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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines new ways of championing preservation awareness in 
the UK. It focuses on the UK national picture and the preservation 
assessment survey at the BL, looking at the work of the UK National 
Preservation Office and summarising the results of the preservation survey 
‘Knowing the Need’.  It also gives an overview of recent and current initiatives 
to raise awareness about caring for the collections at the BL, in particular ‘The 
User Experience Project’,  whose aim is to educate users in the use of the 
library and its holdings, involve them in the care of their national collections 
and promote understanding of key collection care issues. 

Introduction 
The title of my presentation today, ‘Ink causes a stink’ is taken directly from 
newspaper coverage last December of the British Library’s decision to use pencils 
only in its reading rooms. 
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THE TIMES NEWSPAPER 21 12 2005

Ink causes a Stink 
The Br sh L brary s banning 
pens from al  of ts reading rooms 
to protect ts books. The home of 
the Magna Carta and the 
Lindisfarne Gospels w
allow pencils from January.
spokeswoman sa d:  “Marks 
made w th nk are part cu
diff cult to remove and somet mes 
defaced books cannot be 
replaced.” 

PENCILS ONLY 

The decision was widely reported in the press at the time, giving welcome - albeit 
unexpected - exposure to an important change in library policy. The change was a 
direct response to an increase in graffiti damage to library materials being consulted 
in the reading rooms.  However, we must not rely on hard-hitting press headlines to 
advocate core preservation principles for us, but must seek to be ever more 
resourceful and creative in the ways in which we can reach our audiences. 
Our target audiences are diverse and we therefore need to shape our message 
accordingly to influence and achieve optimum impact. 
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I would like to give you an overview of the British Library’s approach to collection 
care advocacy and describe some of the initiatives being adopted to broaden the 
message to reach a wider audience. 

The National Preservation Office 
The National Preservation Office was established by the British Library Board in 
1984. This was in light of the Radcliffe Report which highlighted an urgent need for 
preservation policies to be in place in libraries, plus a need for preservation training 
and provision of a national advisory and research centre. The NPO is located within 
the British Library building at St. Pancras, London and is funded by contributions 
from the six copyright libraries of the UK and Ireland, in addition to the National 
Archives, the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, and the National Library of 
Ireland with modest additional support from others. 
Over the past twenty years there has been an increased emphasis for the NPO on its 
practical, advisory and information role, and a commitment to provide an enquiry 
service (both print and web-based) for preservation practitioners, collection 
managers, and agencies with responsibility for collections. The NPO has recently 
joined forces with other agencies to form a new national advisory service ‘Collections 
Link’. This innovative service will provide advice by telephone and email in 16 areas 
of professional practice and is supported by online resources available at 
www.collectionslink.org.uk which gives access to over 200 fact sheets and guidelines 
at the press of a button. The service aims to target multiple audiences – museums, 
libraries, archives, local history societies and historic buildings; anyone, in effect, who 
has responsibility for the care of a heritage collection. The result of this wide remit is 
an increase in cross-domain working - a development which is more prevalent in the 
UK than ever before. By reaching out to a wider community the aim is to connect 
with and influence all disciplines involved in caring for our national heritage. 

Preservation Assessment Survey 
One of NPO’s key objectives for the three-year period (2005 – 2008) is to develop 
the Preservation Assessment Survey (PAS) tool together with training for 
preservation practitioners and collection managers in the use of the PAS tools. The 
application of the tool enables a national picture of preservation need to be 
established and provides statistical drivers for fund-raising initiatives. The NPO will 
also publish an annual digest of the PAS database and Report – the latest of which 
‘Knowing the Need’ I will outline below. 

PAS is a survey method for assessing the preservation needs of any library or 
archive collection. It is a practical, pragmatic and useful way of measuring the 
condition of a collection and establishing what the highest preservation priorities are. 
It is important that the findings are used as the basis for positive action and the 
results disseminated to strategic bodies, government, grant-making organisations 
and others involved in planning and strategy. 
The Preservation Assessment Survey (PAS) works by selecting a sample population 
of approximately 400 items from a collection and assessing each item against 
specific criteria - access, use, condition, accommodation and value. The sample size 
was calculated and verified by statisticians at Loughborough University and is an 
accurate representation of any collection, within + or - 5%. The criteria are applied as 
a series of weighted questions in a standard questionnaire and each item receives a 
total score as a result of the answers to these questions. This enables items to be 
grouped into five preservation priority bands – band 1 contains the lowest scoring 
items which are therefore of low priority, while band 5 contains the highest scoring 
items of very high priority. 
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The NPO has coordinated to date over 97 surveys across the UK covering public 
libraries, academic libraries etc. and has used the data to build up a national picture 
of preservation need in the UK. The 97 surveys, excluding the six copyright libraries, 
incorporate over 43,000 separate items (books, documents, photographs, etc.), 
representing an estimated minimum total of 28 million items. 

