
Welcome!

For introductions, please type into the chat:

1) What you do now that is environment/climate-smart
2) What you’d like to do that is environment/climate smart

Sarah’s answers
1) Offset my personal and business carbon footprint, doubly, using 

www.climateneutralnow.com
2) Go entirely paperless. This means improving my screen 

reading/learning abilities. 

http://www.climateneutralnow.com/


Reducing Environmental Impacts of 
Collections Care and Management 

Finding Agency



Environment and climate matter 
to museums because we are:

• Charitable and educational institutions

• Community-minded, with increasing 
desire and pressure to become socially-
responsive and responsible

• Affected by climate change: our
collections, buildings, income, visitors, 
and community are all at risk



We have all the necessary components for tackling the most 
challenging issues and coming out ahead:

• Our collections 
• Our curators, registrars, conservators, collections managers 

and researchers
• Our educators and exhibit designers
• Our facilities operators and landscape managers
• Our fundraisers, media managers and administrators
• And our partners and community members and our visitors

“Museums hold in one body the diverse physical 
and intellectual resources, abilities, creativity, 

freedom, and authority to foster the changes the 
world needs most.”  

Curator: The Museum Journal, 2017. 



Climate change threatens cultural 
heritage

In situ and in museums

All are exposed directly or 
indirectly to atmosphere, 
storm events, heat, and 
mechanical impacts which 
lead to deterioration and 
loss



Climate change threatens cultural 
heritage



Reducing Environmental Impacts 
of Collections Care & Management

Intersections of environmental and climate issues with 
collections

• Systems
• Collections
• Institutional
• Environment & Climate 

• People
• Care professionals
• Institutional leadership
• Outside partners, vendors, bureaucracy

• Consumption
• Energy
• Materials

• Content
• Protection
• Information

Photo from Bruce Geyman



Intro to environment & 
climate

Weather is what’s happening today or this week
Climate is the patterns of conditions over decades and 
centuries

Environment is what you feel around you
Climate is what the planet feels around it

Climate change shows itself by driving weather, storms, 
and environmental changes in ways that have become 
harmful and dangerous to our way of life and others’



Humans, environment & 
climate
Our environmental impacts
• Creating and releasing toxic chemicals in air, soil, and water
• Creating and disposing of waste instead of resources
• Over-consumption of resources, damaging systems
• Damaging or destroying habitat for plants and creatures
• “Harvesting” plants or creatures past viability and recovery

Our climate-forcing actions

• Emissions from fossil fuels, animals, food, and waste that form a heat-trapping blanket in the 
atmosphere

• Resource consumption that disrupts systems by limiting cooling (hard surfaces, 
deforestation, changes in plant growth)

• Habitat damage and loss; over “harvesting” destroys species integral to ecosystems



A System is …
A complex whole

A structure based 
on relationships 
between parts and 
processes  

Predictable

Requires balanced 
components for smooth 
interconnections



Applying systems thinking

Build on abilities of the 
components and the affordances 
of the system

Acknowledge mental models

Articulate a shared vision 

Emphasize teamwork to 
continuously improve the 
collective path/system functions



Collections care environment 
and climate concerns
• Materials Consumption

• Store, display, ship and exhibit them
• Clean and conserve and protect them

• Energy Consumption
• Manage T/Rh for collections in storage and in exhibits
• Light them in exhibits
• Clean and conserve and protect them
• Move them around

© 2008 bMuse



Keep in mind

• No one goes green all at once
• No one goes all green, yet
• Let go of the guilt, it interferes with progress
• Remember, you’re learning; it’s okay not to be perfect
• It does gets easier
• It really, really matters



Agency
Individual agency –
the ability to create 
change within your 
personal means
Proxy agency –
influencing others to 
act on your behalf
Collective agency –
pooling knowledge 
and skills to act 
together

“We often develop our own agency 
as we learn from the actions and 
experiences of others.” 
(Fraser & Switzer, 2021)



Individual Agency



Talk About Climate Change

• It gets easier with practice
• It normalizes climate talk in society
• And if you’re unsure, Katherine Hayhoe 

explains it in a way we can all 
understand
www.katherinehayhoe.com

• AND listen to Conservators
Combatting Climate Change, a great
AIC podcast with Natalya Swanson 
and Marie Desrochers

http://www.katherinehayhoe.com/


www.stich.culturalheritage.org



Gloves

To use or not to use
How to recycle?
Who knows best?

