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3. AIMS, SELECTION AND CRITERIA 
 

3.1 The aims of 
commemorative plaques 

It is critical that the aims of your plaque 
project are agreed upon from the 
beginning.  Half-way through the 
project is not the time to find yourself 
wondering what you are trying to 
achieve.  Aims should clearly state the 
reason for the program, and help 
others to understand what it is about at 
a glance. 
 
Your aims might include generating 
interest in local history, providing 
community education, inspiration or 
motivation, giving a sense of 
recognition and inclusion to everyone, 
linking people or events with a place, 
conserving historic or heritage places, 
or contributing to the regeneration of a 
historic district. 
 
As the term ‘commemorative’ plaque 
implies, honouring a person or event is 
an important motivator for a plaque 
and will probably be one of your aims.  
An element of surprise (because a 
plaque reveals an aspect of history that 
has been forgotten or lost) could be 
considered in your aims. 
 
You should consider whether you want 
to include tragic, distressing or 
confronting events (such as a 
shipwreck with loss of life, a murder 
site or a frontier massacre), and 
whether a conventional plaque or 
something one-off may be more 
appropriate. 
 
Another aim to consider is whether a 
series of plaques could be part of a 
theme or story.  This may be better-
suited to a continuing program, with 
different stories for each year or 
section, rather than a one-off program. 
 
An important aim is that a plaque 
should commemorate a subject, and 
aiming for a clear link between an 

event or person and the place will help 
retain this connection. 
 
Finally, an aim of whether to include or 
exclude people or events already well-
commemorated (by other plaques or 
signs or place names and so on) could 
be considered. 
 
3.2 Developing selection 

criteria 
Once you have agreed upon the aims of 
a plaque project, the next step is to 
develop some selection criteria for 
choosing plaque subjects to ensure the 
plaques are, and remain, consistent 
with the aims.  Clear criteria will help 
you easily accept some proposed 
plaques and decline others, and avoid a 
proliferation of plaques about the same 
subject. 
 
Generally, your criteria will cover some 
of the following: 

1. Types of subjects (e.g. persons, 
groups, events, significant 
places) 

2. Types of buildings and 
structures (e.g. should they still 
exist? should they be of a 
certain age and older?) 

3. Degree of significance of a  
subject (e.g. cherished local, 
and/or State-wide importance, 
etc) 

4. Whether a subject is positive or 
negative, or either 

5. Clear connections between a 
subject and a place 

6. The ‘test of time’ (see s3.2.4) 
 

Other criteria might include whether 
permission is needed from relatives or 
descendants, whether nominations can 
be resubmitted once declined, and 
whether a shortlist will be developed 
and publicised before making a final 
decision. 
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With a continuing program, additional 
criteria might be developed for a 
particular phase, such as only 
considering women or female-related 
subjects in one year, or only plaques for 
a particular street or district in 
another. 
 
Having clear criteria will allow 
decisions to be clearly justified and, if 
needed, defended. 
 
3.2.1 Practical considerations 
Applying your criteria will be affected, 
to a greater or lesser degree, by 
practical considerations. 
 
The first of these will be the amount of 
money available for the project.  The 
number of plaques you can produce at 
any one time cannot be greater than the 
funds available for the project. 
 
Historic environments can easily 
become overrun with too many signs 
and plaques, especially in small villages 
and old town centres.  Your program 
should try to avoid creating or adding 
to any ‘sign blight’. 
 
Avoiding a proliferation of plaques and 
signs will also be helped by considering 
whether a subject is already well 
recognised or commemorated.  On the 
other hand, a well-known subject may 
be recognised in a State or national 
context, but their local contribution 
may be relatively unknown locally, and 
so suitable for local commemoration. 
 
Plaques need to be fixed to something 
like a wall or plinth.  Consideration 
needs to be given to whether a plaque 
will also require additional or new 
support structures such as posts, 
pillars or pedestals. 
 
The audience for the plaques will be 
another consideration.  They need to be 
able to easily visit and see the plaques, 
which need to be attractive and legible, 
and preferably at ground-level.   

Another aspect to consider will be 
whether an audience will want to place 
wreaths or similar memorials at or 
near a plaque.  Should this be facilitated 
or deterred? 
 
