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PRESERVATION AND CONSERVATION:
CURRENT CONDITIONS AND PRACTICES*
by
DR. MARGARET S. CHILD'-

ABSTRAK
Mengikut pemerhatian penulis, kerja pemuliharaan di Malaysia kerap dijalankan apabila ada
keperluan saja dan. bukan usaha yang dilakukan secara berterusan. Bidang pemuliharaan
dianggap teknikal dan khusus, sehingga ianya sering dipisahkan daripada aktiviti lain di
perpustakaan . Pusat-pusat pemuliharaan di Malaysia sangat bergantung kepada
Perpustakaan Negara untuk mendapat nasihat dan bantuan. Kecenderungan ini dapat
memainkall peranallnya dengan lebih baik. Secara keseluruhannya, banyak lagi tindakan
yang perlu dibuat untuk membaiki keadaan di Malaysia .

n'I y travels around Malaysia to many of your
DU libraries and archives have revealed a number
of interesting patterns in the way in which
preservation is practiced here . In this part of the
session I am going to talk both about how most
Malaysian librarians seem to think about preservation
and about the kinds of actual conditions and practices
I observed.
The first thing I noticed is that for most of you,
preservation is thought of and carried out as a reaction
to deterioration rather than as an effort to prevent
deterioration. This means that you have not yet begun
to think in terms of managing your collections in
ways that will at least allow them to live out their
natural life expectancies and in some instances to
survive well beyond those limits. What do I mean
by "life expectancies? " Virtually all the media on
which mankind has recorded information is organic
and therefore subject to chemical deterioration so that,
•
••

•

like man himself, they have a fillite life expectancy .
Papyri, vellum, paper, film , magnetic tape, and some
kinds of sound recordings are examples of organic
media found in libraries. Paper becomes yellow and
brittle; acetate film begins to give off a sharp,
vinegar-like smell; videotapes become demagnitized
or the emulsion carrying the signal separates from
the base. All these are signs of relentless chemical
processes at work. In addition, damage is also caused
by external agents: insects and other pests eat their
way through collections of both paper and ftlm; mold
attacks books, documents, magnetic tapes, and film;
users too often mutilate or steal materials; staff and
users damage holdings through poor handling
practices and carelessness. The information on the
one medium that seems relatively impervious to
chemical degradation and to physical damage, digitial
disk, may be the shortest-lived of all because it
requires particular software and hardware to be read,
and those are currently becoming obsolete at three to
five year intervals .

Paper presenled allhe Seminar on the Preservation and Conservation of Library Materials: Issues and Challenges, Perpustakaan
Negara Malaysia , 8 April 1996.
Consultant from Ihe United States under the Fullbright Programme .
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Life expectancy should be distinguished from "use
life", which is the number of years that librarians,
archivists or bibliographers expect that a given item
will be of interest to or needed by users. The goal of
much contemporary preservation administration is to
try to extend life expectancy to match anticipated
"use life". To put it much more coJloquiaJly,
preservation today is intended to keep library and
archival collections acccssible for as long as they are
needed. Thus. Il,e current practice of preservation
administration includes a broad spectrum of measures
designed to slow down or halt both chemical and
physical deterioration. These measures are applied
to collections as a whole, including special
collections, rather than to individual items. They
are also concerned with all media , not just paper,

including information stored in an electronic format .
Preservation is therefore in many ways analagous to
public health in that it seeks to put in place systems
that will result in a healthy population - of
documentation rather than of people.
Conservation, which is one element in preservation ,
is, on the other hand , more like providing medicines
or performing surgery once a patient has become ill.
That is moslly what is being done today in Malaysian
repositories. You are app lying physical or chenlical
treatments to remedy existing deterioration and
stabilize the item so that it will not deteriorate further,
e.g. get sicker. Because of the highly skilled and

labor intensive character of conservation treatment,
it is generally used only for individual items which
warrant longterm retention in their original format.
As a result, you think of preservation as a specialized
activity, requiring technical skiJls and divorced from
most ordinary library operations. Perhaps
significantly, preservation units, like microfilming,
or basic repair, or binding, are often housed in the
basement or another remOle corner of Malaysian
libraries and interact only intermittently with other
divisions. The trend elsewhere is to integrate
preservation much more closely into the entire stream
of library functions, begimling with acquisitions and
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ending with deaccessioning. In particular,
preservation is coming to be seen simply as one aspect
of overall collection management.

