Archives for Beginners

5. Safeguarding and Storing

This section considers standards for storage of archives, evaluating risk and the principal environmental threats to archives, and what can be done to mitigate hazards.
Storage standards
Archives should be stored in a dedicated room or rooms that are physically secure, with a stable environment, free from risk of flooding or fire.  This storage area should be accessed through robust, locked doors to which only authorised personnel have keys.
The windows, if there are any, should be fitted with secure locks, and also blinds to reduce the light levels.  This is particularly important if archival material has been left uncovered.  Sky-lights are to be avoided if at all possible and if not, they too should be secured and fitted with a blind.
Different archives materials have different optimal storage conditions. For a mixed collection of archives, the current national guidance, PD 5454: 2012 Guidance for the storage and exhibition of archival materials recommends a temperature maintained between 13 degrees and 20 degrees celsius and a relative air humidity maintained between 35% and 60% RH.   Within these ranges there should be no great fluctuations in temperature or humidity and ideally conditions will tend towards the drier and cooler ends of those parameters.  Fluctuations between these extremes should be slow and any changes from one end of the scale to another should not take place over a period of less than a month, avoiding all rapid and frequent changes.
It is best to store most photographic and digital material in cool storage temperatures (+5 - +18 degrees centigrade, and 30-50% RH).  It is particularly important to avoid rapid and extreme changes in temperature, for example when bringing out material for research.  Some types of photographic material which are acetate and cellulose-based, and colour prints, should be in cold storage (-15 - +5 degrees centigrade with a maximum RH of 50%).
The archives should be shelved.  The shelving should be open and not placed against windows or directly in contact with eternal walls and allow enough air movement to avoid pockets of stagnant air.  The bottom shelf should be at least 150 mm off the floor.  Coated-metal shelving is preferred to wood, particularly if the archives are unboxed and if the wooden shelving is new (old wood is more inert than new).  Wooden shelving should be treated with a fire retardant.
There is further useful guidance in the British Library's Preservation Advisory Centre leaflets on storage furniture

http://www.bl.uk/blpac/pdf/storage.pdf
and environment

http://www.bl.uk/blpac/pdf/environment.pdf
Risk analysis

In ensuring the physical safety of the archives, it can be helpful to assess the risks to them.

Risk can, at the most basic level, be analysed as high, medium or low. A numerical value can be given to these assessments, so that high might = 3, medium = 2 and low = 1.  A different weighting can be used if desired (e.g. giving a value of 5 to the highest risks).  It is also useful to distinguish between probability and seriousness (that is, what risks are unlikely but would pose a serious threat, and what are more likely but would be less serious). 
Site or location

Are there risks from the site or location of the storage?  Is the archives building
· Close to heavy industrial premises?

· On an inner city site prone to burglary or vandalism? 
· Close to airports, flight paths or railway lines? 
· Close to premises attracting vermin or other pests? 
· On a flood plain or close to a river?

Mitigation is difficult.  But how likely are the worst-case scenarios?  Would it be possible to move the archive at short-notice to a temporary safe site?

Structural issues
· Have floor loadings been checked, especially if upper floors or suspended floors are used? 
· Is the building of robust enough construction to withstand storm damage or other major incidents?
· Is it weatherproof?
Mitigation is best achieved through ensuring the building is subject to regular maintenance, repair and upgrading as necessary.
Fire
· Are the electrical systems old or outdated? What is the proximity of electrical wiring to water sources? Can the electrical systems to the archive storage area be isolated? 

· Do gas services pass through? 
· Are there boilers located nearby? 
· What is the risk of fire spreading from kitchens, chapels with lighted candles etc? 

· Is there an attic space through which fire can spread easily, adjacent to the storage area? 

· Is there much combustible material in the building, including suspended wooden floors, panelling and the like? 
· Is there untreated wooden shelving? 
· What is the fire resistance of doors, walls, floors and ceilings? 
· Is there a lightning conductor? 
Mitigation can be through the installation of smoke alarm/detection systems, master switches for the archive storage area, the institution of fire drills, the provision of appropriate fire extinguishers in the storage area, regular checking of wiring and electrics, and liaison with the fire officer.

Flood and damp
· Are the archives in basement accommodation or other rooms with main risers or significant drainage passing through? 
· Is there a danger from flooding from above? For example, are there bathrooms or kitchens above storage areas? 

· Do gutters and drains become blocked with leaves or dirt? 
· Are there leaks from roofs or windows? 
· Is there adequate drainage in case fire brigade pumps water in?
Mitigation. Keep archives boxed and at least 150mm (six inches) off the floor. Where water hazards cannot be re-routed, consider water alarms. Ensure the basement accommodation has adequate drainage wherever possible.  Ensure regular maintenance regimes to inspect roofs and ensure drains and gutters do not become blocked. Consider a subscription to a disaster recovery firm with freezing and drying facilities.
Theft

Where the archive is closed to outsiders, opportunities for theft may be mainly with staff, but tight control is still necessary to prevent unauthorised access or ‘borrowing’ of archival items. 
· Are cleaners and other outside staff supervised? 
· Are doors and windows secured and protected against intruders? 
· Are storage areas away from and secured against public areas?
Mitigation is principally through proper protection of the archival storage area.  Keep it locked when not in use, and ensure that it is covered by appropriate security systems. Restrict access to keys and identified key-holders. Ensure that maintenance staff/ outside contractors are supervised if they need to work in this area. Ensure that all the most valuable archival items are catalogued and if necessary stored in their own lockable accommodation.

Pests
· Are storage areas are kept clean and possible points of entry for pests blocked? 
· Are there regular checks on boxes for silverfish and other pests? 
· Is there regular inspection for droppings from rodents? 

Mitigation.   Avoid carpets and other furnishings on which insects could breed.  Boxing and keeping the area clean makes it easier to identify problems so ensure regular cleaning.  Inspect regularly and install sticky traps to give warning of insect problems.  Where insect infestation or rodents become a problem, call in professional advice. 
There is useful guidance in the British Library's Preservation Advisory Centre leaflet on Pests http://www.bl.uk/blpac/pdf/pests.pdf
Environmental conditions
A principal threat to archives is their storage in an unsuitable environment.
· Are temperature and relative humidity (RH) monitored? If the conditions consistently fail to meet the recommended standards and/or if they fluctuate sharply day-to-day, then you have a problem and will need to consider how to combat this.  
· Are the archives threatened by hot and dry conditions (causing embrittlement) or damp conditions (causing mould)? 

· Is the storage environment controlled? Are there radiators with thermostats?  
· Is there air-conditioning (where this is the only way to ensure acceptable conditions)? 
· Are walls and ceilings insulated to prevent instability and excessive change in the storage environment? 
· Is dirt, dust and pollution controlled, particularly in an urban environment?

· Are there any areas of the store consistently cooler than others which might be suitable for storing non-paper records?  

Mitigation.  Ensure there is good air circulation (airbricks or fans may be suitable, rather than full air-conditioning, if ambient environmental conditions are not far from the recommendations in PD 5454).   Monitor temperature and relative humidity.  Appropriate conditions can most easily be secured in well-insulated storage areas which respond slowly to changes in external environmental conditions.  Boxing of material helps to protect material from fluctuations which occur.  Avoid bringing documents from cool storage into a hot, dry reading room.  Ensure regular cleaning and inspection.
More guidance on risk assessment, from the Canadian Museum of Nature, is at:

http://museum-sos.org/docs/WallerSPNHC1995.pdf
