf
http://www.natsca.org/sites/default/files/publications-full/Evaluation-Report-Museum-Gallery-Preferences-Final_0.pdf
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/features/01042013-facing-extinction
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/features/01042013-facing-extinction
http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/media/documents/c1/a599/f6/fastforward_2010_full_report.pdf
http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/curatorial-projects/regional-geology/
http://marchesnetwork.org.uk/2014/09/18/raw-turns-ten/
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budget of £2000 per year was put in place to support both the review and the curator’s other 
work streams.   
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5. Methods 
 

5.1. Existing methodologies 
 
The form of the review was left open until the Natural Science Curator started in March 
2013. There are several existing methodologies for collections reviews and surveys that she 
studied as a potential model for the review: 
 

 Benchmarks in Collections Care 2.011  
   

 Regional Geology Stewardship Project Benchmark Assessment12 
  

 Fastforward 201013  
          

 UCL Collection Review14 
    

 Horniman Natural History bioblitz15 
 

 Significance 2.016 
      

 

5.2. Adapting Significance 2.0 
 
Significance 2.0 was the methodology adopted. This is because it was judged as the method 
that gave the best overview of all aspects of a museum collection; significance, usage and 
collections care. Most reviews were conceived with the aim of a museum reviewing its own 
collections in more detail. Significance was also more capable of being scaled up to whole 
museum collections. 
 
The Significance 2.0 methodology was adapted in significant ways for this review.    
 
For natural sciences 
 
Significance had previously been developed with cultural collections in mind and had an 
inherent bias towards them. For this review it was rewritten to account for the different 
qualities of natural science collections. Changes and additions included: 
 

                                                           
11

 Dawson, A. (2011). Introduction to Benchmarks 2.0. Available: http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/benchmarks-
in-collections-care/introduction-to-benchmarks-2-0. Last accessed March 9th 2015. 
12

 Sievwright, H., (2013). The state and status of geological collections in the West Midlands and recent work to 

improve collections care. The Geological Curator 9(9), p459–475. 
13

 Unknown. (2010). Fastforward 2010: The survey of museums and galleries in the West Midlands. Available: 

http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/media/documents/c1/a599/f6/fastforward_2010_full_report.pdf. Last accessed 

9th March 2015. 
14

 Dunn, J. and Das, S., (2009). The UCL Collections Review Toolkit. Available: 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/museums/our-work/best-practice/collections-review. Last accessed 9th March 2015. 
15

 Unknown (Unknown). Natural History Bioblitz. Available: http://www.horniman.ac.uk/about/natural-history-

bioblitz. Last accessed 14th March 
16

 Reed, C., (2012). Introduction to Reviewing Significance 2.0. Available: 
http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/collections-skills/reviewing-significance-2-0. Last accessed 14th March 2015. 

 

http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/benchmarks-in-collections-care/introduction-to-benchmarks-2-0
http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/benchmarks-in-collections-care/introduction-to-benchmarks-2-0
http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/media/documents/c1/a599/f6/fastforward_2010_full_report.pdf
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/museums/our-work/best-practice/collections-review
http://www.horniman.ac.uk/about/natural-history-bioblitz
http://www.horniman.ac.uk/about/natural-history-bioblitz
http://www.collectionstrust.org.uk/collections-skills/reviewing-significance-2-0
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 The Significance section was rewritten for natural sciences, with the sub-categories 
of Rarity/uniqueness, Visual and Sensory impact, Condition and Historical Meaning 
retained but made relevant to natural sciences, for example by removing references 
to makers and styles and adding prompts about scientific types and collection data. 
 

  A scale of significance was created with the categories National, Regional, Local 
and Institutional. See appendix 1 for this.  

 

 A meaningful way of calculating the size of biological collections using a logarithmic 
scale to account for large size range was adopted from the Regional Geology  
Stewardship project. Categories for dividing up biological collections were developed.   
 

 Sections specific to natural sciences were added, such as CITES, health and safety, 
SSNs and human remains.  

 
For regional work 
 
The Significance methodology was adapted to facilitate the review visit in a short space of 
time, rather than a more detailed and time consuming review in one’s own institution. 
 

 Two approaches were devised to ensure the visit made the best use of time for very 
different collections. For large collections, an overview of the collection was produced 
using Form 1: Biological Collections Review Form. For very small collections (under 
100 objects) this overview would have been largely irrelevant. Small collections were 
assessed using Form 2: Detailed Assessment for small biological collections. This 
allows focus on the significance, potential and collections care needs of specific 
objects in more detail. See Appendix 2 for these forms.  
 

 The Usage and Collection care sections were also adapted. They were mostly 
simplified, for example the Excellent and Good ratings were merged. This was 
because it was difficult to separate between these two grades in the time allocated 
during a visit.   

 

 Finally, the original Significance methodology consisted of grids. These were 
combined and rewritten into a continuous form that could be more easily filled out 
over the course of a visit to another museum’s collection, ensuring that everything 
was recorded. The order of the form was chosen to reflect a natural order for a 
review visit; for example, display was separated from storage as these would be 
visited separately. The assessment was refined to some extent as the project 
progressed and the reviewer became more familiar with the collections being 
assessed.  
 

A review panel were recruited to give guidance on the project and the methodology chosen 
in particular. The review panel met on 17th December 2013 at Thinktank Science Museum. 
The review panel went through the methodology in depth, approved it and gave useful 
advice. The members of the review panel are given in Appendix 4.  
 

5.3. Project development 
 
The aims of the project were:  
 

1) Providing practical advice and assistance on biological collections for museums  
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2) Developing an overview of the biological collections held in the region 

These aims were based on those of the Regional Geology Stewardship project, although 

they were refined as the project progressed to take into account the difference in scope 

between the two projects (3 years 1 FTE for the prior, 2 years 0.2 FTE for the latter), which 

can be summarised as:  

 Comprehensiveness: The RGS aimed to visit every geology collection in the 

West Midlands. This was not possible for the biology review. Collections were 

prioritised as outlined below. 

 Accuracy: The RGS project was able to count specimens, allowing an accurate 

tally of geological specimens. This was replaced by calculating estimates for 

biological specimens due to lack of time 

 Practical support: was scaled back, due to lack of time, equipment and capacity 

to transport equipment. 

 On the other hand, the biology review focussed more on significance than the 

Regional Geology Stewardship project had, which had focussed more on 

collections care. 

Museums with biological collections were targeted using notes provided by the Regional 
Geology Stewardship Project. Museums were contacted via several channels. Museum 
Development Officers were asked to publicise the review in person and via monthly updates. 
The curator spoke at several events listed in Section 9.1. Finally, targeted museums were 
contacted directly. 
 
Collections were prioritised in the following order: 
 

 Collections that requested involvement 

 Accredited museums 

 Other museum collections  

 Non-museum collections (e.g. universities) 

 
For those museums that weren’t able to be visited, a supplementary survey of collections 
was also carried out. A simple form was sent to all museums where contact details could be 
obtained from the list in Section 6.3. Seven museums returned the form, adding a small 
number of specimens to the total figures given in Section 7.1. These survey responses are 
summarised in Section 6.2. 
 
