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Introduction

T he primary objective of my doctoral research 
dissertation is an investigation of the key issues 
associated with archaeological collections 

management in the Near East. This research seeks 
to identify a sustainable long-term solution by 
developing strategies with criteria for assessing the 
significance and research potential of archaeological 
collections. The primary aim is to assist 
archaeologists with short and long-term collections 
management solutions. By addressing existing gaps 
that have been identified in current procedures 
and processes it will be possible to improve the 
efficiency in managing archaeological collections 
in the Near East. This paper will provide a brief 
overview and background to some of the regional 
problems and outlines the research methodology 
developed to address the archaeological collections 
management problems. Further, this paper will 
present some preliminary findings from a survey 
that was circulated to archaeologists seeking 
responses to a series of questions about attitudes and 
approaches pertaining to collections management 
in the region. A summary of key findings from 
the 2012 field-study conducted in Turkey will also 
be detailed. Finally, the paper will present some 
preliminary considerations on the development of 
an Archaeological Collections Management Plan 
(ACMP) that addresses some of the absences in 

1 This paper was first given as a presentation at the WAC 7 (World 
Archaeological Congress) conference in Jordan in January, 2012. I 
would like to thank Dr Andrew Jamieson and Dr Rhiannon Evans for 
reviewing and commenting on the conference paper. I would also 
like to express my sincere gratitude to the Council of the Classical 
Association of Victoria for awarding me the CAV Centenary 
Scholarship which made my attendance at the conference and travel 
to Jordan possible; and the following groups and individuals: WAC-7 
Organizing Committee, Professor Ian Hodder (Stanford University - 
Çatalhöyük) and Associate Professor Louise Hitchcock (The University 
of Melbourne).

existing policies and legislative frameworks.2 

Background
In the Near East a problem exists at many 
archaeological sites with the accumulation of 
artefacts and collections in on-site storage depots. 
These repositories often contain large quantities of 
artefactual material (Figures 1 and 2) that would 
be perceived as having ‘low significance’ when 
compared with the selection criteria employed 
by local museums which tends towards objects 
demonstrating historic, artistic or aesthetic values. 

Figures 1 and 2 Examples of stone fragments and diagnostic pottery 
sherds stored in ‘on-site’ depots.

For instance, coins of any condition are always 
accessioned into the Turkish museum system at the 
end of each excavation season (Figure 3).

Figure 3 Example of a bronze coin undergoing conservation

treatment prior to accession by local museum.

2 The results of the research in their entirety will be discussed at 
length in the doctoral dissertation due for completion in April 2014.
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By comparison, most excavated artefacts in on-site 
storage depots are useful for statistical analyses and 
scientific testing. These collections have additional 
potential for analysis and research. Therefore, a 
management solution is sought that ensures their 
preservation, use and accessibility. 

In the Near East a number of factors contribute 
to the on-site collections management problem. 
Firstly, there is a general lack of detailed guidance 
in most existing local antiquities and heritage laws. 
This means that project directors have no clearly 
defined instructions for managing archaeological 
collections to international standards. Secondly, 
a significant percentage of project directors are 
reluctant to discard or de-accession any part of 
archaeological collections owing to the potential 
discovery of new research techniques and as yet 
unknown research opportunities. However, this 
reluctance impedes the process of assessing and 
determining the significance of collections. Thirdly, 
the duration of an archaeological project is usually 
undetermined. This uncertainty impairs the ability 
to ascertain and project nominal volumes and space 
requirements for the purpose of building long-term 
storage facilities in which to curate archaeological 
collections. Further, it results in difficulty for 
archaeologists to adequately factor a budget cost 
when seeking funding. In addition, government 
funding institutions which typically grant monies for 
archaeological research in Near Eastern countries 
do not support budget items related to capital works 
and general infrastructure costs like resources, 
materials and buildings for long-term storage.3  At 
the same time researchers are required to retain 
research data and primary materials to professional 
standards4  by funding institutions which annually 
support archaeological research in Near Eastern 
countries.

Research Methodology
In order to identify the problems associated with 
managing Near Eastern archaeological collections, 
the author’s doctoral project has utilised three main 

3 Australian Research Council 2014, 10.

4 Australian Government 2007, Section 2, Subsection 2.2; see also 
European Science Foundation 2000.

research methodologies to produce qualitative 
and quantitative data for analysis: 1) a review of 
existing archaeological collections management 
literature; 2) a survey of collections management 
practices based on a questionnaire designed for 
archaeologists, conservators and curators; and 3) a 
series of field-studies at five selected case-study sites 
in Syria and Turkey whereby data was collected that 
quantifies the recovery and storage of archaeological 
collections and documents collections management 
procedures.  The discussion presented in this article 
will be confined to a brief summary of the results 
of the questionnaires for archaeologists and the 
findings of the 2012 field study in Turkey at one 
case-study site.