3.2.2 Subjects (persons) eligible for 

commemoration 
The criteria need to provide clear 
guidance as to what people are eligible 
for a plaque. 
 
At its most basic, this will mean 
deciding whether to including living 
people, or only people who are dead, 
and if they are dead, then for how long 
(see 3.2.4 on the ‘test of time’). 
 
Another issue is whether to include 
groups of people as well as individuals, 
such as a family group, an occupational 
group (e.g. farmers), a military unit, a 
social group (e.g. CWA women) or a 
class of people (e.g. Chinese 
emigrants).  In some stories, a 
community as a whole may be more 
significant than any particular 
individual member. 
 
An interesting issue is whether to 
include fictional persons associated 
with a real place, whether as literary 
characters for instance, or with a place 
in which a novelist created such 
characters.  An example might be DH 
Lawrence’s character Richard Lovat 
Somers, who narrates the novel 
Kangaroo (1923), and his fictional 
associations with the real war 
memorial in Thirroul, or the nearby 
cottage Wyewurk in which Lawrence 
wrote.   
 
The inclusion of fictional characters 
needs to be considered in conjunction 
with the credibility of your program.  In 
a continuing program, a literary theme 
for one year may be a way to manage 
this issue. 
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3.2.3 Subjects (events) eligible for 
commemoration 

Unlike people, an event being 
commemorated is likely to have 
occurred in the past and no longer be 
active or ‘living’. 
 
Events might include a meeting 
between local Aboriginal people and 
settlers, a local council’s inaugural 
meeting, a battle site, a birth or death 
site, a bushfire site, the place of a 
notable sporting match, and so on.   
 
However, as with a person, the ‘test of 
time’ can be applied to any event to 
ensure only historic rather than 
contemporary events are considered. 
 

3.2.4 The test of time 
A ‘test of time’ refers to the time that 
needs to have passed before a person 
or event is considered historic and 
suitable for commemoration. 
 
It will be useful to your plaque project 
to consider this issue.  It will help to 
manage requests for plaques, prevent a 
proliferation of plaques, require a focus 
on verifiable and dispassionate 
information, and ensure the plaques 
you install do commemorate people, 
events and connections that are of 
historic significance, rather than just 
contemporary or passing popularity. 
 
Many plaque schemes have a 10, 20, 30 
or even 50-year rule, meaning that 
nominations will only be considered 
for people who have been dead for that 
time or longer, or an event that 
occurred before this threshold.  
Another way to approach this is to have 
a ‘century rule’, requiring a person to 
have been born over 100 years ago, 
even if they only died recently or are 
still alive. 
 
These tests of time are really 
thresholds.  A person or event will still 
need to meet your program’s other 
aims and criteria.  The test helps 

manage the number of nominations 
received, and ensure that a plaque 
commemorates a person or event that 
is now, and likely to continue to be, 
understood as being historically 
significant in some way. 
 
3.2.5 Places eligible for 

commemoration 
An obvious issue is that any place at 
which a plaque is to be installed needs 
to be visible to the public from the 
public domain.   
 
A more contentious issue is whether a 
plaque should be placed at a place or 
building that no longer exists, 
especially if a new building now 
occupies the site of a demolished 
building, and the association being 
commemorated is with the demolished 
building or site. 
 
Generally, a commemorative plaque 
program should aim for authenticity.  A 
general test is to ask if the person being 
commemorated would still recognise 
the place if they visited it today.  A 
plaque is not a substitute for a historic 
building or site, and if a connection is 
thought to be significant enough for a 
plaque, then ideally the place should 
still survive. 
 
There may be circumstances in which 
the way a building was lost gives rise to 
an important connection, such as an 
earthquake or civil disturbance (see 
s3.2.3 ‘events’).  A significant event may 
have occurred at a place and left little 
obvious physical evidence, such as a 
battlefield or a landing beach for 
shipwreck survivors. 
 
Generally, however, too many plaques 
placed on redeveloped sites that retain 
little evidence of a significant historic 
connection will tend to devalue an 
overall plaque program.  Your plaque 
program should be wary of being used 
to support any undertaking to install a 
plaque on a site if approval is given to 
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demolish a historic building.  Such 
approaches will lead to questions being 
raised about the authenticity of your 
plaques and the integrity of the group 
managing the project.   
 