Seventeen museum collections were visited. Visits to the collections tended to follow a 
pattern. First, the purpose of the review was explained and staff were put at ease that they 
were not being tested. Staff were interviewed about the background to the collection and its 
current function within the museum. Then a tour of the collection sought an overview, during 
which size of the collection could be estimated (where it was not known) and the collections 
management assessed. Another conversation after this answered questions, filled in gaps 
and pursued areas of interest. 
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The information in the surveys was based on information provided by staff during the visits 
and on getting an overview of the collection first hand, supplemented by limited research into 
written accounts of the collection where these were known to exist.  
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5.4. List of museum partners 
 

Institution Type of 
assessment 

Additional support 

Ludlow Library & Museum 
Resource Centre 
(including Ludlow Museum) 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

 

The Potteries at Stoke on 
Trent 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

 

Hereford Museum Resource 
& Learning Centre (including 
Hereford Museum) 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

Sent article about Verdigris 
 
Subsequently received loan request 
 

Nuneaton Museum & Art 
Gallery 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

 

Herbert Art Gallery & 
Museum 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

Advised on taxidermy storage project 

Tamworth Castle museum 
and store 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

Created basic catalogued of the collection 
 
Researched connection to Bagnall 
 

Bewdley Museum Large 
collection 
overview 

Advised on volunteer herbarium project 
 
Repinned insect display 
 
Created Wikipedia article 
 

Wednesbury Museum and 
Art Gallery 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

 

The Almonry Museum Large 
collection 
overview 

Put Almonry museum in contact with Nigel 
Larkin to survey their mineral collection 
 
Created Wikipedia article 
 

Warwickshire County 
Museum including store 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

Advised on emergency plan and IPM 

Worcester City Museum & 
Art Gallery 
 

Large 
collection 
overview 

 

Birmingham Museums 
 

Large 
collection 
overview  

 

Museum of Cannock Chase 
 

Small 
collection 
detail 

Advised on disposal of oology collection 
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Black Country Living 
Museum 
 

Small 
collection 
detail 
 

Identified the species of the Tipton Slasher’s 
monkey, leading to a press release 

Dudley Museum & Art 
Gallery 
 

Small 
collection 
detail 
 

Subsequently received loan request 
 

Walsall Museum  
 

Small 
collection 
detail 
 

Subsequently received loan request 
 

Nash’s House, 
Shakespeare’s Birthplace  
 

Small 
collection 
detail 
 

Advised on safe disposal of pest damaged 
collection  
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6. Overview of individual collections 
 
6.1. Overview of museum partners 
 

Museum  County Biology 
collection 
size 

Total 
natural 
science 
collection 
size inc 
geology 

Size 
category 
biology 

Significance 
(biology) 

Level of 
usage 
(biology) 

Level of 
collections 
care 
(Biology) 

Collection overview (Biology) 

Birmingham 
Museums 

MBC 200750 

 

250750 Very large 

 

Regional Regular  

 

Moderate A large, diverse collection with a 

mixture of international and regional 

origins. A good representation of the 

biology of the West Midlands region 

as a whole, with lots of collections 

data. Strengths in entomology, 

botany, ornithology and mollusca.  

 

Herbert Art Gallery 
and Museum 
 

MBC 187800 

 

193200 Very large 

 

Regional Occasional  

 

Moderate A large, diverse collection with a 
mixture of regional, national and 
worldwide origins. Most collections 
have good data, with the exception of 
some exotic specimens. Research 
strengths are entomology, particularly 
Lepidoptera, Coleoptera and 
Hymenoptera, bird eggs, molluscs 
and historic taxidermy. Botany is a 
notable near absence for a collection 
of this size, due to a collections 
exchange with Warwickshire Museum.  
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Worcester City 
Museum and Art 
Gallery 
 

Worcs 119079 

 

131079 

 

Very large 

 

Regional Regular  

 

High A broad natural science collection, 
covering zoology, entomology and 
botany, with strengths within all these 
areas, and largely focussing on the 
county of Worcestershire. 

The Potteries at 
Stoke on Trent 
 

Staffs 93208 

 

105208 

 

Large 

 

Regional Regular  

 

High A broad natural science collection, 
covering zoology, entomology and 
botany, and largely focussing on the 
county of Staffordshire. It is an 
unusually well localized, documented 
and researched collection.  
 

Ludlow Library and 
Museum Resource 
Centre 
(including Ludlow 
Museum) 
 

Shrops 54100 

 

99600 

 

Large 

 

Regional Regular  

 

High A broad natural science collection, 

covering zoology, entomology and 

botany, largely focussing on the 

county of Shropshire and mostly with 

collections data. The strengths of the 

collection are molluscs, Lepidoptera, 

birds eggs, historical cased taxidermy 

and some historic collectors. 

Warwickshire 
County Museum 
including store 
 

Warws 74610 

 

91610 

 

Large 

 

Regional Regular  

 

High This is a regionally significant 

collection that is and important 

repository for Warwickshire, 

particularly for botany. It is a broad 

collection but botany is a particular 

strength.  

Hereford Museum 
Resource and 
Learning Centre 
(including Hereford 

Herefs 11912 

 

16413 

 

Large 

 

Regional Regular 

 

High 

 

A broad natural science collection, 
covering zoology, entomology and 
botany, and largely focussing on the 
county of Herefordshire. Many 
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Museum) 
 

collections with good data. Highlights 
include the Dr Thomas Algernon 
Chapman Coleoptera collection and 
Dr Bull herbarium.  
 

Wednesbury 
Museum and Art 
Gallery 
 

MBC 4385 

 

8007 

 

Moderate 

 

Local Rare 
 

Low A small, diverse collection containing 

taxidermy, eggs, insects, corals, 

shells and bones, mostly without data. 

The collection of local female 

Victorian explorer, Helen Caddick, 

lends historical interest. A few 

specimens are on display, the rest are 

not currently used. 

Walsall Museum MBC 918 

 

978 

 

Small Institutional Rare  

 

Moderate A small collection mostly consisting of 
birds eggs and tropical insects (in 
historic display arrangements), both 
without data, plus a few shells and 
display specimens linked to the 
museums history such as a crocodile 
in a jar. A few specimens are on 
display, the rest are not currently 
used.  
 

Bewdley Museum Worcs 723 

 

1475 

 

Moderate 

 

Local Rare 
 

Moderate A small entomology, herbarium, shell 
and taxidermy collection, mostly 
without data but suitable for 
engagement. The herbarium has 
some collection data. 
  

Dudley Museum 
and Art Gallery 
 

MBC 600 20600 

 

Small Institutional Rare 
 

Moderate Six drawers of bird eggs numbering 
around 600 eggs, without collection 
data. Not currently used. 
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The Almonry 
Museum 

Worcs 309 

 

569 

 

Small Institutional Rare 
 

Low A small collection mostly consisting of 
eggs and tropical insects plus a few 
pieces of bird taxidermy, all without 
data. All except the eggs currently 
used for display.   
 

Tamworth Castle 
museum and store 
 

Staffs 290 

 

740 

 

Small Local Rare 
 

Moderate 

 

A small collection consisting mostly of 

the de Hamel collection (mixed natural 

science ‘curiosities’) and Lady Emily 

Peel collection (bryophytes, 

herbarium, plus mineral collection). Its 

main strengths are a strong link to the 

history of Tamworth and the 

Tamworth Castle Museum and its 

research interest for Warwickshire 

bryophytes.  A few antlers are on 

display, the rest are not currently 

used.  

Museum of 
Cannock Chase 
 

Staffs 160 

 

160 

 

Small Institutional Rare 
 

Low An egg collection plus a few piece of 
taxidermy consisting of British birds 
and mammals. A few are on display. 
None has collection data.  
 

Nuneaton Museum 
and Art Gallery 
 

Warws 25 

 

425 

 

Small  Institutional None 
 

Moderate A small, miscellaneous assortment of 
taxidermy, bones, shells and coral, 
without data and not currently used.  

Black Country 
Living Museum 

MBC 11 31 Very small Institutional Rare 
 

Moderate A few items of taxidermy used for 
display or with links to social history.  
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Nash’s House, 
Shakespeare’s 
Birthplace 
  

Warws 0 12 

 

Very small Negligible None 
 

Very low 
 

A cabinet of British butterflies without 
collection data destroyed by pest 
damage and disposed of subsequent 
to review visit. 
 

Results of small 
collections survey 
(see below) 
 

 231 -      

Extra geology 
collections from 
RGS  

 - 280868      

Total number in 
West Midlands 

 749111 1,201,725      

 
Keys  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Size 
category 

Size range in number 
of individual 
specimens 

Very large 100000-100000 

Large 10000-100000  

Moderate 1000–9999 

Small 100-999 

Very small 0-100 

Abbreviation County 

MBC  Metropolitan 
Borough County 

Warws  Warwickshire 
 

Worcs  Worcestershire 
 

Staffs  Staffordshire 
 

Herefs  Herefordshire 
 

Significance scale 

National 

Regional 

Local 

Institutional 

Collections care scale 

High 

Moderate 

Low 

Very low 

Unknown 

Usage scale 

Regular  

Occasional  

Rare  

None 
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6.2. Results of small museum survey 
 
 Size of biology collection 

 
Description 

Butcher Row House Museum in Ledbury 
 

0  

Baddesley Clinton 5 Taxidermy badger, fox, woodpecker, narwhal 
tusk, unidentified “plume” 
 

Ironbridge Gorge 
 

0 Geology only 

Malvern Museum 
 

210 Mostly Lepidoptera and Mollusca collected by 
Malvern Field Club, some with collection data. 
Also a geology collection.   
 