What other patterns have I seen?
I certainly could not help but be struck by the fact
that both the federal and state governments are
investing an enormous amount of money in the
construction of library buildings, the stocking of those
libraries and the expansion of library services. Here
again, preservation was mainly noticeable by its
absence from building designs and the lack of
durability of many of the materials being acquired .
There were cenainly some exceptions, however. The
new state library building in lpoh will have a very
suitable special collections room. It has only one
outside waJl , and that is well shielded from both the
heat and light of the sun by a very broad overhang.
It will be, moreover, provided with 24 hour airconditioning and can be readily secured. Another
example is the vault which has recently been
constructed by the Ministry of Information to house
the National Film Collection. It is a model of its
kind with appropriate attention to 24 hour climate
control systems, insulation and vapor barriers, and
good fire protection. It is one of the very few
repositories I visited which is actively monitoring
temperature and RH with a hygrothermograph and
analyzing the data collected carefully in order to adjust
the system to keep the environment stable within
narrow parameters. The only potential problem may
be that they are relying on only the normal particulate
filters which are part of most air-conditioning
systems. They are, however, aware that the higb
level of air pollntion in the KL area caused by
automotive emissions may require the installation of
activated carbon filters to screen out gaseous
pollutants. New vaults are also being planned for
the TV News Library and the Federal Photo Library
and will, hopefuJly. be designed along the same lines .
Elsewbere, however, climate control leaves a lot to
be desired . As you already know, in most locations,
air conditioning systems are turned off at night and
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whenever else the repository is closed, in~luding long
holidays. This means that the collections are exposed
to constant fluctuations in temperature and humidity
which will make their rate of chemical deterioration
even faster than it would be if they were stored at
somewhat higher than recommended levels. In a few
places , there was no climate control whatsoever.
Unfortunately , the worst case I saw, at the Sarawak
Museum , had one of the most valuable collections.
There the archives had minimal climate control and
the photographs had none, and both collections
included a significant amount of original material
dating back to the latter half of the 19th and early
20th century.
Even in places where 24 hour air-conditioning has
been installed and stable temperature and humidity
is supposed to be maintained. such as the storage vault
housing microfilm masters and videotapes at the
National Library. no monitoring is being done to
check that the environment is indeed steadily
maintained within recommended ranges. One of the
handouts I have distributed lists the most recent
information I could find on the temperature and RH
now being recommended for storage facilities for
various types of media. At the risk of being boring,
I want to repeat that it is not enough to lIJ' to achieve
those parameters for your most important materials,
you must monilOr at least daily and keep a record of
temperature and RH levels and then work with your
building maintenance until you achieve stable
conditions. This will take time, effort and money
plus a certain amount of assertiveness but your
guiding principle must be that "the quality of care
that documentary materials receive should be
commensurate with the perceived value of the
information they contain".
For those of you who may feel that it is hardly worth
trying to protect collections from Malaysia's constant
heat and humidity. I would also like to take a few
minutes to discuss the longterm (or sometimes
shorterm) effects of poor storage environments. One
rule of thumb is that life expectancy is cut in half by
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each ten degree F increase in temperature . Another
fact to keep firmly in mind is that mold will only
grow when tbe relative humidity is 70% or above.
When you have magnetic tape in your collections,
the magic figure to prevent hydrolysis of the binder
which holds the magnetic particles carrying the
information is 40 % maximum RH. Otherwise, your
tapes will be subjeCtlO what is generally called "sticky
shed syndrome " . The temperature and RH
recommendations for magnetic tape have recently
been lowered based on research on life expectancies
done at the National Media Lab, a joint US
government and corporate effort involving most
major American tape manufacturers. The National
Library has a copy of the report for those of you
who would like to delve further into this subject.
To return to the tbeme of underlying patterns: I was
very mucb impressed by the degree of interest in
preservation expressed by staff at most of the
institutions [ visited (and I don't think everyone was
just being polite!) Unfortunately, another pattern
observable from those visits is that Malaysian
archivists and librarians, despite their interest in the
subject and willingness to learn, are still very isolated
from preservation developments elsewhere in the
world. This is true even though there have been a
number of training opportunities during the past few
years, such as the seminar presented at the National
Library in December 1994. The papers given at that
seminar were excellent and provided very useful
information on a broad range of preservation topics.
I found no evidence, however, that any of it had
actually been applied to everyday practice at a
repository. Similarly , although the Library
subscribes to two of tbe best sources of current
information on preservation being published in the
United States and information is also readily available
from the IFLA PAC Focal Point located at the
National Library of Australia, very little of this seems
to be filtering down to Ule working level at the Library
itself and even less to other repositories.
This is particularly disturbing when it comes to
standards. Few if any staff with whom I spoke have
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read the current standards applicable to various aspects
of preservation in libraries and archives. Even when
they knew that there was an ISO standard on, say,
microfilming , they had not tried to bring their actual
practice in line with the standard 's recommendations.
When an ISO standard had not yet been issued , often
because most counu'ies are simply using an acceptable
standard developed by one country or another, such
as the US Library Binding Institute Standard , they
were not aware that there was a usable standard
available. It is hard for an outsider to identify the
causes of the prevailing failure to conform to
standards. Is it lack of staff? Is it lack of money? Is
it the difficulty of getting the necessary supplies and
equipment? Is it because some standards seem
impossible to apply ill the Malaysian context?
Probably a little of everything.
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comparison shopping and gettittg the best bargain for
their money. Apply that skill to interpreting
preservation information, and you'll do okay. I
should also mention that because preservation
administration and even repair techniques are changing
rapidly as we learn more about the longterm effect
of various materials, how different media age, the
effects of temperature and humidity on deterioration,
and many other topics, you can never believe that
you have the definitive answer. It is therefore
necessary to be plugged in to current sources of
information on an on-going basis.

