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Summary

Institutions of memory such as museums, libraries, art galleries and archives hold vast resources of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander materials.  These cultural institutions allow the past to be studied so as to give meaning to the present in order to move forward to the future in historical context.  The discovery of knowledge about Indigenous Australians’ cultural heritage is of vital importance to Indigenous people.  Their way of life has been adversely impacted by European culture so that there is a loss of understanding by them of their own culture and of family.  Technology is a means of allowing Institutional collections of Indigenous materials to be made available to Indigenous people, and to researchers and the general public in urban, country and remote areas.  Databases, software, digitisation and the web have opened up new horizons for providing access to these valuable resources.  Technology combined with the evolving political and social environment supportive of the First Australians is a recipe for success.  Indigenous Australians must be recognised as an integral part of Australian society, their memory restored and their culture respected.
Research Questions

1)   How and to what extent are collections of Australian Indigenous cultural heritage objects managed under institutional custodianship?
    2)   How is metadata applied for knowledge discovery in Australian cultural institutions within the framework of digitisation and technological advancement?
Sub-questions:-
· What are the collection policies of institutions with significant collections of Australian Indigenous cultural heritage objects?

· To what extent has institutional history impacted on the scope and functioning of institutions?

· How has the computerisation of collection records impacted on the internal discovery of items and institutional administrative structure?

· What levels of complexity and uniformity are desirable for the application of metadata for organising and discovering Australian Indigenous cultural heritage objects?  

· What are the implications for knowledge discovery using existing metadata practices, for achieving global access to institutional collections worldwide? 

· Can access be offered through a federated system to maximize the discovery of objects efficiently?  

· Are the tensions between large and small collections and geographic location too great to overcome for co-operative interaction?  

· Is it impractical as a universal vision that there be standardised metadata for use by organisations, for the discovery of material objects of Australian Indigenous cultural heritage?  

· How far can an ideal model for metadata go and succeed with the ramifications of disparate tensions?
Research Approach
Eight Australian cultural institutions of memory were visited in order to gain insight into the state-of-play of Indigenous collections and the impact of technology.  Six institutions participated in Victoria and two in the Australian Capital Territory.  The recorded interviews provide the primary information for analysis in order to answer the research questions. 
Contribution to Knowledge
My research aims to provide a snapshot in time of Australian Indigenous collections of cultural heritage materials in institutions of memory.  It explores innovative approaches in applying technology to open up these collections for ease of access.  Each of the eight institutions participating in this research project contributes to the colourful tapestry of Indigenous knowledge.  In pursuing this area of research insights are gained into institutional practices, such as: collection development; collection management; cataloguing practice, metadata use; and digitisation projects.  It is through comparison that cultural institutions with similar objectives can possibly identify ways to collaborate further by forming partnerships with each other and Indigenous communities.  It is a positive way to enrich the experience of making available knowledge to those who need Australian Indigenous cultural heritage materials.    
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