Wolverhampton Art Gallery 
 

16 15 shells and 1 bird egg. Also a much larger 
geology collection.   
 

Southam Heritage Collection / Cardall 
collection 

0 Small geology collection only 
 

Erasmus Darwin House 
 

0 Small display collection not counted as on loan 
from other institutions 
 

Total  
 

231  
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6.3 Other potential biological collections 
 
The following organisations may have a biological collection but contact was not established during the course of this review. The size of their 
collections is thought to be small.   
 
Biddulph Grange Gardens 
Bridgnorth & District Historical Society (Northgate Museum) 
Chilvers Coton Heritage Centre 
Clun Local History Museum 
House on Crutches Museum Collection Trust 
Kenilworth Abbey & Archaeology Society 
Kington Museum 
Marton Museum 
Moseley Old Hall 
Newcastle-Under-Lyme Museum and Art Gallery 
Nicholson Institute Art Gallery, Leek 
Oswestry Museum 
Rugby School 
Shrewsbury School 
Shropshire Hills Discovery Centre 
Shugborough county museum 
Shugborough estate 
Telford and Wrekin District Council 
University of Birmingham Collections 
Wightwick Manor, Wolverhampton NT 
Winterbourne House, Birmingham 
Wolverhampton University 
Harper Adam’s University 
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7. Analysis of the regional collection 
 
The survey estimated that there are over a million natural science specimens in the West 
Midlands (1,201,722) , of which over half are biological (749,108).  
 

7.1. Size  
 

 

Type of collection Estimated number of 

specimens 

Zoology 174,448 

Mammal taxidermy or skin  1395 

Bird taxidermy or skin  15,180 

Other taxidermy or skins 245 

Eggs and nests 43,852 

All bones and skeletons 1394 

Molluscs 108,405 

Corals and sponges  3074 

Arthropods other than insects (spiders, crabs 

etc.) 

700 

All other invertebrates 203 

Entomology 422,656 

Insects 422,656 

Botany  143,720 

Herbarium sheets 128,812 

Other plant specimens  14,908 

Geology 452,614 

All rocks, minerals and fossils 452,614 

Mixed 8284 

Microscope slides 4828 

Spirit specimens  3421 
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Biological models 35 

Miscellaneous 3 

Total natural science inc. geology 1,201,725 

Total biology only  749,111 

 

7.2. Distribution  

 

Table of number of repositories of different sizes 

Size of collection Number of natural 
science collections 

Number of biology 
collections 
 

Very large (>100 000 
specimens) 
 

5 3 
 

Large (>10 000 
specimens) 
 

7 4 
 

Moderate (1000 – 

9999 specimens) 

5 1 
 

Small (100-999 

specimens) 

13 5 
 

Very small (<100 

specimens) 

14 4 
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7.3. Composition  
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7.4. Description of size, significance, distribution and composition 
 
This review estimated that there are over a million natural science specimens (1,201,725) 
held in the West Midlands, of which around 750 000 (749,111) are biological, the rest being 
geological. The margin of error in this estimate is high due to many of the figures being 
estimates of large numbers of specimens. However, the total estimate of 749,111 specimens 
from this review is encouragingly close to the 621,464 estimate from the Fastforward 2010 
survey. It is probable that the true figure lies within a range of 600 – 800,000 specimens, 
which is in any case a substantial regional collection. It would be interesting to compare this 
with other regions in the UK, although it is outside the scope of this report.  
 
There are seven large or very large biological collections in the West Midlands and these 
collections are also the seven regionally significant collections.  See Appendix 1 for the 
Collections Significance grid . Each of the six counties within the West Midlands has a 
regionally important repository, which is the best regional representation of the biodiversity of 
that county. The exception to this is the West Midlands County, which has two regionally 
significant repositories; Birmingham Museums and The Herbert. Yet in this case there is still 
a geographical split in focus, with The Herbert better representing the east of the county and 
Birmingham Museums the west.  
 
There is a clear link between the size of each collection and its significance. The larger 
collections are also regionally significant. These large collections are quite distinct from the 
very small to moderate sized collections. These larger collections all have a broad coverage 
of the natural sciences, within which there are specialisms. They all have large proportions 
of the collection with good data suitable for research. In the smaller collections, the most 
typical collection would consist of bird eggs, butterflies, shells and taxidermy, with a high 
proportion of unprovenanced material, particularly from tropical display specimens. These 
smaller collections are however often larger than the museums holding them realised. In 
several cases the material was scattered and was not seen as a collection in its own right 
prior to this review.  
 
The most numerous biological collection types overall are pinned insects, herbarium sheets, 
molluscs and eggs. This might surprise people who have not worked with natural science 
collections, as taxidermy tends to have a higher profile, but would be expected by those who 
work with these collections. I would estimate that this is not a regional feature but typical of 
most natural science collections. Taxidermy was also significant, with bird taxidermy 
overwhelming mammal taxidermy. Some collection types were surprisingly scarce, such as 
osteology (bones). These collections may be better represented in university and other 
collections historically geared towards taxonomic teaching and research.    
 
Biology specimens outnumber geology specimens, largely due to the numerousness of the 
five collection types outlined above. However, there are fewer and less significant biology 
collections than geology collections in the region. There are several institutions that have 
large geology collections but not large biology collections, namely Staffordshire University, 
Keele University, Wolverhampton Art Gallery, the Lapworth Museum of Geology and Dudley 
Museum and Art Gallery. On the contrary, all regionally significant biological repositories 
appear likely to be geologically significant as well. In most of the smaller collections visited 
and surveyed the geology collection was more numerous and significant than the biology 
collection. This may reflect the geological importance of this region, the history of collecting 
or the greater durability of geological collections.  
 
There were very few types held in the biology collections of the region, reflecting collections 
that have been built by local collecting rather than taxonomic research. There are rather 
more extinct species scattered throughout the regionally significant collections. There is also 
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significant historic interest, with most of the regionally significant collections having links to 
well-known collectors, taxidermists and other historical figures. There is also some historical 
interest in the smaller collections, for example the Helen Caddick collection in Wednesbury 
Museum and Art Gallery and the Lady Peel herbarium in Tamworth Castle Museum. The 
research potential of the regional collection appears mostly environmental and historical 
rather than taxonomic, although of course this is not to say the regional collection could not 
contribute to taxonomic research.   
 
No collections were judged to be of national significance. This does not undermine their 
importance in any way, as only a few collections in the country, such as the Natural History 
Museum in London, would be of national significance.   
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8. Usage of the regional collection 
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Six museums used their biology collection regularly, two occasionally and nine rarely. The 
larger collections were generally used more regularly. Six out of the seven larger, regionally 
significant collections were used regularly, and one occasionally. For these larger 
collections, collections use was broken down into areas for further analysis (see Appendix 2 
for review form used with larger collections and Appendix 2 for review form used for smaller 
collections).   
 
Collections were well used for communications and learning. Uses for marketing included 
featuring as a Twitter logo, on marketing materials such as posters and occasional local 
news stories. Uses for formal and informal learning included tours, handing and art activities. 
Usage for outreach outside the museum was lower than inside, as might be expected due to 
resourcing. Barriers to greater use for engagement included inaccessible stores and health 
and safety fears. 
 
Most of these museums had high levels of public access. Stores were usually physically 

accessible and stored collections available by appointment, but access to collections by 

publication and documentation were low.   

 

However, even larger collections were underused for research, with only two of these seven 

collections being used regularly for research and five occasionally. Research uses included 

by local natural history groups, wildlife recorders and individuals, although levels of use for 

published academic research were low.  Barriers to research use appeared to include limited 

documentation and knowledge of the collection amongst potential users.  

 

Smaller collections were used more rarely overall. Eight were assessed to be used rarely 
and two were never used. For these collections, use was mainly for exhibition and handling. 
In some cases, use was limited by the collection now being seen as being outside the 
museums’ core scope of local history. Some collections did not lend themselves to use due 
to poor condition and lack of identifications. Paucity of collection data largely limited potential 
research use.       
 
