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Care and Conservation for Archives

Introduction

The conservation of archival records begins by their accession into well managed archive repositories.  It does not stop here however.  Records exist in many forms and are made of different materials, most of them vulnerable to decay.  Archive storage must be maintained at a suitable standard (currently defined under BS 5454) if the environment around records will not damage them further.  Use by researchers must be managed through cataloguing and supported access, in well resourced search-rooms.  Competent archive management is the cornerstone of the care for records.

Good care and management will however only extend the life of documents for a limited time, and in many instances the records come from former conditions of poor storage or neglect that they are inaccessible without remedial conservation treatment.  Some materials, such as paper from the 1820s onward and many forms of photograph, are chemically unstable and many have already become deteriorated before they arrive at the archive.  Materials such as early papers and parchment and vellum (limed sheep and calf skins) can last centuries in good condition, but if they have become damp or mouldy, they can be degraded and unusable.  Inks fade or become unstable and burn through the paper beneath them.  While it is only a minority of records that have become inaccessible, this proportion of archive collections across the country represents millions of documents that have yet to be revealed to the public and research.  Evidence of the scale of this problem can be seen in the published results of the National Preservation Office’s Preservation Assessment Surveys of archives and libraries throughout the UK.

Can’t they just be digitised?

Digitisation of records can make them accessible in ways hitherto impossible, such as on the web, as downloads or CDs.  However, for the many records that have become deteriorated, conservation treatment must first be carried out before the documents can be copied.  The scale of archive collections is such that, to digitise everything and store and access the digital copies, it will take massive resources for many years to come.  Digital copies are even more vulnerable to loss than the originals: they will need to be stored and managed to avoid obsolescence and corruption, in the same way that born-digital electronic records must be preserved.  And even while these surrogates will provide widespread access, the nature of original records is such that they will still need to be cared for if they are to survive.

Conservation Challenges

The scale of collections and the care they need in order to survive are themselves major challenges.  While some archive repositories have been built or upgraded to an excellent standard in recent years, the majority struggle to maintain even basic conditions.  Most of these archives are small, operating with only a few personnel.  All but a few dozen archives around the UK have sufficient resources to employ conservators and conservation managers with the expertise to care for and treat records.

The skills and expertise to restore damaged records into a useable state are in short supply, as are conservation skills in many other sectors.  The Heritage Lottery Fund, English Heritage, the Council for the Care of Churches, the National Trust and others have all highlighted these shortages and the lack of educational opportunities for learning these skills.  

The Institute of Conservation (Icon - www.icon.org.uk) is leading calls for this to be addressed. Baronesses Hooper and Sharp are both aware of and supporting the widespread need for conservation skills and training.  In 2005 HLF provided four-year grant funding of £1m to an Icon project to train new conservators in the many disciplines needed in the heritage sector.  Archives is only one of these and new, dedicated support will be necessary if  there are to be sufficient entry-level opportunities to address the decreasing number of skilled archive conservators.

Access to conservation expertise can be difficult. The majority of archives who operate without conservators have little or no resource for conservation projects and can only draw upon the services of a diminishing number of small practices.  Icon, in partnership with the Society of Archivists, accredits conservators under the PACR (Professional Accreditation of Conservator-Restorers) scheme, and provides a free, web-based search service for accredited conservation practices (www.conservationregister.com).

There are currently only 30 registered practices in the whole of the UK offering conservation services for archival materials.  While they work to very high standards, all of these are small businesses, usually of one or two individuals, with a small studio and without the capacity for the much needed large-scale archive projects.  There is a need for collective initiatives to provide services in the private or public sector that can support archivists in caring for collections and which can offer the capacity to deliver conservation programmes on a large scale as part of Lottery or other funded projects. 

Conservation Success

Larger local record offices and some University libraries employ conservators and have specialist facilities for conservation treatments.  Having conservation staff can transform the care of the records in these institutions, by direct intervention to otherwise inaccessible documents, by improving and maintaining high standards of collection management and by helping to raise funds for programmes of work.  These lucky institutions can also offer their users a whole new dimension of learning and excitement: conservators understand how records were made and can reveal the stories of the history and technology of documents ancient and modern.  Archive conservators not only ensure the long term survival of our historical record, they can enlighten and enthuse the public and enlist its support in caring for archives wherever they are.




