


 

 

Response of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund to the  

Draft Vietnam Veterans Memorial Scope of Collection Statement 

Since the Vietnam Veterans Memorial was dedicated, more than 400,000 items have been left in 

remembrance at The Wall.  This unexpected response from visitors led to the establishment of the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial Collection (VVMC).  Through these remembrances, the donors were able to 

memorialize those on The Wall and others who served, and reflect upon our nation’s struggle during the 

Vietnam War.  Americans began to expect that leaving items at The Wall was THE societal manner in 

which to honor military service and sacrifice.  And because visitors were discouraged from leaving items 

at other memorials, The Wall became a repository for other generations to honor those who served and 

sacrificed before and after Vietnam, thereby demonstrating the changing role of The Wall over time. 

 According to National Park Service (NPS) volunteers who serve at The Wall, there has been a dramatic 

decrease over the past 3-5 years in the number of items left at The Wall with a personal connection to a 

person on The Wall or to the Vietnam era.  While accompanying notes make it clear why donors leave 

some items, the majority are left without context, leaving it to the caretakers of the VVMC to interpret 

connection and meaning without any knowledge of donor intent.   

Over the decades, the NPS has done a remarkable job of stewarding the VVMC, with virtually no 

curatorial resources and without knowing how large it would become.  Although a Scope of Collection 

Statement (SOCS) was written in 1985, it was never fully or consistently implemented to limit what was 

kept, other than the practical matter of disposing of perishable or hazardous items.  Due to limited 

resources, only 25% of the existing collection has been catalogued, leaving the true depth and scope of 

the collection in some ways unknown. 

This proposed SOCS is an attempt to create an internal policy to best manage the VVMC within limited 

resources.  The Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund (VVMF) appreciates the willingness of the NPS to seek 

public input on this internal management document even though not required by law.  This open and 

transparent process demonstrates their ongoing commitment to partnership and transparency. 

The VVMF and many of our constituents maintain that items intentionally left at The Wall, with the 

exception of perishable or hazardous items, should be kept in the collection. If resource constraints 

make this impossible, we have the following concerns and make the corresponding recommendations: 

CONCERN: The SOCS is inconsistent with the themes being used by VVMF to choose items for display in 

the future Education Center at The Wall because it cites the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Center 

Interpretive Plan (May 2011).  RECOMMENDATION: VVMF requests expansion to the approved themes 

outlined by Ralph Appelbaum Associates (RAA) in their Final Design Review (June 2013), which will be 

provided to the NPS separately, in order to provide sufficient items necessary to develop those themes 

for public display. 

CONCERN: While the qualifications and training of the curatorial staff is without question, NPS 

volunteers and NPS rangers involved in collecting items left at The Wall have little or no training of 

curatorial or collection standards.  Without thorough training and guidance for these individuals of their 



 

 

role in supporting the needs of the proposed SOCS, some items may be excluded due to a lack of 

information necessary to demonstrate donor intent.  RECOMMENDATION:  Ensure additional training 

for NPS staff and volunteers in order to document as much donor information as possible (e.g. time of 

day, Wall location, circumstances and donor information).  Ideally, this additional training would be 

accomplished before the proposed SOCS is implemented. 

CONCERN: The public now expects that all remembrances left at The Wall are kept in perpetuity.  This 

expectation has been developed over decades and implementation of the proposed SOCS destroys this 

reality for existing items in the collection as well as those left in the future. RECOMMENDATION: NPS 

should prepare and execute a multi-faceted public awareness campaign to recalibrate public 

expectations.  

CONCERN: The practice of keeping only a representative sample of items is worrisome when they clearly 

DO have a direct connection to a name on The Wall, the Vietnam War, or the Vietnam era.  For example, 

having 100 dog tags or medals or bracelets tells a different story than having 5,000 dog tags or medals 

or bracelets.  Furthermore, within the Education Center, one foundational interpretive theme, is the 

‘Scale of Sacrifice’; a concept necessitating many examples of the same object type.  

RECOMMENDATION: A representative sampling approach may be acceptable for items without such an 

obvious and visible connection to The Wall or the Vietnam era, but ALL those items with such a visible 

and discernible connection should be kept. VVMF would like to see a more thorough definition of what 

constitutes a “representative sample” (quantitative) and what is intended by the term, “best-preserved 

examples” (qualitative). 

CONCERN: With only 25% of the items in the collection cataloged, implementation of this SOCS may 

result in items being eliminated without a thorough knowledge of the content of the collection.  

RECOMMENDATION: Dedicate additional resources for a period of time to allow for a greater total 

proportion (75% - 100% and representing each accession year) of the VVMC to be cataloged before 

deciding what should be eliminated. 