Amongst the seven larger collections, overall use was assessed as steady in five museums, 
decreasing in one museum and increasing in one. Several collections reported using their 
collection for engagement more than in the past, which may reflect the increasingly public 
popularity of natural science at the moment. On the other hand, decreases in use were 
usually related to loss of staff. Although use was seen as stable in five museums, four of 
these were threatened at the time of visit by potential staff restructuring that may 
compromise use in the future.  
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9. Collections care of the regional collection 
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Appendix 1 outlines the meaning of the levels of collection care in the above graphs. As 
mentioned in Section 5.2, the “Excellent” and “Good” standards of the Significance 2.0 
framework were merged for this review due to the difficulties of distinguishing between them 
in the time allocated, so a “High” level of collections care does not indicate perfection.   
 
Levels of collections care ranged from very low to high. It tended to be the case that larger 
collections had higher levels of collections care as well as usage. Five of seven of these 
larger museums were judged to have high levels of collections care overall and two to have 
moderate levels. For these larger museums, collections care was divided into different 
aspects.  
 
For security and emergency planning, all museums had stores with basic locking, access 
control, emergency plan and emergency alarm systems. Some museums didn’t have more 
comprehensive emergency features such as a recovery plan and partnership arrangements 
for emergency recovery.  
 
For storage area, most museums had a dedicated room for stored collections, although a 
few smaller museums combined this with general storage space. Storage space and 
accessibility was an issue for some museums.  
 
For packing, all museums said they used conservation grade materials for new packing. 
None had completely eliminated old non-conservation grade packaging materials. Most 
museums understood the fundamentals of good packing and poor packing was mostly the 
result of old collections that had not yet been repacked. However, there were examples of 
issues with recent packing that was incorrect packing for natural science materials, such as 
wrapping birds’ eggs individually in tissue, which increases the risk of damage during 
access.   
 
Most museums had some environmental monitoring, although none had completely 
mastered their control. Difficulty controlling the humidity of stores was a problem for many 
museums.   
 
Most museums also understood how to support collections on display. In some cases light 
levels were higher than ideal or historic showcases were not well sealed.  
 
It was very hard to generalise about the condition of an entire collection. For the seven larger 
collections, there were parts of the collection in poor condition although the majority of the 
collections were in a condition that did not inhibit use. More specialist collection types such 
as slides and spirit collections tended to be in worse condition in these collections, although 
other parts of the collection may suffer from dust, fading and pest damage. Verdigris was a 
problem in several entomology collections.   
 
All of the smaller museums had more severe condition problems, and in several museums 
this limited the use of their biology collection. Pest damage was particularly devastating in 
some of these collections and had destroyed one of them completely.  
 
Museums scored lower on documentation than other areas of collections care. 
Documentation is always problematic for natural science collections due to their sheer size, 
so it was difficult for museums to achieve a high score despite many museums working hard 
on this area.  
 
It should be noted that a low result for either usage or collections care should not in any way 
be seen as a criticism of museum staff. There are many reasons outside the control of staff 
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why these may be low, such as a difficult store, inherited problems or a lack of staff time or 
resources.  
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10. Resilience of the regional collection 

10.1. Specialist collections issues 

Several museums were unaware of issues relating to CITES and security issues related to 
valuable specimens and advice was given on this verbally. 
 
Most museums were aware of the health and safety issues relating to natural science 
collections. However, several smaller museums were unaware. For example, in one smaller 
museum banned pesticides were still present in insect collections and staff worked in an 
unventilated space that smelled of these. One small museum was unaware of the possible 
presence of arsenic on taxidermy. 
 
Taxonomy and ethics were two areas that some smaller museums felt prevented them from 
using their collections fully. One museums described how they had tried to set up a 
volunteer documentation project but had found the issue of scientific names too daunting. 
Several museums expressed concern with displaying taxidermy in case It caused offence to 
the public.  
 

10.2. Changes to collections over last five years 

The RGS noted the pace of change in geological collections. This has continued. In the five 
years prior to the review, specialist roles were lost at Thinktank Science Museum, Hereford 
Museum, the Potteries and Warwickshire Museum, although at Warwickshire Museum and 
Birmingham Museums (incorporating Thinktank) there has since been a move in the 
opposite direction  During the review itself, several museum partners underwent major 
changes at three of the seven major collections; staff were lost at Hereford Museum, 
Worcester Museum and at Ludlow Heritage Centre and are under threat at the Potteries.  
 
The review highlights the importance of volunteers. In many collections, specialist volunteers 
have partly replaced specialist curators, often making the crucial difference between a 
collection that is side-lined and one where use and standards of collections care are 
maintained. 
 
There was also evidence that the redistribution of collections continues. Two out of the 
seventeen museums visited asked for advice on disposing of their biological collections. In 
one of these cases, in Nash’s House of Shakespeare’s Birthplace Trust, the butterfly 
collection was subsequently disposed of due to catastrophic pest damage. In the other, the 
Museum of Cannock Chase, the egg collection also underwent a disposal procedure. 
 
On the other end of the scale, few museums are actively collecting. Most said that their 

collections policy was technically open to acquiring biological material but that in practice this 

was rare and passive collecting. The best example of an actively developing regional 

collection was the Potteries in Stoke on Trent. Several other museums were also collecting 

in particular areas linked to individuals work on the collection, such as Warwick museum 

developing its fungi collection. 



32 

 

11. Outcomes 
 

11.1 Dissemination 
 
The review was presented on by Luanne Meehitiya at the following conferences and 
workshops: 
 

 Collections snapshot: Reviewing biological collections in the West Midlands, 
Natural History Symposium - Crap in the Attic, Oxford University Museum of Natural 
History, 20th November 2013. Keynote presentation and panellist. 
 

 West Midlands Biological Collections Review, National Nature Collections 
Information Project Workshop, Linnean Society of London, 16th December 2013. 
Workshop presentation. 

 

 West Midlands Biological Collections Review, West Midlands Natural Science 
Curator’s Group, Thinktank Science Museum, 8th January 2014. Meeting report. 
 

 Significance, Significance project launch, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 1st 
April 2014. Internal presentation.  
 

 Support Networks, UK Natural Science Consortium, Natural History Museum, 19th 
June 2014. Workshop presentation.  

 

 Basic advocacy: Are we talking the same language?, Society for the Preservation 
of Natural History Collections Conference 2015, National Museum Cardiff, 26th June 
2014. Presentation and panellist.    
 

 Risks to Orphan Collections, Collections for All Knowledge Exchange Workshop, 
RISK: Real or Perceived, the Natural History Museum at Tring, 5th December 2014. 
Workshop presentation. 
 

 Supporting Life Science Collections in the West Midlands, Refloating the Ark: 
Connecting the public and scientists with natural history Museums, Manchester 
Museum, 18th June 2015. Presentation and panellist.    

 

11.2 Methodology 
 
This project developed on the existing Significance 2.0 methodology. It was the first time this 
was adapted for natural sciences and for such a broad level overview of collections in such a 
short timeframe. It is planned to publish this methodology.  
 
The methodology has contributed to two existing projects. The use of this methodology 
underpinned a significance review of the collections at Birmingham Museums and a 
curatorial seminar series there in 2014-15.  
 
Manchester Museum have used and adapted the methodology to undertake a review of 
regional collections in the North West. Luanne Meehitiya met with the team from Manchester 
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Museum twice to assist them in the use of the methodology. Details of the North West 
project and their version of the collections review form are available online.17  
 

11.3 Further outcomes 
 
The collections visits encouraged staff to consider the significance of their collection, how it 
could be used and how its care could be improved. Staff were also made aware of issues 
such as health hazards relating to these collections and introduced to support networks such 
as the Natural Sciences Collections Association and Geological Curators Groups. No formal 
evaluation was carried out due to the restricted nature of the project, but informal feedback 
was positive. 
 
