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Governing Body: 
The Advisory Committee on the Government Art Collection and the Department for Culture, 
Media & Sport (DCMS). 
 
1. Purpose  
The Government Art Collection (GAC) acquires, selects and displays works of art in major 
British Government buildings in the United Kingdom and around the world to promote British 
art and history while contributing to cultural diplomacy. 
 
2. Collection 
The majority of works of art in the Collection are by British artists, but not exclusively. 

• It is a Collection comprising oil paintings, prints, drawings, watercolours, sculpture, 
textiles, photographs and time based media works. 

• It includes 61 items of silverware transferred from HM Treasury and the Privy 
Council Office in 2008. 

Works are displayed in varied environments: major Government buildings; offices of 
Ministers and senior civil servants and British Embassies and Residences overseas. The 
diverse environmental conditions of many locations are taken into account when works of art 
are selected for acquisition and display.  
 
Approximately 13,900 works of the GAC’s active inventory are divided as follows: 
 
2.1 Primary Collection – approximately 12,200 works 

• Works purchased or commissioned by the GAC’s current governing body, the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport (and by preceding governing bodies – 
Office of Works; Ministry of Works; Department of the Environment/Property 
Services Agency; Office of Arts & Libraries and Department of National Heritage).  

• Works donated or bequeathed to the GAC either individually or in groups. 
• Works transferred to the GAC from other Government departments. 

 
2.2 Secondary Collection – approximately 1,700 works 

• Works absorbed into the Collection having been inherited with a particular building 
acquired by the Government.  

• Works purchased through the agency of the GAC with dedicated funds by other 
Government departments, separate from the DCMS or its precursors, for display in 
a particular building. 

• Works acquired by other Government departments and later accessioned by the 
GAC for tracking purposes (based on the quality of the work of art). 

• Works, the exact provenance of which is unknown, already located in Government 
buildings and accessioned by the GAC. These items are cared for and used by the 
GAC until/unless a third party who can prove title to the work is known. 

 



• State Portraits (copies of official royal portraits commissioned by the Government 
in the 19th and 20th centuries) for display in Government buildings. 

 
2.3 Tertiary Collection – approximately 180 works still in active use 

• Photographically produced reproductions. In the past the GAC purchased a 
number of reproductions of works of art. These are almost all de-accessioned but 
remain on the database. 

 
2.4 Specific Themes 

The Collection comprises works of art of diverse themes with some works having strong 
connections with individual Government buildings and/or geographical locations. In addition 
there are some specialist themes related to the GAC’s purpose for example:  

• Works related to the history of the UK Government e.g. portraits of former 
Government members and works officially commissioned by the Ministry of Works 
to commemorate the 1953 Coronation. 

• Works related to the history of HM Diplomatic Service e.g. portraits of former 
Ambassadors; and representations of diplomatic buildings. 

• Items of historic Government silverware (mostly 17th and 18th century) transferred 
from HM Treasury and Privy Council Office in 2008. 

 
3. Criteria Governing Future Collecting Policy  
The GAC will acquire works of art that are: 

• by a wide range of artists who have a strong connection with the UK. This includes 
any artist of any period who was born or has lived or is living in the UK. Works by 
artists who do not fall into this criterion are occasionally considered if the subject 
matter has a relevant British connection 

• of a wide range of subjects, which include cultural, historical and geographical 
associations with a specific Government building or country  

• of good artistic quality 
• of a subject and scale appropriate for display in Government buildings around the 

world 
• able to be transported and displayed effectively without constant upkeep and 

monitoring 
• stable, pose little physical risk to staff and visitors, made of materials not subject to 

rapid decay and are robust and able to withstand non-specialist handling and 
display in non-museum/gallery, domestic and office environments. Certain 
Government buildings which can be closely monitored on a regular basis by 
dedicated responsible staff may be considered suitable for the display of less 
robust works of art. 

 
The GAC aims to acquire at least one major historical and/or one major 
modern/contemporary work per year during the period of this Policy.  
 
Works of art could be commissioned for the Collection and/or specific spaces in Government 
buildings. These works may be relocated and displayed elsewhere at a later date. 



 

 
4. Limitations on Future Collecting  
The GAC recognises its responsibility when adding to the Collection and ensures that 
collection care, documentation and use of the Collection meet the requirements of the 
Museum Accreditation Standard. Limitations on collecting may be imposed by such factors 
as reduced resources, storage implications, work suitability, amongst others. 
 
5. Collecting Policies of Other Museums 
The GAC takes into account the collecting policies of other museums and other 
organisations that collect works of the same or related subjects. It consults with these 
organisations where conflicts of interest may arise, or to define areas of specialism, in order 
to avoid unnecessary duplication. 
 
Specific reference is made to the following collections as appropriate: 

• Tate 
• National Portrait Gallery 
• Arts Council Collection and British Council Collection  
• Any museum/gallery/public collection with a particular connection to an artist, 

school or area in which the GAC is interested in acquiring. 
 