3.2.6 The significance of a subject 
Your plaques need to be significant, or 
sufficiently worthy of attention, both 
when you install them and well into the 
future for generations to come. 
 
These are some of the significance 
thresholds you might consider: 

1. A person or event should have 
a clear association with a local 
area 

2. A person or event should be of 
more than ordinary 
importance 

3. A place should have been 
important in shaping the works 
or thinking of a person being 
commemorated, rather than 
transitory or fleeting.  It should 
represent a significant period 
in their life. 

4. Can the significance of a 
person, event or place be 
appropriately conveyed in a 
plaque, or is some other 
medium preferable 

5. The importance of a place’s 
associations, structure, design 
or landscape prominence 

 

3.2.7 Pledges 
Pledges, in this sense, means requiring 
nominators to provide evidence of 
their commitment to a plaque through 
any or all of the following: 

1. Requiring a contribution 
towards the cost of the plaque 

2. Evidence that a site owner has 
agreed to a plaque being 
installed on their property 

3. Evidence that descendants or 
surviving relatives approve of 
the nomination 

4. Support from an appropriate 
local Aboriginal organisation 

Generally, these types of pledges are 
desirable rather than essential, but 
they may help you manage the number 
of nominations received, and deter 
frivolous or vexatious nominations. 
 
If you are going to require any such 
pledges, they should be clearly stated 
on a nomination form.  
 

3.2.8 Planning approvals 
Ignore this at your peril!  Planning 
approvals will more than likely be 
required from your local council and 
possibly other government agencies. 
 
This will be especially important if you 
are intending to install any plaques on 
Crown land or any public facilities.  It 
will be critical if you want to install 
plaques on any heritage-listed sites. 
 
The starting point will usually be your 
local council planning officer or 
department, and/or local heritage 
advisor.   
 
If you think any plaques could be 
installed on property owned or 
managed by a State or Commonwealth 
government agency, then the agency’s 
heritage or property management staff 
should be approached as early as 
possible. 

 
Installing plaques underwater, such as 
a shipwreck site, is very likely to need 
heritage and other environmental 
approvals.   
 
A planning approval may be a simple 
yes or no, or may include conditions.  It 
may be decided under delegation by a 
council officer, and/or also need to be 
considered at a committee or council 
meeting, which will have its own time 
factors that will need to taken into 
account. 
 
The project plan should identify all 
possible approvals, what information 
an approval body may want to be 
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submitted with an application, and the 
range of timeframes. 
 
Ignoring this issue at the project 
planning stage could cause much angst 
and waste of resources at a later or 
more critical stage in the program. 

 
It can also be a good opportunity to 
engage with planning officers and 
persuade them of the merits of your 
program at an early stage.  They may, in 
turn, become your champions within 
their council or agency if other issues 
arise in the future. 
 
3.3 Selection processes 
Identifying the subjects for a plaque 
program may be undertaken either 
informally by a group acting on 
suggestions and ideas, or formally 
through an organised campaign with 
nomination forms and a selection 
committee of some sort. 

 
3.3.1 Nominations 
Seeking nominations from the general 
public, or from selected groups, can 
range from the less formal to the 
highly formal.  Perhaps a single group, 
such as a local historical society, will 
be asked to nominate subjects.  If the 
program is a continuing program, 
perhaps certain groups could be 
invited to nominate subjects on a 
rotating basis, such as the historical 
society in one phase, sporting bodies 
in another, Indigenous groups in 
another, the chamber of commerce in 
another, and then returning to the 
historical society, and so on.  It will be 
better to decide this in the planning 
stage rather than receive complaints 
once the program is already underway 
that a group or theme is being ignored. 
 
Any nomination process should aim to 
reach as wide and diverse a group of 
people as possible, especially groups 
not usually considered in local 
histories or heritage listings.  The 
wider the net is cast, the more 

community support will be generated 
for your project. 
 
Some methods of raising awareness of 
the project and seeking nominations 
include: 

1. Posters and fliers in public 
buildings and areas such as 
railway stations, post offices, 
libraries, museums, community 
centres, schools and colleges, 
sporting clubs, and religious 
institutions. 