Several collections projects have resulted from review visits, as outlined in Section 5.4. The 
Herbert Art Gallery and Museum started a project to store their taxidermy in a more 
accessible way. Bewdley Museum and Tamworth Castle Museums both started 
documentation projects. Warwick Museum worked on its emergency plan and IPM. The 
Museum of Cannock Chase began planning disposal of its oology collection and Nash’s 
house used advice to safely dispose of its entomology collection destroyed by pest. Work 
identifying the species of a monkey belonging to the Tipton Slasher, a bare knuckle boxing 
champion, led to a local news story for the Black Country Living Museum.  
 
The flow of knowledge and ideas was not one way. I also gained many excellent collections 
care and exhibitions ideas from the museums I visited that I have incorporated into my work 
at Birmingham Museums.  
 

11.4 Engagement and training 
 
The review was used as a training opportunity for the HLF Skills for the Future Natural 
Science Curatorial trainee at Birmingham Museums, who wrote a blog about shadowing a 
review visit to Walsall Museum.18 
 
Awareness of biological collections was also raised by posting pictures and tagging 
museums visited on Twitter and using the hashtag #WestMidBioReview.  
 

11.5 Further collaborations 
 
The review allowed connections to be made between collections. For example, joint archival 
research at Tamworth Castle Museum and Birmingham Museum has given us a better 
understanding of the material transferred to Birmingham Museum several decades ago.  
 
Ongoing relationships were built that will allow for collaborative regional working in the 
future. As a result of the review, a project to digitise herbaria in the West Midlands region 
was developed jointly by Warwick Museum and Birmingham Museums resulting in an 
Esmée Fairbairn bid.  
 

                                                           
17

 McGhie, H., (2014). Reviewing collections- 2. Template for North West reviews 2014. Available: 

http://naturallycurious.co.uk/resources. Last accessed 9th March 2015. 
18

 Large, L., (2014). Walsall Museum visit. Available: 

https://natscicuratorialtrainee.wordpress.com/2014/07/23/walsall-museum-visit/. Last accessed 9th March 2015. 

 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/WestMidBioReview?src=hash
http://naturallycurious.co.uk/resources
https://natscicuratorialtrainee.wordpress.com/2014/07/23/walsall-museum-visit/
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The review has also fed into two national initiatives in the natural science sector. It has fed 
into the development of the #naturedata project that aims to develop documentation of 
natural sciences on a national scale by advising on the challenges of collecting data.  
 
The Natural Science Consortium was also launched in 2013 and the review fed into this by 
advising on the challenges that regional natural science collections face. Partly as a result of 
this advice, the Consortium decided to set up a Support Networks group that is chaired by 
Luanne Meehitiya. This group has worked over the last 18 months to strength support for 
regional museums. Funding received from the Arts council has enabled a pilot project to be 
undertaken in which seven Museums worked together on skills sharing placements.  
 
It is hoped that future regional work will benefit from and add to this regional overview in the 
future.    
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12. Conclusions  
 
This was a useful project that helped to build a “big picture” of natural science collections in 
the West Midlands within a limited budget and time allocation. When considering a regional 
collections review in future, the following lessons learned may be helpful: 
 

12.1. Challenges 
 
This project shared many of the challenges independently noted by the Regional Geology 
Stewardship project. It also had some additional challenges resulting from the way in which 
this project was scaled back compared to that.  
 
Methodology 
The RGS project was comprehensive and precise because it was a full time project for three 
years with lead in time and support, rather than 20% of one person for two years. Given 
these limitations, the challenge of the review was to establish a methodology that could still 
make meaningful progress. I hope the methodology developed may provide an achievable 
model for other projects. However, the RGS project showed the value of repeat visits to 
institutions and practical assistance, which were not possible here. 
 
Scope and resources 
When planning a review, consider that everything takes longer than expected. Forming the 
methodology, establishing contact, researching collections, collections visits, travel time and 
writing up are all time consuming. This review had no lead in period – it had to be planned, 
carried out and evaluated within two years. It was a constant challenge during this review to 
accommodate this on one day per week. Consider the geographical extent of a review 
carefully, as this will impact the time and cost of transport. Many museum stores are difficult 
to get to, especially by public transport. If the review is to involve practical assistance with 
collections, then funding needs to be available for materials such as packing materials, and 
for transport of those materials.  
 
Expertise 
It is important to recognise that natural science is a vast field and that no one individual can 
be an expert in all aspects of it. This review only involved one individual. There have been 
several good models recently for collections reviews undertaken by teams of natural science 
curators allowing for a more in depth approach.19   

 
Choice of collections 
The premise of this review was that it covered biology as the Geology Regional Stewardship 
Project already covered geology. It became increasingly apparent during the review that 
these collections are interlinked by the history of collectors and organisations, such as the 
Lady Emily Peel collection at Tamworth that covers botany and mineralogy. When focussing 
on collections care, it makes more sense to separate these, as they have different types of 
risks and needs. When considering significance, they are best considered together. 
 
Change 
The pace of change is rapid, meaning that reviews become outdated and knowledge may be 
lost when staff leave. As also noted in the RGS project, collections themselves may also be 

                                                           
19

 Baars, C., (2013) Natural Science Collections Reviews. Available: http://www.museumwales.ac.uk/blog/2013-

10-24/Natural-Science-Collections-Reviews/. Last accessed 9th March 2015.   

 

http://www.museumwales.ac.uk/blog/2013-10-24/Natural-Science-Collections-Reviews/
http://www.museumwales.ac.uk/blog/2013-10-24/Natural-Science-Collections-Reviews/
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transferred or disposed of at short notice due to space and management issues. This means 
that reviews quickly become outdated, although collections care and usage change more 
quickly than significance.  
 
Collaboration 
Some museums were anxious about the visits or insecure about their stewardship of the 
collections. It was important to stress that the project was a collaboration that was aimed to 
help and not an assessment of them. It was also important to be pragmatic about advice, 
showing an appreciation for limitations such as finance and offering both low and high cost 
advice for different funding scenarios they may encounter in the future.    
 
What is a biology collection? 
Many museums did not see themselves as having a natural science collection. To give an 
example, Wednesbury Museum initially some taxidermy but going through a list of other 
types of collection added bones, insects, eggs and shell, which were spread between 
several stores.  
 

12.2. Future work 
 
It is intended to use the data collected in the following ways 

 To add to the collections descriptions on the Natural Science Collections West 
Midlands website 

 To add to the new national online portal for natural science collections, Natural 
History Near You website: http://www.natsca.org/NaturalHistoryNearYou 

 

12.3. Recommendations 
 
A regional approach to natural science collections is increasingly beneficial as resources 
become scarcer and as we realise new regional opportunities such as the use of natural 
science collections for environmental datasets. The following are some recommendations for 
future developments of regional work.  
 
Methodology 
Many reviews have been carried out over recent years. Several methodologies have been 
developed that make it easier to plan a review. It would be worthwhile to draw lessons learnt 
together from all of them and publish this. For example, many of these challenges I 
encountered were also noted by the Geology Regional Stewardship Project. 
 
Breadth 
I hope that the methodology I have developed for a regional review project that is scaled 
down in time is an achievable model across more of the UK, and this has already started 
with the adoption of the methodology for the North West regional review.  
 
Depth 
However, due to the continuing challenges and changes of natural science collections and 
the restricted nature of this review, there is still much to achieve in the West Midlands. Since 
this is such a very broad brush strokes picture of the region, there is much scope for more 
detailed research into significance. There is also much scope for peripatetic curatorship of 
biological collections to improve collections care since this review, unlike the RGS project, 
couldn’t address this. 
 
 
 

http://www.natsca.org/NaturalHistoryNearYou
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Change 
Assessing the usage and collections care of these collections at intervals, perhaps of five 
years, would allow changes over time to be tracked and their causes analysed.  
 