“Not all objects require the 
use of gloves …” 
(MRM6, 222).

Photo: Shannon Nortz. Cultural heritage collection’s disposal glove storage



Recycling Collections 
Resources

© 



Image Permanence Institute

“Overall, a great deal has been learned about 
managing the storage environment in collecting 
institutions. The accepted norm—that temperatures 
should be steady and unwavering at human comfort 
levels, and that short-term fluctuations in relative 
humidity matter more than long-term trends—is 
now regarded by preservation scientists as 
outmoded and counter-productive. 

“Environments are complicated. The simple notion 
of setting targets for an 'ideal' environment and 
watching for daily or weekly excursions is the 
wrong approach. It is much more important to 
manage the extremes of heat and moisture.”



Think Differently

“Museums recognize their 
responsibility to educate and 
promote sustainability in the 
public sphere, so alternative 
products should be tested 
and everyday practices 
should be reviewed to 
determine their environmental 
impact” 

(MRM6: Museum & Registration Methods, 6th

Edition, pp. 438. Provided by  Shannon Nortz).



Understand the Options



Beware Gaslighting



Collective Agency



More of us must act

“Because non-communal, drastic 
alterations typically do not result in 
long-term change, establishing an 
open forum within a museum, in 
which sustainability goals are defined 
and potential barriers and benefits 
are explored, is vital to accomplish 
successful behavioral changes” 
(MRM6: 434). 

COVID-19 parallels

• Learn from the science

• Individual behaviors matter

• Collective change makes the critical difference



Right-Size the 
Loans System

Let’s be sure we’re making these 
loans for lots of good reasons, not 
just because “it’s what museums 
do”

Do you really want to borrow a 
high-maintenance (energy) object? 
Do you need to?



Use efficient energy approaches

• “A close reading of the literature of 
conservation will reveal that the 
creators of the unwavering 
70°F/50% RH recommendations 
regarded their suggestions as 
provisional pending closer study. 

• The evolution away from such 
simple ideas and toward a more 
modern view incorporates 
research undertaken over the last 
twenty-five years or more.”

Image Permanence Institute



Talk to suppliers, together

“Locating a collection care product that balances the triple 
weighted scale of sustainability - economy, society, and 
environment - is difficult in today’s global economy. Comparisons 
between raw materials are dependent on specifying the 
geographic location and manner in which the resource is 
obtained, followed by how it is processed, where, and by whom...

Ultimately, product choice is an act of compromise. However, if 
consumption is warranted...it is important to support companies 
that have made the effort to incorporate some form of 
sustainability rather than none at all.” 
(MRM6: Museum & Registration Methods, 6th Edition, pp. 437-438. Provided by  Shannon Nortz).



Connect with colleagues

Support the Sustainability Committee, and the 
Environment & Climate Networks at AAM or AASLH

Volunteer for disaster relief training

Start an informal greendrinks call among colleagues or a 
green team at work.



Proxy Agency



Staff Qualifications

• Ask training programs to 
include environment and 
climate impact awareness 

• When hiring, look for people 
who have this experience or 
passion

• Add these responsibilities to 
“desired” or even “required” 
in job descriptions



Graphic by Erich Brechbühl [Mixer]

Ask

• Ask your museum’s leadership to 
recognize its carbon impacts and 
work thoughtfully to reduce them 
as quickly as possible

• Ask your museums’ curators and 
educators to help the community 
members and visitors understand 
how climate change affects them, 
and how they and the museum 
can create change.