6. Reviewing the Policy  
The GAC Acquisition and Disposal Policy will be published and reviewed at least once every 
five years. The date of the next Policy review is noted above. 
 
7. Acquisitions not Covered by the Policy 
Acquisitions outside the current stated policy are made in exceptional circumstances, and 
then only after proper consideration by the governing body of the GAC (the DCMS 
Accounting Officer / Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on the GAC as well 
as considering the interests of other museums. 
 
8. Acquisition Procedures 
 

• The GAC will exercise due diligence and make every effort not to acquire, whether 
by purchase, gift, transfer, exchange or bequest any object unless the DCMS 
Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and/or the Advisory Committee on the 
GAC is satisfied that the GAC can acquire a valid title to the item in question. 

 
• The GAC will only acquire an object if it is satisfied that it has not been acquired or 

exported from its country of origin (or any intermediate country in which it may 
have been legally owned) in violation of that country’s laws and/or those of the 
United Kingdom. 

 



• In accordance with the provisions of the UNESCO 1970 Convention on the Means 
of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of 
Cultural Property, which the UK ratified with effect from 1 November 2002, and the 
Dealing in Cultural Objects (Offences) Act 2003, the GAC will reject any items that 
have been illicitly traded. The DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) 
and the Advisory Committee on the GAC will follow the national guidance on the 
responsible acquisition of cultural property issued by the DCMS in 2005. 

 
• In terms of biological and geological material, the GAC will not acquire by any 

direct or indirect means, any specimen that has been collected, sold or otherwise 
transferred in contravention of any national or international wildlife protection or 
natural history conservation law or treaty of the United Kingdom or any other 
country – CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora). 

 
• The GAC will not acquire archaeological antiquities (including excavated ceramics) 

in any case where the governing body or responsible officer has any suspicion that 
the circumstances of their recovery involved a failure to follow the appropriate 
legal procedures. 

 
• Any exception to the above will only be because the GAC is either:  

– acting as an externally-approved repository of last resort for material of UK origin; 
or 

– acquiring an item that lacks secure ownership history but in the best judgment of 
experts in the field concerned has not been illicitly traded; or 

– acting with the permission of authorities with the requisite jurisdiction in the country 
of origin; or 

– in possession of reliable documentary evidence that the item was exported from its 
country of origin before 1970.  

– accessioning works found in Government buildings and caring for and using them 
until/unless a third party can prove title to the work. 

 
In these cases, the GAC will be open and transparent in the way it makes decisions and will 
act only with the express consent of the appropriate authority.  
 

• The GAC does not hold or intend to acquire any human remains. 
 
9. Spoliation 
The GAC will adhere to the statement of principles Spoliation of Works of Art during the 
Holocaust and World War II Period issued for non-national museums in 1999 by the 
Museums & Galleries Commission. 
 
10. Repatriation and Restitution 



 

The DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on the 
GAC, acting on behalf of the GAC’s professional staff, may take a decision to return objects 
to a country or people of origin. The GAC will consider such decisions on a case-by-case 
basis, within its legal position and considering all ethical implications. 
 
11. Disposal Procedures 
11.1 Preliminaries 

 
• The DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on 

the GAC will ensure that the disposal process is carried out openly and with 
transparency. 

• By definition, the GAC has a long-term purpose and holds the Collection in trust for 
the nation in relation to its stated objectives. The DCMS Accounting Officer 
(Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on the GAC therefore accept the 
principle that sound curatorial reasons for disposal must be established before 
consideration is given to the disposal of any items in the GAC. 

• The GAC will confirm that it is legally free to dispose of an item and agreements on 
disposal made with donors will be taken into account. 

• When disposal of an object from the GAC is being considered, the GAC will establish 
if it was acquired with the aid of an external funding organisation. In such cases, any 
conditions attached to the original monies will be followed. This may include 
repayment of the original monies. 

 
11.2 Motivation for Disposal and Method of Disposal 

 
• When disposal is motivated by curatorial reasons, the procedures outlined above will 

be followed and the method of disposal may be by exchange, transfer, sale or 
destruction (where an item is too badly deteriorated or damaged to be displayed or for 
reasons of health and safety). 

• The GAC will not undertake disposal motivated principally by financial reasons. 
• Items from its holdings that the GAC might decide to dispose of may fall into the 

following categories: 
– Work of art that does not fall within the GAC’s stated collecting remit 
– Work that is in poor condition, where a specialist conservator and the GAC staff 

determine that it is: 
o damaged beyond the possibility of repair 
o damaged beyond economic repair 
o in such a damaged state to pose a danger to the rest of the Collection or to the 

health and safety of GAC staff, and/or members of staff in other Government 
departments and/or members of the public 

– Work of limited specialist interest to the GAC which might be better placed in 
another public collection. 