The UK Preservation Needs Assessment report ‘Knowing the Need’, first published 
February 2006, identifies the areas requiring most improvement as: 

• environmental monitoring 
• storage 
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• disaster preparedness 
• cleaning 

As a direct result of these findings, the NPO organises regular training seminars for 
collections managers and staff to address these issues – such as ‘Preservation for 
Access’ and ‘How clean are your books?’ 

Further analysis of the surveys reveals that 87% of the UK collections are ‘stable’ 
and 13% unstable. Only 3% of material has significantly brittle paper, and 18% 
slightly brittle. A telling figure is that 70% of all material surveyed shows some sort of 
damage.  Across all surveys, some form of damage was recorded in 80% of 
newspapers, 79% of parchment and vellum items and 70% of manuscripts. 
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KNOWING THE NEED 

Nat ona  UK P cture 
97 surveys completed so far 
43,000 nd dua tems surveyed represents est mated 28 m

col ection items

87% of UK co ect ons are in stable cond
13% of UK co ect ons are in unstab e cond on 
70% of mater al surveyed show some form of damage 
21% of mater al surveyed showed ev dence of br tt e paper 

80% of al  newspapers surveyed showed some form of damage 

Most press ng ssues are env ronment, wr tten d saster plan, 
Storage, ‘housekeep ng’ – c ean ng. 

Copies of the full report can be downloaded at: 

http://www.bl.uk/services/npo/publicationsnpo.html 
Knowing the need: a report on the emerging picture of preservation need in libraries 
and archives in the UK, 2006 (PDF format) 1.45 MB 
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The British Library Survey 
The British Library, having been involved in the design and testing of PAS, is 
committed to using the survey to give an objective picture of the condition of all its 
collections. We completed a survey of the condition of the entire BL collections in 
2005 and are now using the results to prioritise the allocation of preservation and 
conservation resource to the collections in greatest physical need. 
The programme of surveys started in 2000 with an initial broad experimental pilot of 
the library collections as a whole, followed by 13 individual surveys of the library’s 
collection areas.  Overall, this resulted in comprehensive coverage of over 150 
million collection items.  The headline figures do not greatly differ from the national 
picture in as much as 86% of our material is in stable condition.  

 

In brief, the map collection is the most stable and newspapers, not surprisingly, the 
most unstable.  This correlates with the national picture, where 80% of all 
newspapers surveyed showed some degree of damage. This information permits us, 
amongst other things, to prioritise our preservation resource. We are in the process 
of disseminating the findings to curatorial colleagues to help them address the 
collection areas in most need. 
 
Preservation Planning and priority-setting 
Each year the preservation resource at the BL is distributed to target material most in 
need of preservation. The preservation bidding cycle starts in October when 
collection departments are asked for their requirements for the forthcoming year. The 
information is collated and scored using weighted criteria similar to the PAS criteria, 
and the resultant scores are used to aid the decision making process in prioritising  
the allocation of the available resources. 
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The survey results for the newspaper collection are a good example of where the 
statistical evidence is used to actively benefit the material. The survey of this 
collection showed that 34% of the material is unstable with 19% in poor condition 
which soon may need to be withdrawn from use. This, along with other external 
factors, has informed recent decisions to prioritise the preservation of this collection, 
principally through an enhanced copying and reformatting programme. 
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A further initiative to raise the profile and highlight the vulnerability of newspapers 
was an exhibition which was opened by Her Majesty the Queen in May entitled ‘Front 
Page’ – celebrating 100 years of the British Newspaper. Discussion took place at an 
early stage to ensure that Collection Care messages were embedded throughout the 
exhibition and a comprehensive double leaflet, issued free to every visitor, explains 
the scale, nature and deterioration of newspapers. The front of the leaflet, entitled 
‘Save the Front Page; Preserving the national newspaper collection’ unobtrusively 
suggests the nature of its key message to the visitor by its choice of language, while 
providing a wealth of information and core preservation issues inside. 
At the end of the exhibition visitors are left in no doubt as to the scale of the problems 
associated with caring for newspapers, with graphic illustrations and facts such as – 
if we stacked up all of the newspapers and magazines that we receive at the BL 
every month, the pile would be as high as six double-decker buses. 