Connect with colleagues

Conferences 
• Ask for sustainability and 

climate change topics
• Ask about virtual 

attendance to save carbon 
and increase access

Disasters
• Ask that disaster 

preparedness become 
climate-smart resilience



The US Nationally-Determined 
Contribution to the Paris Agreement

Press Release, April 22, 2021

The President's GHG emissions target of            
50-52% by 2030 "builds on leadership from 
mayors, county executives, governors, tribal 
leaders, businesses, faith groups, cultural 
institutions, health care organizations, investors, 
and communities who have worked together 
tirelessly to ensure sustained progress in 
reducing pollution in the United States."

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/22/fact-sheet-president-biden-sets-2030-greenhouse-gas-pollution-reduction-target-
aimed-at-creating-good-paying-union-jobs-and-securing-u-s-leadership-on-clean-energy-technologies/





Activity Individual Agency Collective Agency Proxy Agency
Pack objects for 
transport

• Choose high-quality, low-impact 
materials using STiCH

• Share those you discover

• Share and cooperatively 
store materials for reuse

• Vote with your budgets for 
better materials

Ask vendors to improve selection 
of high quality, low-impact 
materials

Specify Min/Max 
T/RH in storage 
and exhibits

• Read Sustainable Preservation 
Practices

• Start/re-start and feed the 
conversation in your institution

Call for widespread adoption of 
Min/Max T/RH guidelines based 
on collection needs

Ask for widespread adoption of 
Min/Max T/RH guidelines based on 
collection needs

Attend a 
conference

In-person: prioritize those 
accessible by train
Virtual: when it’s effective for you

Call for conference topics on 
environment and climate

While there, chat with leadership: 
ask them to prioritize funding for 
initiatives limiting climate change 
+ limiting climate damage to 
cultural heritage

Treat an object • Use STiCH
• Look for alternatives

Vote with your budgets for 
better materials

• Tell EPA to ban substances 
where appropriate

• Ask NSF to research better 
ones

Create/host a 
traveling exhibit

• Use STiCH
• Provide downloadable and DIY 

versions

Agree early on to require and 
provide objects with/under 
Min/Max guidelines

Ask leaders to work toward 
sector-wide agreement on T/RH 
and object travel

Address 
Institutional Energy

Be sure your museum has or is 
establishing lighting and HVAC 
efficiency protocols

Ask for the field to be expected 
to create carbon footprints for 
exhibits and the institution, 
then to reduce them

Tell the EPA we want an Energy 
Star rating for museums, and EPA 
should fund museums’ data 
contributions to set it



Choosing where to start

Begin with your passion, skill, curiosity, or with an 
annoyance!

When you have options, choose the one that  
• could reach the widest group of people
• reduces the most GHG emissions
• has the most co-benefits 

Just do it.  Pick the one that calls to you. See what you can 
do to build it into an actionable solution for you and others



What choices will you make today 
among these three agencies?

Individual –
• Use STiCH? 
• Create a “greener choices” supply shelf?

Collective –
• Help the Sustainability Committee? 
• Create or join a green team at your site?

Proxy –
• Ask suppliers for greener options?
• Ask AAM/IMLS for a MAP on sustainability and climate?
• Ask IIC/AIC and the Bizot Group to follow-through on Min/Max commitments?
• Ask AAM or IMLS to fund a project that makes it easy to carbon footprint? 

exhibits and operations?



I’m hopeful because

• So many of you came today
• AIC asked to have this topic presented
• Awesome people like Sarah Nunberg, Matt Eckelman and Sarah 

Sanchez work so hard
• Professionals like Shannon Nortz are helping out
• We have the entire marvelous Held In Trust team 
• NEH is funding Held in Trust
• The White House said “cultural institutions”!



When the webinar window 
closes today…

• You might feel some things (or not)
• Climate worries are real and common (anxiety, fear, 

depression, fear and anger)
• Talk about them with friends, family and peers
• Text or call me – 978-505-4515
• And do something – taking action helps manage those 

feelings