– Work inherited or transferred from another Government department and which 
there is a subsequent claim by a third party with proof of title to the work 

– Work that is subject to a successful spoliation claim (see section 9. Spoliation) 
 



11.3 The Disposal Decision-Making Process 

 
• The decision to dispose of material from the Collection will be taken by the DCMS 

Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on the GAC 
only after full consideration of the reasons for disposal. Other factors will be taken into 
account including: 
– the public benefit  
– the implications for the Collection 
– the implications for other collections held by museums or institutions  

• External expert advice will be sought and the views of stakeholders such as donors, 
researchers, local and source communities and others served by the GAC will also be 
sought. 

 
11.4 Responsibility for Disposal Decision-Making 

 
• A decision to dispose of an object, whether by exchange, transfer, sale or destruction 

will be the responsibility of the DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and 
the Advisory Committee on the GAC acting on the advice of professional curatorial 
staff, and not of the Director of the GAC acting alone (with the exception of the 
disposal of reproductions). 

 
11.5 Use of Proceeds of Sale 

 
• Any monies received by the GAC/DCMS from the disposal of items will be applied for 

the benefit of the Collection in the form of acquisitions. 
• In exceptional circumstances, improvements relating to the care of the Collection in 

order to meet or exceed Museum Accreditation requirements relating to the risk of 
damage to, and deterioration of, the Collection may be justifiable. Advice on such 
cases where the monies are intended to be used for the care of Collection will be 
sought from Arts Council, England or its successor body. 

• Any monies received in compensation for the damage, loss or destruction of items will 
be applied in the same way.  

• The proceeds of a sale will be ring-fenced so that it can be demonstrated that they are 
spent in a manner compatible with the requirements of the Museum Accreditation 
standard. 

 
11.6 Disposal by Transfer or Sale 

 
• Once a decision to dispose of material in the Collection has been taken, priority will be 

given to retaining it within the public domain, unless it is to be destroyed. It will 
therefore be offered first, by transfer or sale, directly to other Accredited Museums 
who may be interested in its acquisition. 

• If the material is not acquired by an Accredited Museum, the museum community at 
large will be advised of the intention to dispose of the material, normally through an 



 

announcement in the Museums Association’s Museums Journal and in other 
professional journals where appropriate. 

• The announcement relating to transfer or sale will indicate the number and nature of 
objects involved and the basis on which the material will be transferred to another 
institution. Preference will be given to expressions of interest from other Accredited 
Museums. A period of at least two months will be allowed for an interest in acquiring 
the material to be expressed. At the end of this period, if no expressions of interest 
have been received, the GAC may consider disposing of the material to other 
interested individuals and organisations, giving priority to organisations in the public 
domain. 

 
11.7 Disposal by Exchange 

 
• In cases where the DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and the 

Advisory Committee on the GAC decides for sound curatorial reasons to exchange 
material directly with Accredited or non-Accredited museums, with other organisations 
or with individuals, the Disposal Procedures Preliminaries, Decision Making Process 
and Responsibility for Decision Making (above) will be followed, as will the procedures 
outlined below: 
– If the exchange is proposed to be made with a specific Accredited Museum, other 

Accredited Museums which collect in the same or related areas will be notified of 
the proposal and their comments will be requested. 

– If the exchange is proposed with a non-Accredited museum, with another type of 
organisation or with an individual, the GAC will make an announcement in the 
Museums Journal and in other specialist journals where appropriate. 

– Both the notification and announcement must provide information on the number 
and nature of the objects involved, those of the GAC and those intended to be 
acquired in exchange. A period of at least two months must be allowed for 
comments to be received. At the end of this period, the DCMS Accounting Officer 
(Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory Committee on the GAC must consider 
the comments before a final decision on the exchange is made. 

– The DCMS Accounting Officer (Permanent Secretary) and the Advisory 
Committee on the GAC Committee will ensure that issues related to accountability 
and impartiality are carefully considered to avoid undue influence on the decision-
making process. 

 
11.8 Works of Art Disposed of through Destruction 

 
  When works of art are destroyed: 

• Either actively, under the instruction of the GAC, because they are in poor condition, 
see Motivation for Disposal and Method of Disposal (above); or 

• Due to action by a third party (e.g. an accident, malicious damage, terrorist or warlike 
action), the GAC will, where possible, seek proof of destruction either through 
photographic evidence or through a statement by GAC staff or other Government 
official present at the event or the aftermath of the event. 

• There is a small number of site-specific works of art commissioned for, or inherited 
with, Government buildings, that, due to their medium, provenance or for legal 



reasons, cannot be physically removed from those buildings.  It is therefore 
acknowledged that these works of art may have to be de-accessioned when such 
buildings are taken over by third parties, and may possibly be destroyed (e.g. in the 
case of wall paintings, manifestations and other site-specific works) if the building in 
question is refurbished or demolished. These circumstances are largely outside the 
control of the DCMS/GAC. 

 
11.9 Documenting Disposal 

 
• Full records will be kept of all decisions on disposals and the objects involved, in 

accordance with the most recent SPECTRUM Standard (UK Museum Documentation 
guidelines).  Proper arrangements will be made for the preservation and/or transfer of 
related documentation, including photographic records.   

 
 
END 
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