tend to ret1ect the status quo. Similarly, most inhouse training s imply passes along traditional
information and established practices with little
reference to ne w research results or new findings
based on long practical experience dealing with a
particular problem .

On to another pattern - I have also observed that
repositories throughout the country tend to rely
heavily on the National Archives and National Library
to tell them what to do, at least in the preservation
field. This is a benefit if indeed those national
institutions are playing a leadership role in providing
guidelines, disseminating information, offering upto-date training and so forth. Unfortunately, at the
moment neither of those national institutions have
sufficient trained staff or funding to perform such a
leadership role. Even in terms of their own
operations, they have not been able to keep up with
what is a rapidly evolving field, and therefore have
not themselves applied current information to
improve their practices or developed a range of
internal policies and procedures that others might use
as models.

Now that you all are linked to the Internet, you will
find a wealth of preservation information there .
However, like all information, it needs to be filtered
and interpreted in order to be used appropriately. I
certainly don' t want to discourage any of you who
have an interest in a particular preservation topic or
issue from pulling whatever you can off the World
Wide Web. Indeed, I have included a list of such
sources among your handouts. But I would caution
you to go slowly and rcad a lot before you proceed
to action. Preservation is a rapidly changing field,
and all the experts don ' t always agree (and some are
more practical than others). I have also discovered
during my stay here that Malaysians are brilliant at

I hope that my recommendations will begin the
proces s of persuading your government that
preservation of library and archival materials urgently
needs substantial support. However, there is also
another model to consider which might be adopted
as an interim stage while a national preservation
program is being developed. It would eventually
feed into and reinforce the national program. Because
preservation is a very complex problem, many
countries are moving to a decentralized model in
attempting to deal with it. In practice , this means
that individual repositories, or actually individual
staff who are interested in a particular aspect of
preservation become the national resource on that

