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Abstract

Background
In the introduction, I will look at the status of museums in the world and why they are

changing as witnessed by the author in many parts of the world. This will culminate with a brief

history of the Nairobi Museum in Kenya that is currently undergoing the process of change. 

Planning for Change
The second part will look at the process of change starting with the study that identified the

need for changing the museum. The study was carried out eight years ago and formulated the

objectives and the various components of the project. The rational of the changing museum is

inbuilt in the study. An overview of the components will be indicated. 

Project Implementation: Managing Change 
This part will look at the implementation of the project with special reference to public

programmes. The focus of the presentation will be the activities that are being undertaken. The

involvement of the stakeholders at various stages of development will be rationalised. The

development of management tools, mission and vision statements, policies, staff structures and

training will be highlighted. The section will conclude with a brief and rational of the exhibits that

are being developed. What museum are we creating?

Challenges of Implementation 
This section will look at the challenges that we are facing in the implementation of the

project: lack of research findings and materials for history exhibition, time constraint, shortage

of skills, and staff morale and commitment.

Conclusion 
Many museums are working towards making museums more accessible and relevant to the

audience, self-reliant with support from the public through gate admission fees, and hence our

efforts in Nairobi can be applied to museums in Asia. 
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of gradual change in time. Exhibitions and

other facilities were developed gradually.

Remarkable changes include museum

expansion in the 1950's, 1970s and 1980s.

These changes included additional buildings

either for offices, research laboratories or

exhibition, but none of this can be compared

to the current renovation. The current

renovation is literally affecting all aspects of

the Museum, and is the biggest exhibition

development undertaken in its history.

The Museum became a national institution

in 1964 when it changed its name to National

Museums of Kenya. As a national institution,

it became the centre of the development of

museums in Kenya spearheading the

development of new museums at a regional

level. This resulted in the development of

museums in Mombasa, Kisumu, Kitale,

Kapenguria, Narok, Kabarnet, Lamu and

Malindi.

Throughout its history up to 1964, the

Museum was exclusively for the members of

the East African Natural History Society.

Curators and visitors were mainly Europeans.

It was a forum for dialogue for them and

hence, colonial agent. In 1966 there was a

change and a school liaison office was

opened to cater for institutional groups. But

this was short lived as it was closed soon and

reopened in 1968. Since then education has

grown to be one of the main functions of the

Museum.

Similarly the development of the

exhibitions was in the hands of a few

individuals. Many of them were driven by

personal interests in specific fields and

produced exhibitions to a large extent for

themselves and their friends. The bird gallery

was very popular with both local and

international bird watchers. Nature

enthusiasts were their audience. No wonder

none of curators had interest in the history of

Kenya. This trend changed greatly in the

1980s and 1990s as the audience base

broadened to include the disadvantaged in

society such as street children. 

Towards the change process
The momentum of change continued and

resulted to the current refurbishment going on

in the Nairobi Museum. The change is

motivated by the demand from the society

and accountability. At the national level, the

Museum is expected to participate fully in

development. The national economic

recovery report (ERC) covering 2002-2007

indicated clearly the way forward for national

development. The targets to be realized in

this period include poverty alleviation through

creation of new jobs, promotion of tourism,

agriculture and fishing, forestry and mining

development. Under the socio-economic

agenda the following were highlighted: shelter

and housing, HIV/Aids and security and law

enforcement, among others.

Through exhibitions, the Museum can

contribute to meet the objectives of ERC.

Exhibitions on HIV/AIDS can go a long way in

creating awareness of the pandemic,

biodiversity and cultural exhibitions provide

very useful information for the tourists. They

are usually the starting point for nature

enthusiasts.

At the international scene, millennium

development goals (MDGs) encapsulate the

challenges that humanity is facing today. A

few of the goals can as well be addressed

through the museum exhibitions such as

combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other

diseases, ensuring environmental

sustainability and improving maternal health

Fig. 2: Artist impression of the new Nairobi Museum.

Photo kind permission of National Museums of Kenya



higher income. Museums are approaching

the age of self-reliance due to the reduction

of the government contribution. Over the last

two years the government has reduced its

support to the National Museums of Kenya by

15%. 

A new staff structure has been developed

and is in the process of implementation. The

structure identifies the core functions of the

museum. This includes administration,

research collection and conservation,

management of museums, sites and

monuments which includes public

programmes, and the Institute of Primate

Research, an affiliate of the Museum. It

stipulates the staff requirements, job

descriptions, experience and capacity

building.  

The implementation of the project was

supposed to start in 2001 up to 2007 as per

the agreement. But due to the bureaucracy

the project started in 2004. One of the

conditions put by the donors was the passing

of the Museum and Heritage Bill and the

restructuring of the staff. This was delayed by

political development, the national elections

in 2002 and government priority. The

implementation of the new structure involves

rightsizing of the staff, ultimately laying off

some staff. This is to be funded by the

government. Again due to government

priorities, this has been delayed. 

Although the project practically started in

2004, the agreement was not reviewed. This

means that it should be completed by June

2007. All the components commenced at the

same time and this has put a lot of pressure

on the museum management as activities

that were to be covered in seven years will be

done in three years. The management has to

mobilize all the available resources especially

the human, to ensure that the activities are

completed in time. The museum

management as per the agreement is

expected to provide all the necessary human

skills particularly in exhibition, education and

conservation notwithstanding the already

existing problems of the staff shortage.

Working towards viable public
programmes

Museums participation in development is

through its research programmes and

ensuring that the research results are

integrated in the development projects. This

is mainly done through public programmes.

Relevant research in indigenous food plants

can contribute to the eradication of extreme

poverty and hunger. This information can

reach the people by direct community

participation and through exhibitions,

publications, mass media and a host of other

communication channels.

The main mode of communication is

through exhibitions. This poses a big

challenge in the production of effective

exhibitions that will ensure a lasting impact on

the visitor. It calls for a clear understanding of

the audience, content and methodology. As

Hooper puts it, museums will only survive

through delivering opportunities that are

enjoyable, valuable, unique, and have easy

access and also related to specific target

groups. 

The current wave of budget cuts in

museums requires very good and attractive

public programmes that can sustain and

attract audiences to the museums. It is in

view of this that the project was conceived

and a lot of emphasis given to public

programmes. One of the objectives is to

enhance its income generating capacity.

Each year the Nairobi Museum receives more

than 150,000 visitors. About 70% of this is

from educational institutions, as they mainly

come for education purposes. 

Putting up an exhibition of any magnitude

small or big is quite a challenging task. For

the Nairobi Museum we are thinking of about

4300sq.m. This is double the size of the

previous museum before renovation.

Remember that this took more than eighty
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