Survey for Archaeologists
Archaeological project directors from eleven (11) 
different countries, representing thirty-two (32) 
operational sites, participated in the survey. Table 
1 indicates the countries in which respondents in 
the survey either currently direct or have directed 
archaeological research projects. To gain a broader 
understanding of archaeologists’ attitudes towards 
short and long-term archaeological collections 
management practices, the participants were asked 
a series of relevant questions.

Table 1 Countries in which respondents conduct archaeological 
research.

The questionnaires revealed that more than half of 
the surveyed archaeologists were in favour of keeping 
all parts of archaeological collections in perpetuity; 
that the duration of archaeological projects in the 
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Country
Jordan
Syria
Israel
Turkey
Egypt
Greece
Iran
Afghanistan
Cyprus
Lebanon
Sicily
Total

%
19
19
16
12
10
6
6
3
3
3
3
100
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Near East is eighteen (18) years on average; that 
funding for archaeological research by governments 
and research institutes is often limited or short-term; 
that a project recovers 1.5 tons of archaeological 
material each season on average; that 2700 artefacts 
are inventoried (or catalogued) each season; that 
less than four percent (4%) of inventoried artefacts 
are accessioned by local museums; that more than 
half of the surveyed archaeologists do not budget 
for long-term collections management in project 
planning or include it when preparing research 
project designs; and that less than twenty percent 
(20%) of the survey participants had made any 
long-term plans for their archaeological collections. 
Importantly, the survey indicated that more than 
eighty percent (80%) of participants were interested 
in strategies to help manage their archaeological 
collections.

Field-Study in Turkey
In 2010 and 2012 observations were recorded at 
the Çatalhöyük Research Project (CRP). Analysis 
of those data has provided a useful insight into 
current management approaches and enabled 
the archaeological collections from a Neolithic 
site (Çatalhöyük) to be quantified over the course 
of two excavation seasons. A standard crate size 
was used as a unit of measurement to quantify the 
archaeological collections.

Case-study: Çatalhöyük Research Project 
(CRP)
The Çatalhöyük Research Project, directed by 
Professor Ian Hodder from Stanford University, 
has been in operation for nineteen (19) years. 
Çatalhöyük is a Neolithic settlement situated on 
a large mound covering some 14 hectares. CRP is 
located in the Konya plain in central Turkey.5  A ‘no 
discard’ policy is implemented at CRP.

The current artefact storage facilities at CRP 
consist of three free standing storage depots (No.1–
3). The annual weight accumulation was estimated 
to be one thousand, seven hundred and eighty-five 
kilograms (1785 kg) based on an average of fifteen 
kilograms (15 kg) per crate; the total weight of 

5 Çatalhöyük Management Plan 2004, 7.

the archaeological material was estimated to be 
approximately twenty-six (26) tons. The combined 
capacity of the storage depots was shown to be three 
thousand, nine hundred (3900) crates, leaving a 
future capacity for one thousand, four hundred and 
eighty-six (1486) crates. Using these calculations 
it is predicted that the remaining storage capacity 
(1486) at Çatalhöyük will be full in 12.5 years if the 
space is optimised at sixteen (16) crates per square 
metre or 8.1 years if crates continue to be stored at 
the present density of 13.8 crates per square metre. 
The capital cost of construction for each storage 
depot in central Turkey is approximately USD 
$45,000.6  Based on this estimate the square metre 
cost ranges from USD $514 to $643 for the two large 
and one small depot at Çatalhöyük. Over a twenty-
five year period, the duration of Professor Hodder’s 
directorship, an amortised annual amount of USD 
$5,400 is required. This figure is based on 7.4 sqm 
of floor space required for each year of excavation 
and does not include any allowance for indexation 
or inflation (Table 3).

Table 3 Results of 2012 field-study at Çatalhöyük and Tell Tayinat.

6 Interview with Professor Ian Hodder 18/07/2012
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Warehouse sqm
(Depots 1, 2 & 3)
No. of dig years

Kg p.a. average

Crates p.a.

Total crates

Sqm floor space p.a.

Crate density  per sqm

Crate capacity

Years until full 
(current system) 
Annual capital cost USD

245

19

1500

119

2260

7.4

13.8

3900

8.1

$4,500

Çatalhöyük Research Project
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Based on the findings of the field-study, it was 
estimated that the CRP accumulates one hundred 
and nineteen (119) crates of archaeological material 
annually. In 2012, the archaeological collections 
occupied a space of 175.4 sqm; an annual increase 
of 7.4 sqm was calculated. The current storage area 
measured 245 sqm with remaining space for further 
one thousand four hundred and eighty-six (1486) 
crates. It is anticipated that all three storage depots 
will reach full capacity in 12.5 years. The capital 
cost to build three storage depots at Çatalhöyük was 
estimated to be USD $135,000 or USD $5,400 per 
year (amortised). At the conclusion of the project in 
2018, the storage depots and other buildings will 
become the property of the Turkish government. 