Noneilleless, (here is clearly no procedure in place to
disseminate new information in the field of
preservatIOn on a reg ular basis or to help staff
interpret it for practical operational purposes. Instead,
most advice and information in Malaysia are
conveyed on an ill!.:hill; basis by word-of-mouth and
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topic. For example, a library that has experienced
one or more floods might serve as the center for
information on disaster preparedness. A repository
which has been plagued by mold and dealt with it
successfully could monitor that topic and provide
advice as needed. There is already a potential source
of expertise on building construction as well as on
environmental control for film-based materials from
Ahmad Razzaly, the engineer who oversaw the design
and construction of the National Film Collection
vault, and his colleague, Ong Liau Hock, at the
National Film Department. Similarly, Dr. Mohd
Nor Mohd Yusoff. the research chemist at the Forest
Research Institute of Malaysia, is an expert on alkaline
paper.
Another pattern clearly visible in Malaysian
repositories is lhat many of the materials in the
collections are of very poor quality in the first place.
Their paper is acidic rather than alkaline which means
for practical purposes that their life expectancies are
only around 50 years (and that estimate is predicated
on their being stored at a constant 70 degrees F and
50% RH which they have nOl and may never be).
This is particularly true of newspapers and some serials
which are printed on very acidic as well as poor
quality paper and whose life expectancies are therefore
even shorter. Thus , another clear panem in Malaysian
library operations is [hat a disproportionate amount
of staff time , space, supplies and other resources are
being devoted to trying to preserve original copies
of newspapers and other publications on similar
paper. Given the chemical and physical forces at
work, this is akin to trying to hold back the tide or
give someone eternal life. Is it worth it? If those
resources were devoted to making high quality
microfilm and storing it in accordance with
recommended environmental standards, you would
still have funds left over to devote to other urgent
preservation needs.
One of those needs is caused by the fact that many
bindings are subject to rapid disintegration. The
prevalent form of commercial binding is what is
known as "perfect" binding, that is the ends of each
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page are coated with a thin layer of adhesive to hold
them to the spine. Much of the glue used is also of
poor quality so that it dries out quickly and helps
make it even easier to break the back of the book
(especially when photocopied) or to pull sheets out
either singly or in bunches. (Bring in my guidebook
and demonstrate) Some binding done both in-house
and on contract for libraries is being oversewn which
is a much stronger method . Unfortunately , it
produces a very tightly bound volume which is hard
to hold open and almost impossible to photocopy,
thereby tempting users to apply pressure to get it to
lie flat. The result is again a broken spine and
detached pages. None of the in-house binderies I
visited had written procedures outlining the criteria
to be used in deciding what binding method to use,
depending on how the item was originally bound,
how it was to be used, how thick the finished volume
would be, whether the grain of the paper ran parallel
or perpendicular to the spine, and how wide the
margin was.
The last theme I want to mention in this section of
my presentation is the lack of public awareness of
the importance of preservation of documentary
materials to Malaysian national identity. Hardly a
day goes by without The New Straits Times publishing
an article dealing with environmental conservation,
but I have yet to see any mention of the fact that
books and other publications, photographs and films,
magnetic tapes and archival records are also threatened
and need to be preserved. How will your
grandchildren know what a kampong looked like once
they have all been levelled by developers if all the
photographs have been destroyed by insects, mold,
and chentical deterioration due to poor storage? How
will people in 2020 know what Dr. Mallathir's voice
sounded like if the video and audiotapes and fLlms
have all been lost? When you celebrate the fortieth
anniversary of independence next year, what kind of
shape will the records be in that historians and other
scholars, journalists and museum curators as well as
the general public will want to consult for a firsthand
account of those events? And will they last until
your hundredth anniversary? Or longer?
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Malaysia is a very young nation, but it is not too
soon to begin to work to preserve its history and
culture so that future generations will be able to learn
about their past and the influences and personalities
that shaped their couIllry and themselves. Malaysia