/ 
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The User Experience 
In the summer of 2005 ‘The User Experience Programme’ was initiated at the BL with 
the express aim of enhancing the use of the library’s collections - making them 
accessible, providing an excellent and sustainable service, whilst still focussing on 
Collection Care issues. The programme aims to improve, inform and educate users 
and has listened to staff experience and opinion to effect necessary change. This 
includes restructuring of the admissions process with more user-friendly education 
upfront and new plasma screens, as well as the introduction of new directional 
signage, iconography illustrating collection care principles, and the publication of 
leaflets with the core collection care messages. 
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Change n adm ss ons process. 
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In the initial study there was universal agreement that we were overwhelming our 
users, particularly new applicants, with too much information – too much and all at 
once. So we are adopting a more measured and layered system of communication, 
using different media to inform (such as Public Address announcements and visual 
aids) because people learn in a variety of styles. Our own past experience and 
experience of others suggests that mandatory induction training has negligible 
benefit and has proved not to be the most effective way of communicating. 
The key Collection Care messages we are embedding are prevention, conservation 
and security. We want to convey to our users the issue of the life cycle of a 
collection, the need to prevent wear and tear through handling, the uniqueness and 
irreplacability of our material, the fragility of some materials and the conservation 
costs once damage has been incurred. We are finalising reader placemats to be on 
show at every reader desk highlighting best practice on reading room protocol using 
icons similar to those in our ‘Taking Care of our Collections’ leaflet. 
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ICONOGRAPHY 

ICONOGRAPHY 

Education and an understanding of Collection Care principles are paramount if the 
library is to ensure the longevity of material in its care. Preservation staff are for the 
first time offering handling guidance to library users, in addition to regular training to 
any member of staff that comes into contact with library material in the normal course 
of their everyday work. There is commitment to inculcate a climate of collection care 
throughout the library and the preservation department has recently recruited trained 
conservators to help promulgate its message. We promote and feature Collection 
Care activities in the fortnightly staff newsletter and have recently set-up a Collection 
Care Publishing, Editing and Web group (PEW) to coordinate dissemination and 
outreach opportunities. 
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� Bullet 1
� Bullet2

� Bullet 3

Target Audience Approach 
As mentioned earlier, the focus of the different audiences often informs not only the 
nature of the message, but the manner in which it is communicated.  Audience 
groups to whom we strive to deliver key messages include 

•	 Government, grant-making organisations 
•	 Other libraries professionals in the field 
•	 Public – both new and established users of the library and the general 

public 
•	 Library Staff 

For example, Collection Care delivers modular practical training sessions for library 
users - readers and/or staff – on topics such as manual handling, salvage, security 
awareness, and the correct use of trolleys and book cradles. 

13 

ADOPT-A-BOOK IN THE FOYER 

For the general public – whether they visit and/or use the library or not – we advocate 
the same fundamental preservation principles through dedicated Collection Care web 
pages on the BL web site; or through our Adopt-a Book project, where anyone can 
fund the conservation of a nominated collection item. The Adopt-a-Book scheme has 
been running for many years and has allowed Collection Care to fund three 
additional trained conservators to work on its collections. Adopters can visit the 
Library to see the completed conservation of their item and learn first hand from the 
conservator the preservation principles and practices associated with it. 

With the construction of our new Centre for Conservation (BLCC) - a centre of 
excellence for the conservation of book and sound - advocacy for professionals and 
public alike will reach new levels. The Visitor Centre will be of particular relevance to 
any drive towards advocacy, dissemination and learning, with regular public 
programmes and behind the scenes tours. The BLCC will not only ensure the 
protection of the British Library's world-renowned collections, but will also enable the 
Library to demonstrate an even stronger leadership role in the field of conservation. 
In addition, it will expand the Library's scope for innovative research and enhance the 
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Library's outreach and training capacity to share its conservation expertise both with 
professionals and the general public. 

iti i iBr sh L brary Centre for Conservat on 

BLCC VISITOR CENTRE 
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Finally, I would like to end by sharing the work of a student who spent three weeks in 
the preservation department as part of her work experience last November. She 
came up with some very straightforward designs for book handling. I think this 
illustrates exactly the message that we want to get across – keep it plain, keep it 
minimal – make it easy to understand, above all keep it simple. 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 

Thank you for listening. I am happy to take any questions.� 
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