Beyond Reviews 
It does however, become increasingly apparent that reviews of any kind can’t replace the 
curators that are being lost. Most collections care problems cannot be tackled in a day or 
even a month, and information gathered can soon become outdated with the fast pace of 
change. It may be time to move beyond reviews and towards a national network of natural 
science collections that develop formal and informal relationships, collaborate on projects 
and support each other in more meaningful and lasting ways.  
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Appendix 1: Collections size and significance scales  
 

Collections size 

Large (>10 000 specimens) 

Moderate (1000 – 9999 specimens) 

Small (100-999 specimens) 

Very small (<100 specimens) 

 

Collections significance 

 

Natural Science Collections Significance Grid, Luanne Meehitiya 

 Taxonomy Environmental record Historical interest Other 

National Numerous type specimens  
 
Comprehensive taxonomic 
coverage 
 

A large data set for 
environmental research 
 
Wide geographical or 
chronological scope 
 

A significant number of 
iconic and unique 
specimens   
 
Includes major historical 
interest, e.g. specimens 
collected by Charles 
Darwin 
 

Likely to be a Designated 
collection 
 
Collection shaped by 
varied collecting and 
research 
 

Regional Some type, figured or 
voucher specimens   
 
Strengths and 
weaknesses in taxonomic 

A large data set for 
environmental research in 
particular areas 
 
A geographical specialism 

Some iconic and unique 
specimens   
 
Includes historical interest, 
e.g. specimens collected 

Collection shaped by local 
collecting and history of 
donation 
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coverage 
 

in a particular area 
 

by John Gould 
 

Local Patchy taxonomic 
coverage 

Some collections data that 
can contribute to larger 
environmental research 
projects 
 
A geographical specialism 
in a particular area 
 

Some historical interest, 
especially local, e.g. 
collected by Joseph 
Chamberlain 
 

Collection shaped by local 
collecting and history of 
donation 

Institutional Little taxonomic coverage 
 

Largely lacking collections 
data 

Part of the history of the 
museum e.g. as part of the 
founding collection 
 

Collection shaped by utility 
(e.g. display needs) and 
history of donation 
 
Contributes to the 
functions of the museum 
e.g. as exhibitions or a 
handling collection 
 

Negligible 
 

Little taxonomic coverage 
 

Largely lacking collections 
data 

No known history 
 

Poor condition limits future 
use 
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Appendix 2: Overview form 
 

West Midlands biological collections review statement 2013-2015 

 

Form adapted from Significance 2.0 framework ©Caroline Reed, by Luanne Meehitiya, 

Birmingham Museums Trust, in consultation with Jane Thompson-Webb, Henry McGhie and 

others.  

 

Following the review, this form is designed to be a working document that is improved and 

updated by staff at the relevant museum. It can be used to inform decisions, capture and pass 

on knowledge and inform potential users about your collection.  

 

 

 

Key Details 

 

Name of museum, and 

address 

 

 

 

Name and address of 

governing body if different 

 

 

Contact at Museum who 

helped on review 

 

 

Reviewer: name, work 

phone number and email 

  

 

 

Date of assessment visit 

 

 

Date of final document  
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Updates 

 

Assessor: name of anyone 

doing subsequent 

assessments 

 

 

Date of assessments 

 

 

Details of changes to 

assessment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 

 

 

 

Significance: Provenance 

 

Prompt 

 

Description 

Who created the core 

collection? When, where 

and why was the collection 

made? 

 

A brief narrative of the 

history of the collection and 

if it came from any previous 

museums. This section 

doesn’t require any detail, it 

is at an institutional level.  

 

 

When / for how long has the 

collection been used? Has 

use been continuous since 

your museum opened? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Were parts of the collection 

acquired subsequently? 

How/when/why/from whom? 

 

This is at a high level, not 

individual acquisitions. 

Were large collections 

acquired at different times?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Were parts of the collection 

disposed of subsequently? 
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How/when/why/to whom? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outline sub-collections:  

 

High level overview of how 

the collection divided up.  

 

Highlight notable sub-

collections 

 

 

 

Summary of geology 

collection. Taken from 

Geology Stewardship 

project if featured in that.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can people easily find out 

about what is in the 

collection? 

 

Are any published or online 

catalogues of the collection, 

or descriptions of the 

collection’s contents?  

 

 

Yes                                          No 
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What archival information is 

held? 

 

This may include accession 

books, collectors’ records 

and notebooks, institutional 

archives, illustrations, 

photographs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the legal ownership 

of the collection? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is the museum Accredited? 

 

 

Yes                                           No 

 

Are there significant long 

term loans in or out of the 

collection? 

 

 

Yes                                          No 

 

Have any specimens been 

acquired in the last 10 

years. If so, approximately 

how many, how, and of 

what? 

 

This is intended to give a 

sense of the scale and 

speed of acquisition 

 

Yes                                         No 

 

How many? 

 

How?: 

Field collecting             Donation             Purchase of specimens 

Transfer from other museum          Other methods 
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Have any specimens been 

disposed of in the last 10 

years? If so, approximately 

how many, how, why, and 

of what? 

 

 

Yes                                         No 

 

How many? 

 

Where is the collection? In 

store? If so, on or offsite? 
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Significance: Scale of collection 

 

 Current number (2014/15) Is this number: 

Taxidermy mounts   

      Birds  
 

 

accurate/estimate  

      Mammal  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Other mounts  

 

accurate/estimate 

Study skins   

      Birds  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Mammals  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Others  

 

accurate/estimate 

Bones and skeletons  

 

accurate/estimate 

Eggs Eggs (individuals)= 

Separate layings/clutches= 

 

accurate/estimate 

Insects (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Molluscs (dried) 

 

 accurate/estimate 



50 

 

Spiders, crabs (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Corals and sponges (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Other invertebrates  

 

accurate/estimate 

Spirit jars (all types of 

specimen) 

 

 

accurate/estimate 

Microscope slides  

 

accurate/estimate 

Herbarium sheets  

 

accurate/estimate 

Other plant specimens 

including fungi (boxes of 

galls, wood etc) 

 accurate/estimate 

Biological models   

      Animals (including     

      single-celled) 

 accurate/estimate 

      Plants  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Other  

 

accurate/estimate 

Geology   

Rocks [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 

Minerals [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 

Fossils [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 
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Other geological (sections, 

drill-cores etc) 

[From geology review] accurate/estimate 

Total geology  

 

[From geology review] accurate/estimate 

Archive material  

 

accurate/estimate 

Lantern slides  

 

accurate/estimate 

Separate handing collection 

 

 accurate/estimate 

Other 

 

 accurate/estimate 

TOTAL OF ABOVE 

 

 accurate/estimate 

The size category of the 

collection is:  

Large (>10 000 specimens) 

Moderate (1000 – 9999 specimens) 

Small (100-999 specimens) 

Very small (<100 specimens) 

 

 

 

 

 

Significance: Rarity/uniqueness 

 

Prompt 

 

Description 

Does the collection contain 

specimens that were the 

Types: 
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basis of new species (type 

specimens) or specimens 

illustrated in books/scientific 

papers? If so, can you give 

details or publications? 

 

Yes                               No                            Maybe 

 

Illustrated/figured: 

Yes                              No                            Maybe 

 

Publications: 

Does it contain extinct or 

endangered species (not 

including fossils)? 

 

 

Yes                                No                           Maybe 

  

Description: 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the strengths of 

the collection? Is the 

collection unusual in some 

way? 

 

May include geographical or 

time spread, collectors, 

social history, history of 

science  and discovery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What proportion of the 

collection has collection 

data (meaning when and 

where it was collected)? 
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Significance: Visual and sensory impact 

 

Prompt 

 

Description 

What parts of the collection 

have a strong potential 

impact for 

exhibition/presentation/story

telling (including web)? 

 

May include visual impact, 

other sensory impact and 

good story 

 

 

What are the potential "star 

specimens" or groups of 

specimens for 

exhibitions/presentation/stor

ytelling? 

 

 

 

 

 

Significance: Condition 

 

Prompt 

 

Description 

Is the collection in good 

condition for its type: is it 

usable? 

 

Yes                         No                     Mixed      

 

Description: 
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Significance: Historical meaning 

 

Prompt 

 

Description 

Who are the major 

collectors or donors? Is the 

collection associated with a 

particular person or family 

group? 

 

 

Is the collection associated 

with a particular place? 

What is the mix of local, 

regional and national 

material? 

 

 

Is it associated with a 

particular activity? Is there a 

collection method that 

dominates the collection?  

 

May include big game 

hunting, field naturalism, 

research collection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Significance summary 
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Significance summary 

 

 

The significance of the collection is assessed as:  

National 

Regional 

Local 

Institutional  

 

Summary description, 

including the most 

significant components and 

attributes of the collection, 

and uncertainties.  
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Usage: Marketing and communications 

 

Is the collection over the last five 

years: 

 

Actual Potential Comments (inc. frequency, 

examples, 

increase/decrease and 

potential) 

Strongly identified in the public’s 

mind with the museum?  