is very busy at rhe marne III trying to take giaIll steps
into the future, but what kind of future will it be and
what kind of country if it has forgotten its past?
Scientists all over the world are currently hard at
work on the Human Genome Project to identify all
the components of the human genetic code. The
documentation in your libraries and archives provides
the genetic code for Malaysians as a people and as a
nation. It is still available to you, so you can
understand who you are and how your society evolved
to this point in time. If it is lost, the code will no
longer be comprehensible, and your distinctive
national identity will disappear.
Making change happen is a very difficult task. You
in the audience today undoubtedly know this very
well because Malaysia has been making such dramatic
changes in so many aspects of life during the past
few decades. Human nature the world over tends to
seek continuity , security, familiarity in its
surroundings and activities. So most people naturally
resist change. It is simply much more comfortable
to keep on doing things in the same old ways. As a
result, it is only narural that tbere will be a certain
amount of reluctance, both conscio"s and
unconscious, about making the changes needed to
develop a national preservation program for libraries
and archives in Malaysia .
Organizational structures also resist change. Policies,
procedures and practices become so ingrained that
they seem immutable. Organizational units develop
ways of performing their functions that very soon
become traditional and almost sacred. And
organizational units can be very territorial. Any
effort to initiate change from outside can be seen as
an attempt to invade that unit's territory, the area in
which it alone has authority.
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Individuals in a working environment can also
perceive change as an attack on their personal
competence. Indeed, it is true that a suggestion that
such and such an activity might be performed in a
different way carries within it at least an implication
that it is not now being done correctly. If the
suggestion comes from a peer rather than a superior,
it may very well be taken to mean that the person is
not considered smart enough to figure out for his or
herself how to do their work or run their division.
What are some ways to deflect resistance to change
and try to turn it into support? First of all, it is
necessary to have the unqualified and frequently
proclaimed support of top management. Most
organizations are still hierarchical in nature in spite
of modern management theories aimed at developing
more consensual modes of operation. So leadership
from the top is essential. For one thing, it should
insure that funding and other types of snpport will
be forthcoming to make the program a reality.
The individual charged with directing the
implemention of the policy (who he.s to turn ideas
into action and make the changes needed happen in a
real world environment) must also have strong
leadership abilities. In addition to being
entrepreneurial and imaginative, this means being
able to gain the respect and confidence of the entire
staff at his/her own institution and, in the case of
Malaysia, at all the libraries where preservation
programs are to be set up. He/she should also be a
demon worker because this is not going to be an easy
job!
The best way to gain bmad support is to educate staff
about the importance of preservation to the mission
of the institution and to the future of Malaysia. To
the greatest extent possible, such training should be
practical, should focus on the operational measures
that should be taken. There should be clear
explanations of what is entailed in carrying them out
in terms of staffing, supplies , equipment, and budget
requirements. The specific benefits that will be
achieved in both the short and longterm by making
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such changes in practice should also be made very
clear. To put it another way, people have to be given
incentives if they are to change their ways of doing
things. They have to see what the pay-offs will be for themselves, thei r organizational unit, the library
as a whole, and the country.
If there are individuals within the organization whom
you know in advance will be particularly resistant to
the development of a preservation program, it is a
good idea to try to coopt them in advance. This can
be done either by trying to explain the exact benefits
to be gained (you ha ve to come armed with facts and
figures) or by giving ulem an inlportant role in putting
the program in place. Often, if people get involved,
however reluctantl y, they end up by becoming
enthusiastic supporters. (You have to understand d,at
I firmly believe that preservation is such a compelling
issue with such universal appeal that it is improbable
that any normal person could resist getting interested
if given the opportunity.)
It is also important to build a