2. Producing media releases and 
sending them to local press, 
radio, television and online 
media operators 

3. Creating a specific website 
and/or blog 

4. Targeted mail to particular 
building owners and occupiers 

5. Seeking invitations to speak to 
community groups about your 
project 

 
Whether nominations will be invited 
on an ongoing basis, or within specified 
timeframes, needs to be determined. 
 
A nomination form will be especially 
useful, and should include the aims of 
the project and the criteria, along with 
space for a nominator to provide 
biographical and historical information 
about the subject, any additional 
relevant information, the reasons they 
believe their subject is significant 
enough for a plaque, the site or sites 
associated with the person or event 
that might be suitable for a plaque, and 
clear identification of the location of 
such places. 
 
A more informal scheme may accept 
letters and verbal suggestions, but the 
flip-side of this approach will be that 
the onus for all the research and costs 
will fall on the project group. 
 
Nominations should always be 
acknowledged, and the nominator 
advised of the next steps and kept 
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informed of progress.  This is common 
courtesy, and especially important in 
managing expectations. 
 
Nomination forms can be printed 
paper forms, and/or available online 
(either as a download or to be filled-in 
online), or both.   
 
3.3.2 Committees and panels 
Someone has to make decisions about 
which subjects will be commemorated 
with a plaque.  This is generally best 
done by communal or shared decision 
making, such as a committee or 
working party, rather than an 
individual.  This adds strength to the 
decision making, results in more 
considered decisions and is more 
democratic. 
 
Collective decisions made by a 
committee or group are also 
depersonalised, and this will make it 
easier for some nominators to accept a 
refusal.  It reduces potential concerns 
about personal attitudes or biases. 
 
Within a small group such as a local 
historical society this might be handled 
by an ad hoc sub-committee or panel, 
but a larger and continuing program 
will require a more formal structure. 
 
Membership should include relevant 
expertise, such as local historians, as 
well as reflect the make-up of the local 
community in terms of age, gender and 
social backgrounds.  It may also include 
someone with planning expertise, 
archaeological qualifications, or 
involvement in plaque making.  It can 
also be useful to include a prominent 
person to increase the project’s profile 
and encourage media interest.  Ideally, 
the number of members will be 
relatively small, and be an odd-number 
(to prevent tied votes).   
 
However the group is established, it 
should have a written terms of 
reference and a description of its roles 

and responsibilities.  An important 
issue is whether the group is to make 
decisions, or is to provide advice to a 
decision-maker such as a management 
committee or local council.   
 
It is also important the group has an 
experienced chair who can manage 
meeting procedures and bring 
meetings to successful outcomes, and 
an experienced minute taker to keep an 
accurate record of proceedings and 
decisions. 

 
3.3.3 Managing disappointment 
A nomination may be approved, or it 
may be rejected.  In this situation, a 
nominator will understandably be 
disappointed.  It is critical to be able to 
explain in clear and sympathetic terms 
the reasons for the decision. 
 
The aims and criteria for the program 
should be widely and publicly 
available, and explanations should be 
clearly linked to these if the 
nomination fails on any of these 
grounds. 
 
If it possible, suggest alternatives to the 
nominator such as another plaque 
scheme, producing a book or website 
about the subject, introducing them to 
a researcher with similar interests, or 
(if your scheme provides for 
resubmissions) requesting more 
research or information for further 
consideration. 
 
If the rejection arises from limitations 
within the scheme, such as limited 
funding being available, or difficulties 
in verifying historical information, this 
should be conveyed to the nominator. 

 
Sometimes, a nomination may have 
been highly rated but unsuccessful 
because a property owner would not 
agree to the installation, and/or a 
planning approval could not be 
obtained.  The nominator should be 
advised of such reasons. 
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The importance of managing 
disappointment, especially if a project 
receives many nominations, should not 
be underestimated.  Explanations 
should be accurate and factual, but also 
sympathetic and supportive.  Many 
nominators will have made a 
significant emotional investment in 
preparing a nomination, and they 
should not be discouraged.  The 

nominator has, after all, accepted your 
invitation to submit a nomination.  The 
standing of the scheme could be badly 
affected and its popularity decline, and 
plaques that are installed may be 
neglected or even damaged, if this is 
not handled with sensitivity and 
respect. 
 

 

 