 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown  

 

 

Yes/No  

 

Used in social media?  

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

 

Yes/No 

 

 

Used for marketing? 

 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

 

Yes/No 

 

Of media interest? 

 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

 

Yes/No 

 

 

 

The level of usage in this area: 

 

 

 

 

Actual over last 5 years Potential  

Regular  

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

 

Regular / significant 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

Is use of the collection for 

marketing and external 

Increasing                
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communications:  

 

Stable                

Decreasing 

Unknown 

 

Comments….. 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Usage: Supports formal (ie. schools, colleges and universities) learning 

 

Is the collection over the last five 

years: 

 

Actual Potential Comments (inc. frequency, 

examples, 

increase/decrease and 

potential) 

Used in visits to the museum by 

school groups? 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

 

 

Used outside the museum by 

school groups? 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

Yes/No  
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Higher education learning 

(undergrad, postgrad student 

projects, lectures, part of 

coursework)? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Interdisciplinary learning/ for non-

science subjects e.g. for art? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

 

The level of usage in this area: 

 

 

 

 

Actual over last 5 years Potential  

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

 

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

Is use of the collection for formal 

learning:  

 

Increasing                

Stable                

Decreasing 

Unknown 

 

Comments….. 

 

 

 

 

Summary 
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Usage: Supports informal/lifelong learning 

 

Is the collection over the last five 

years: 

 

Actual Potential Comments (inc. frequency, 

examples, 

increase/decrease and 

potential) 

Interdisciplinary learning e.g. for 

art? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Public events with non-school 

groups/visitors in the museum? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Public events away from the 

museum (outreach, not schools 

outreach)? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Volunteers working with the 

collection in the museum? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

 

The level of usage in this area: 

 

 

 

 

Actual over last 5 years Potential  

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

 

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

Is use of the collection for informal Increasing                
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learning:  

 

Stable                

Decreasing 

Unknown 

 

Comments….. 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Usage: Research and enquiries 

 

Is the collection over the last five 

years: 

 

Actual Potential Comments (inc. frequency, 

examples, 

increase/decrease and 

potential) 

Used for enquiries? 

 

Roughly how many a year? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No No. and comments….. 

 

 

 

Used for academic research?  

Academic research is research 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

Yes/No Approx. no of separate 

projects per year (1, 10, 



61 

 

aimed at publication 

 

How many projects?  

 

Roughly how many specimens 

each year? 

 

 100, 1000, more) 

………….. 

 

Approx no. of specimens 

per year (1, 10, 100, 1000, 

more)…………... 

 

 

 

 

 

Used for self-directed (‘amateur’) 

research? 

 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Cited in publications? Yes/No Yes/No  

 

 

Used for loans? Yes/No Yes/No  

 

 

 

The level of usage in this area: 

 

 

 

 

Actual over last 5 years Potential  

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

 

Regular 

Occasional 

Rare/Never 

Unknown 

Is use of the collection for research 

and enquiries: 

 

Increasing                

Stable                
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Decreasing 

 

Comments….. 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Usage: Current public access 

 

Is the collection over the last five 

years: 

 

Actual Potential Comments (inc, examples, 

increase/decrease and 

potential) 

Published, for example in 

catalogues or online? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Part of a permanent display? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Able to be accessed in store? 

Comment on the process. 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

Yes/No  
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Physically accessible in store e.g. 

for wheelchair users? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Does layout and documentation 

facilitate use? 

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

Are facilities available for 

researchers to work e.g. work 

space with microscope?  

 

Yes/No/ 

Unknown 

 

Yes/No  

 

The level of public access over the 

last five years is: 

 

 

 

 

Actual over last 5 years Potential  

High  

Moderate 

Low 

Unknown 

 

High  

Moderate 

Low 

Unknown 

 

Is use of the collection for current 

public access:  

 

Increasing                

Stable                

Decreasing 

Unknown 

 

Comments….. 

 

 

 

 

Summary 
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Usage summary 

 

The use and accessibility of the 

collection overall over the last five 

years is: 

Actual over last 5 years Potential 

 

Regular / High 

Occasional / Moderate 

Rare / Low 

Unknown 

 

 

Regular / High 

Occasional / Moderate 

Rare / Low 

Unknown 

 

 

Usage of the collection is  

 

Increasing 

Stable 

Decreasing 

Unknown 

 

Description of changes in usage, 

and reasons 
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Summary description, including the 

most significant use of the 

collection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description of potential future use 

and barriers to overcome 
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Collections management: Security and emergency planning 

 

Prompt Yes/No Comments 

Stores/storage 

units/collections cabinets 

locked when not in use? 

 

Yes/No  

Visitor access to stores 

controlled/limited/restricted? 

 

Yes/No  

Intruder alarm Yes/No  

Smoke alarm 

 

 

Yes/No  

All alarms linked out of 

hours to external service 

 

Yes/No  

Threat from external / 

internal water penetration 

minimised 

 

Yes/No  

Appropriate fire 

extinguishers  

 

Yes/No  

Regular security checks of 

buildings and collections 

 

Yes/No  

Emergency plan and 

location plan in place 

Yes/No  
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Are natural science hazards 

noted on emergency plan? 

 

Yes/No/NA  

Emergency equipment kit 

accessible / clearly marked 

 

Yes/No  

Staff trained in emergency 

recovery 

 

Yes/No  

Location plan available with 

‘star’ items for emergency 

recovery clearly marked. 

Are natural science star 

specimens well identified? 

 

Yes/No  

Contract / partnership 

arrangements in place for 

emergency recovery / 

temporary storage 

 

Yes/No  

General description of 

security: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of security 

(based on Significance 2.0 

table) 
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Collections management: Storage area 

 

Prompt Answer Comments 

Dedicated room for stored 

museum collections 

 

Yes/No  

Dedicated area for natural 

science collections, where 

sensible 

 

Yes/No  

Adequate racking Yes/No  

 

Purpose built, inert racking 

 

Yes/No  

Health and safety compliant  

 

Yes/No  

No collections on floor level  Yes/No  

 

Units numbered & labelled  Yes/No  

 

What proportion of the 

collection store (not the 

specimens) is adequately 

spaced (ie. not 

overcrowded)?  

 

>75%   

25-75%  

<25%  

 

 

Individual objects safely 

retrievable 

 

Yes/No  
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Adequate trolleys etc for 

safe movement within & 

between museum spaces 

 

Yes/No  

Handling/inspection areas  Yes/No  

 

No signs of damp or other 

building issues 

 

Yes/No  

General description of 

storage methods: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of storage area 

(based on Significance 2.0 

table) 

 

 

 

 

 

Collections management: Exhibitions/display environment 

 

Prompt Yes/No Comments 

 

Showcases adequate in 

terms of security and 

robustness 

 

Yes/No  

Showcases made from Yes/No  
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inert materials 

 

Showcases dust proof 

 

Yes/No  

Objects on display well 

supported and protected  

 

Yes/No  

Appropriate measures 

taken to minimise light 

damage 

 

Yes/No  

Conservation grade display 

mounting materials 

 

Yes/No  

Are there historic displays 

where modernisation is not 

desirable?  