lllilill! base of support

by involving people from across the institution and
from all levels . In many cases it is the lower level
staff who will actually be doing the tasks that make
up a preservation program. For example, processing
new acquisitions, shelving books, running the
circulation desk, monitoring how patrons use library
materials, doing photocopying, cleaning the stacks,
dealing with ve ndors or contract perso nnel,
monitoring temperature and relative humidity - all
the activities where a person handles a book or
performs a function ulat can either damage or preserve
the collections.
If a national preservation program is to be developed
in Malaysia, change has to be accomplished not just
within individual institutions and organizations, but
within the society as a whole. In fact, the first step
should probably be to begin to build public support.
Public awareness of the importance of preservation
can be heightened through a number of techniques.
It sounds crass, but you are really developing an
advertising campaign to sell a product, preservation
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of your documentary heritage, and many of the same
methods can be used. One way is by making it
fashionable. The "everybody' s doing it" or the
"everybody has one" message is the basis of modern
advertising because it is such a powerful motivator.
It appeals to the fundamental human desire to "keep
up with the Joneses", as we say in dle U.S ., and can
be seen operating today in many aspects of Malaysian
life . So we need to think of ways to make
preservation ctill; and to arouse the competitive
instinct among Malaysian librarians and archivists
and within Malaysian society as a whole so that they
will want to have their repositories on a par with
those elsewhere . Internal divisions within an
institution can also more easily be overcome if there
is a compelling reason, such as national pride, to
stand together - like a team in competition against
other teams.
One method that has worked well in other places to
generate public support is to focus on national
treasures that are in danger of being damaged or lost.
The manuscripts at the Islamic Centre or the early
20th century negatives at the Sarawak Museum might
be good candidates to start with because they are both
important and badly deteriorated. Preserving such
treasures has a certain ~ like saving an endangered
species and can readily be seen to benefit the country.
And that suggests another path to becoming
fashionable which is to ride the coattails of the
environmental conservation movement. There are
many philosophical and practical similarities between
the two endeavours, and these can be highlighted and
publicized . It also will provide a ready-made
audience of people who are predisposed to be
interested in preservation issues at libraries which can
be targetted for presentations on the plight of
Malaysia's documentary heritage .
Yet another possibility is to organize a group of
prominent citizens , be they authors, politicians,
artists, publishers or others who might recognize
that they have a vested interest in preservation if they
wish their work (and their reputations) to survive.
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(The desire for immortality can be a powerful
incentive.) One sllcccssful technique that bas been
used is to convince a group of well-known writers to
agree to refuse to publish their work on acidic paper
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surprising results. A report on deteriorating materials
at the University of Virgirtia Library in the university
alumni magazine brought in a check for $100,000
from a graduate whose interest had been aroused.

and insist on writing into (heir book contracts that

alkaline paper mu st be lIsed. Another avenue is to
work with publi shers to persuade them of the
importance of using permanent paper. Some
Malaysian publishers. sucb as the university presses,
are already aware of this , and the Dewan Bahasa has
recently come to recognize its implications for their
publications and will very probably include
permanence in its specifications when ordering paper
from now on.

One of the best ways to catch the public's attention is
to have a really dramatic disaster such as the
Leningrad or Los Angeles Public Library fires or
the hurricanes that devastated Florida and South
Carolina a few years ago. Earthquakes are also
excellent, and even floods will serve. Not that I am
seriously advocating arson or allowing a dam to
collapse near a library.

In the United States , a video. Slow Fires, was
produced and widcly shown on television, at meetings
of all kinds , and 10 people like university
administrators, boards of Ullstees, and friends groups
as an inLToduction to the problem. A travelling exhibit
was also created that has criss-crossed the country
several times. Many individual libraries put together
their own exhibits to illustrate various types of damage
to tbeir collections and to heighten awareness,
especially among users. The British Library published
a series of four handsome posters. Fortunately , all
this activity was noticed by the press and other media,
so that many articles have also been published in
newspapers and magazines as well as a fair amount
of TV news coverage . Even an article in something
as apparently obscure as an alumni magazine can yield

I have not spent all this time talking about how to
develop public awareness of preservation just for its
own sake but because it can ultimately lead to political
action. I don't tltink it is a coincidence that constant
coverage of environmental conservation issues by tlle
press preceded the cabinet's imposition of a levy to
create a fund dedicated to environmental
improvements. A similar groundswell of interest in
preservation of documentary resources will help to
make the government aware of the need to preserve
Malaysia's documentary as well as its natural
heritage. I was encouraged to note in the 4 th April
1996 issue of The New Straits Times that the Seventh
Malaysia Plan will place more emphasis on culture.
That sounds to me like an opportunity not to be
missed.
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