Towards a model for an Archaeological 
Collections Management Plan (ACMP)
The primary function of an ACMP should be that 
it enables archaeologists and collection managers 
to control processes affecting archaeological 
collections by developing policies within a 
management framework. Each stage of the process 
through which archaeological collections pass for 
the duration of the project need to be monitored, 
pre-excavation, excavation and post-excavation. 
Furthermore, its organisation should be designed 
to identify and fulfill criteria for assessing and 
determining the significance of archaeological 
collections according to the needs and requirements 
of projects and/or sites.  Although the Çatalhöyük 
Research Project has not yet developed a ‘formal’ 
archaeological collections management plan, the 
approach employed by the project director for 
managing archaeological collections demonstrates 
most of the features of which an ACMP should 
consist. These features incorporate the following 
processes:
•  Management System
•  Documentation
•  Resource Management
•  Collections Assessment
•  Collections Management
•  Inventory Management
•  Significance
•  Security

From the outset, the project director, Professor 
Ian Hodder, identified the sequence of processes, 
determined the criteria and methods for ensuring 
the operation and control of the processes and 
ensured that appropriate resources were available. 
Roles were created for personnel who would be 
responsible for managing the archaeological 
collections. An appropriate collections management 
system was established, implemented and continues 
to be maintained. Policies were created that 
comply with local regulations, and the system is 
reviewed on a regular basis. The archaeological 
collections management documentation is 
consistent: documents and records relating to 
operational and organisational procedures cross 
reference other relevant documents. However, 
the documentation system does not have a set of 
conventions for controlling the creation and use of 
framework documentation. Resources appropriate 
for archaeological collections management, 
including human and infrastructure resources, are 
provisioned efficiently and effectively deployed. 
The archaeological collections are managed with 
concern for their long-term physical well-being 
and safety, and policies have been created for the 
maintenance of up-to-date information accounting 
for and locating of all archaeological objects 
and collections for which the project is legally 
responsible. An overarching statement of cultural 
significance giving a concise interpretation of the 
historic, cultural, aesthetic, spiritual or scientific 
values of an object or a collection(s) in the context of 
this site is found in the Çatalhöyük Site Management 
Plan.7   Criteria pertaining to the scientific values 
of the site’s collections are determined by the 
research objectives of the project and expressed in 
the collecting policy. Evaluation, establishment and 
maintenance of the collections’ research potential 
depend upon these principles and the execution 
of the physical processes involved. A documentary 
archive is maintained and securely stored for future 
use and access.  It contains relative data, documents 
and records and is managed by IT specialists.  The 
project director has established a succession plan 
and a process for developing internal personnel 
with the potential to assume full leadership of the 

7 Çatalhöyük Management Plan 2004.
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project.  Policies and procedures are made known 
to all staff for appropriate emergency and disaster 
responses and immediate threats to archaeological 
collections. In 2012, the Çatalhöyük Research 
Project was successful in its application to UNESCO 
for inclusion on the World Heritage List.

Conclusions
The ACMP is intended as a tool for informing the 
recovery and preservation of future collections 
in a way that enables their research potential to 
be realised in future research. It is possible that 
like an Archaeological Site Management Plan, an 
Archaeological Collections Management Plan will 
become mandatory for archaeological projects 
wishing to conduct research in Near Eastern 
countries in the future. This paper reported on 
a survey of archaeologists working at a range of 
type sites in the Near East which revealed varying 
responses to archaeological collections management 
practices. The survey data highlighted that certain 
aspects of current archaeological collections 
management practice could be improved through 
the introduction and use of standardised policies, 
processes and procedures. The survey confirmed 
that archaeological projects are typically long-
running; that funding is frequently limited; and that 
archaeological collections management planning 
is often absent. Collectively, these factors have 
a negative impact on archaeological collections 
management in the Near East. The paper also 
highlighted that in order to develop strategies 
for the sustainable and long-term management 
of archaeological collections it is necessary to 
understand the processes involved in the creation 
of these collections. For this purpose, the findings 
from the Çatalhöyük Research Project in Turkey 
were discussed. This case study is characterised by 
its own unique organisational structure reflecting 
the research objectives developed according to the 
specific needs of the excavation project. The main 
purpose in obtaining permission to use Çatalhöyük 
Research Project as a case study was to obtain 
data primarily on the creation of archaeological 
collections at this large, well-known site. By observing 
the on-site archaeological processes in the collection 
and curation of material it was possible to identify 

stages and monitor decision-making in relation to 
the retention or discard of archaeological material. 
Important findings were revealed relating to 
tracking and quantifying archaeological collections 
from a Neolithic site-type. The findings from the 
survey and field study, combined with other forms of 
qualitative and quantitative analysis derived from 
the remaining four case-study sites, will be used to 
develop and inform a template for an Archaeological 
Collections Management Plan (ACMP) designed 
to assist archaeologists in managing collections. 
The research outcomes from this doctoral project 
are intended to contribute to the development of 
sustainable collection management practices in the 
Near East that are absent in local laws and often 
overlooked in the planning of excavation projects. 

The University of Melbourne
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