 

Yes/No  

General description of 

exhibitions environment: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of exhibitions 

environment (based on 

Significance 2.0 table) 
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Collections management: Packing of objects and specimens 

 

Prompt Answer Comments 

 

% of natural history 

collection adequately stored  

overall 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

Proportion of objects 

adequately protected from 

dust and pollutants   

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

Protection from pollutants 

achieved by: 

Store  

Cabinet 

Boxing 

Not achieved 

 

 

Objects adequately stored 

for accessibility (e.g. in 

single layer within boxes 

where appropriate) 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

All new packing materials 

used are conservation 

grade where required 

 

Yes/No  

All packing materials 

present are conservation 

grade where required 

 

Yes/No  
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General description of 

packing/storage of 

specimens: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of packing 

(based on Significance 2.0 

table) 

 

 

 

 

 

Collections management: Environment 

 

Prompt Answer Comments 

 

Temperature / RH 

continually monitored & 

analysed weekly 

 

Yes/No  

Temperature and RH 

controlled & stable at 

optimum level for stored 

material 

 

Yes/No  

Environmental monitoring 

equipment calibrated every 

two years 

 

Yes/No  

Adequate ventilation, esp. Yes/No  
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for natural history 

collections 

 

Light & UV monitored & 

controlled 

 

Yes/No  

Regular, frequent cleaning 

cycle 

 

Yes/No  

Integrated pest 

management system in 

operation 

 

Yes/No  

Staff confident at ID of pests 

and other sources of 

damage to specimens 

 

Yes/No  

Known pest issues: 

 

Yes/No  

General description of 

environment 

 

 

Assessment of environment 

(based on Significance 2.0 

table) 

 

 

 

 

 

Collections management: Condition 

 

Question Answer Comments 



74 

 

 

Regular inspection checks 

carried out 

 

Yes/No  

Material stable (in 

conservation sense- not 

deteriorating- it can be 

stable but dusty) 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

Material dirty/dusty/needing 

repair (ie. does it need 

preparation before main 

potential use) 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

Any condition concerns 

 

 

Assessment of condition 

(based on Significance 2.0 

table) 

 

 

 

 

 

Collections management: Documentation 

 

Question Yes/No Description 

 

What proportion of 

specimens are labelled 

with their accession/ID 

number? 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 
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What proportion of 

specimens are numbered 

on database 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

What proportion of 

specimens have basic 

catalogue, or are covered 

by inventory/bulk records? 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

What proportion of 

specimens have full 

catalogue records on a 

computer database? 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

What proportion of 

specimens have full 

catalogue records on any 

other type of system (eg. 

card index, accession book, 

collection paper catalogue)? 

 

Most (>75%) 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

 

Catalogue information 

available to external 

researchers & general 

public? If so, on site and/or 

online 

 

Yes/No  

Supporting paper-based 

documentation easily 

accessible 

 

Yes/No  

Documentation procedural 

manual up to date 

 

Yes/No  

Location of specimens up to 

date on documentation 

Most (>75%)  
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system 

 

Some (25-75%) 

Few (<25%) 

 

General description of 

documentation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment of 

documentation (based on 

Significance 2.0 table) 
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Specialist collections needs 

 

Prompt Description 

 

Human remains advice given, 

especially those less than 100 

years old that fall under the 

Human Tissue Act 

 

 

CITES advice given 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Health and safety advice 

given. Including arsenic, 

mercury, pesticides and  

biological hazards 

 

 

Who has responsibility for and 

cares for the collection? 

 

 

 

 

Number of staff with 

knowledge of biological 

collections 

 

Roles 

 

FTE posts 

 

 

Number of volunteers working 

on natural sciences.  

 

Number with specialist 

knowledge. 
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Advice given on sources of 

advice for biological 

collections (eg. NATSCA, 

GCG) ? 

 

 

Is there any specialist 

knowledge the collection 

could benefit from? 

 

 

Any risks to the collections 

not previously noted 
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Collection summary 

 

 

The significance of the 

collection is: 

 

 

National 

Regional 

Local 

Institutional 

 

 

The usage of the collection 

is: 

 

 

Regular / High 

Occasional / Moderate 

Rare / Low 

Unknown 

 

 

The level of collections 

management is: 

 

 

High 

Moderate 

Low 

Very low 

Unknown 

 

Overall summary 
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Recommendations 

 

 

 

 

 

Action points for reviewer 

 

 

 

 

 

Action points for reviewee 
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Sources of information and advice 

 

 

 

The Natural Sciences Collections Association http://www.natsca.org/ 

 

The Geological Curator’s Group http://www.geocurator.org/  

 

Both these groups have mailing lists that are open to anybody where you can seek advice 

relating to natural science collections. They also give links to useful resources and advocacy 

tools for natural science collections.  

 

Natural Science Collections West Midlands http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/  

 

This website gives information about natural science collections held within the West 

Midlands region.  

 

The Marches Network http://marchesnetwork.org.uk/contact-us/  

 

The Marches Network manage a team of Museum Development Officers who cover the 

West Midlands. They can advise on collections care and use as well as fundraising for 

collections projects. 

 

 

 

http://www.natsca.org/
http://www.geocurator.org/
http://naturalsciencewm.wordpress.com/
http://marchesnetwork.org.uk/contact-us/
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Appendix 3: Detailed assessment form  
 

West Midland Biological Collections Review 

 

 

Key Details 

 

Name of museum, and 

address 

 

 

 

Name and address of 

governing body if different 

 

 

Contact at Museum who 

helped on review 

 

 

Reviewer: name, work 

phone number and email 

  

 

 

Date of assessment visit 

 

 

Date of final document 
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Significance: Scale of collection 

 

 Current number (2014/15) Is this number: 

Taxidermy mounts   

      Birds  
 

 

accurate/estimate  

      Mammal  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Other mounts  

 

accurate/estimate 

Study skins   

      Birds  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Mammals  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Others  

 

accurate/estimate 

Bones and skeletons  

 

accurate/estimate 

Eggs Eggs (individuals)= 

Separate layings/clutches= 

 

accurate/estimate 

Insects (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Molluscs (dried)  accurate/estimate 
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Spiders, crabs (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Corals and sponges (dried)  

 

accurate/estimate 

Other invertebrates  

 

accurate/estimate 

Spirit jars (all types of 

specimen) 

 

 

accurate/estimate 

Microscope slides  

 

accurate/estimate 

Herbarium sheets  

 

accurate/estimate 

Other plant specimens 

including fungi (boxes of 

galls, wood etc) 

 accurate/estimate 

Biological models   

      Animals (including     

      single-celled) 

 accurate/estimate 

      Plants  

 

accurate/estimate 

      Other  

 

accurate/estimate 

Geology   

Rocks [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 

Minerals [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 
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Fossils [From geology review] 

 

accurate/estimate 

Other geological (sections, 

drill-cores etc) 

[From geology review] accurate/estimate 

Total geology  

 

[From geology review] accurate/estimate 

Archive material  

 

accurate/estimate 

Lantern slides  

 

accurate/estimate 

Separate handing collection 

 

 accurate/estimate 

Other 

 

 accurate/estimate 

TOTAL OF ABOVE 

 

 accurate/estimate 

The size category of the 

collection is:  

Large (>10 000 specimens) 

Moderate (1000 – 9999 specimens) 

Small (100-999 specimens) 

Very small (<100 specimens) 

 

 

 

Usage summary 

 

Description of the usage of the 

collection, including public 

engagement, research and 

public accessibility 
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Collections care summary 

 

 

Summary of the care of the 

biological collections, including 

security, storage, exhibitions, 

packing, environment, condition 

and documentaion 

 

 

 

 

 

Detailed specimen evaluation 

Object 

description 

 

Provenance   

Accession 

status  

 

 

Condition   

Issues and 

advice 
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Significance  

 

 

Visual record 

 

 

 

Object 

description 

 

Provenance   

Accession 

status  

 

 

Condition   

Issues and 

advice 

 

 

Significance  

 

 

Visual record 
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Appendix 5: West Midlands Biological Review panel 

members 

Name Relevant skills and networks include: 

Helen Johnson 
 
Museum Development 
Officer, Staffordshire  
 

 West midlands museum region 

 Museum development 

Jon Radley 

Curator of Natural 

Sciences, Warwickshire 

Museum Service 

 Biology curation 
 

Don Steward  

Collections Officer 

(Natural History), The 

Potteries Museum & Art 

Gallery 

 Biology curation 
 

Katherine Andrew 

Geological consultant, 

curator and conservator 

 West Midlands museum region 

 Collections reviews 
 

Holly Woo (née 

Sievwright) 

Curator, Regional 

Geology Stewardship 

project 

 West Midlands museum region 

 Collections reviews 
 

Vicky Ward (née 

Tunstall) 

Curator, Regional 

Geology Stewardship 

project 

 West Midlands museum region 

 Collections reviews 
 

Jane Thompson Webb 

Conservator, 

Birmingham Museums  

 West Midlands museum region 

 Assessing collections management 
 

Peter Shirley 

Entomologist 

 Entomology collections  

 Amateur networks and volunteers 

 Policymakers and funders   
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