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Responsibility of a 
Registrar

Compile a complete 
and detailed record 

of the materials’ 
chain of custody 

from field to 
museum. 



Mitigating Risk 
through 

Collaborative 
Documentation 

Standard Workflow 

1. Acquisition Proposal 
a. Curatorial Approval 
b. Collections Management Review 
c. Paleo Registrar notified

2. Preliminary legal and ethical review 
a. Collecting Event (date, site, names, 

institutions, funding, etc.)
b. Permits or Permission to Collect 
c. Restrictions and/or terms of collecting 
d. Chain of Custody
e. International or domestic regulations
f. Ask questions to clarify 

3. Logistical planning for physical receipt 
4. Finalize Acquisition and Accession 

Paperwork



NMNH Acquisition Scenarios 

1. Field Collections
2. Donation from Private Individuals 
3. Fossils and Digital Assets



Field 
Collections

● Determination of Property/Land 
Management  

○ Federal, State, and/or Local Property 
○ Private Property 
○ Disputed Property
○ Tribal Lands 

● Permit or Permission to Collect
○ Name and Institution that holds the 

permit?
● Restrictions and Terms of Collection
● Status of Collectors 

○ Internal - SI NMNH staff field collecting trips 
or multiple joint projects

○ External - Donation of Retiring Researchers  



Collecting Fossil Plants from BLM Wyoming 

https://www.blm.gov/wyoming

Decades of Field Collections and 
Research 

● Affiliation to NMNH, USGS or 
other institutions

● Agreed Repository

Paleontological Resources Use 
Permit 

● Reasonable amount of  
casual collecting of 
invertebrate and plant 
paleontological resources  



Fossils Collected from 
Federally Managed Lands

Paleontological Resources Preservation Act (PRPA) 
2009

● PRPA Regulations effective as of 01 Sep 2022

Repository Agreements with Federal Land Managers

Expectations of being a Repository 



Maintaining Open Communication 
Preparing for Field Season

● Ensure written communication is shared between all parities about agreement 
to be a repository for collections before field work and/or permit application

● Review terms of the permit or agreement with land manager

In the Field

● Asking questions and sharing details about the fieldwork and who was 
involved. 

● Finding and collecting specimens not listed on a permit requires immediate 
action and supplemental permission.

Depositing  Collected material

● Refresh on the terms of the permit or agreement with land manager
● Annual summary of collected material for the field season (Geological age, 

estimated volume and count, expected curation time, preparation, etc.)
● Repository changes with land managers



Donation from 
Private 

Individuals 

● Chain of Custody for donations with an 
initial monetary exchange 

○ Specimens purchased then donated to the 
collections

○ Purchase for donation proposals 
○ Confirming scientific significance and 

research value for specimens 
● Domestic and International Regulations

○ Laws definition of a fossils; especially fossils 
in amber 

● Ethical considerations on a Global Scale
○  Need to heavily weigh how monetary 

association is related to these specimens. 



Fossils in Amber 
Ethical concern for amber collections 
heavily contemplated due to global 
events 

● Myanmar (Burma)
● Baltic Sea Region

International Regulations for 
import/export 

USNM PAL 506795, Amber Collection. 
GUID: http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/39c71f997-71be-43b0-a36b-29445cee9621

http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/39c71f997-71be-43b0-a36b-29445cee9621


Provenance Research of 
Purchased Specimens 
Purchases of fossil by museums is rare.

Historical context of specimens purchased 
and offered for donation must be included 
in the acquisition evaluation. 

● Collecting locality and Geological Age
● Preparation methods
● Collector’s name
● Seller’s name/affiliation/location
● Previously held in other collections 



Fossils 
and 

Digital Assets

● Permits and Permissions to 
Access Site

● Terms for Creating Digital Objects
○ Long-term management 
○ Digital rights and Usage rights

● Defining Digital Objects
○ Physical vs. Digital Collections



Fossils in situ 
Berlin-Ichthyosaur State Park in Nevada, 
United States 

● Created 3D capture of entire 
bonebed for Ichthyosaur 
concentration inside Fossil House

○ Management of 3D data
● Fossils remain in situ and managed 

by Nevada state parks
○ No intent for physical removal

● Partnership of BISP, USFS, NMNH, 
SI DPO, NHMU

http://parks.nv.gov/parks/berlin-ichthyosaur

http://parks.nv.gov/parks/berlin-ichthyosaur


3D Models of Fossils
Cerro Baellna in Atacama Desert, Chile 

https://3d.si.edu/collections/cerroballena

https://3d.si.edu/collections/cerroballena


Digital Rights
Make digital assets as accessible as possible

Where restrictions apply, use best efforts to 
make assets available for educational, scholarly, 
or personal use. 

Sharing responsibility for the physical specimens 
and digital objects

Transparency and open communication with 
creators and end-users through rights 
documentation

https://si.edu/termsofuse ⬥ https://www.si.edu/openaccess/

https://si.edu/termsofuse
https://www.si.edu/openaccess/


Digital Fossil Specimens

What is being created? 

How to define what is being created?

● Digital Faithful Reproductions 
● Born Digital Collections

How does our understanding compare to 
Casts, Replicas, and Reproductions?

USNM PAL 555000 and 500000 - Usage Conditions Apply



Expect the Unexpected 

Registering paleontological collections is an ongoing and 
collaborative effort. 

Remember to keep communication open between curators, 
researchers, fellows, and collections management staff 
(internally and externally). 



Thank you!

Questions?
nakanojk@si.edu

PaleoRegistrar@si.edu 

Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, Henry

mailto:nakanojk@si.edu
mailto:PaleoRegistrar@si.edu

