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Toward a National Disaster Response Protocol 

Randy Silverman

Since the F lorence flood  o f  N ovem ber 4, 1966, the  co n cep t o f  an or
ganized  d isaster response  fo r cu ltural p ro p erty  has been  a focus for 
conservators. In 1976, a decade  a fte r th e  A rno River h ad  re tre a ted  
from  F lorence 's m useum s, libraries, an d  h isto ric  chu rches, a L ibrary 
o f  C ongress p lan n in g  co n fe ren ce  convened  to in itia te  a U.S. na tional 
preservation  p rogram . At th a t m eeting  S tephen  Salm on n o ted  a “glaring 
. . . lack o f p rep ared n ess  for d isaster[s] by alm ost all A m erican lib rar
ies.’’1 Now, forty years since th a t calam itous flood, little has ch an g ed  
in term s o f be ing  able to in itia te  a na tionally  co o rd in a ted  p lan  in the 
face o f  calam itous events th a t th rea ten  cu ltu ral p ro p erty  in all collect
ing institu tions. In fact, it is now clearly recogn ized  th a t only one  in 
five cu ltural institu tions has c rea ted  an em ergency  response  p lan  tha t 
encom passes co llections,8 an d  it is likely th a t som e o r all o f  these p lans 
will prove ineffectual in the  case o f  a reg ional disaster. F u rth e rm o re , 
accord ing  to m eteoro logists at the  N ational O cean o g rap h ic  an d  A tm o
spheric  A dm in istra tion , we now  face in the  n ex t twenty to th irty  years 
the possibility o f stronger, m ore dam aging  storm s capable o f  th rea ten in g  
o u r cu ltural in stitu tions.3

Am ple evidence is a t h a n d  th a t a na tional disaster response  pro toco l 
is u rgen tly  n e e d e d  if we are  to ensu re  th a t irrep laceab le  cu ltu ral collec
tions are  n o t needlessly lost. This p ro toco l m ust be able to  be activated 
quickly to deliver ap p ro p ria te  assistance to affected  institu tions and , 
accordingly, be u n e n c u m b e re d  by day-to-day bu reau crac ies  th a t h is
torically have delayed response  tim e an d  increased  co llection  dam age. 
This essay describes two re c e n t large institu tional ca tastrophes as well 
as the  dam age w rough t by H u rrican e  K atrina, an u n p re c e d e n te d  U.S. 
reg ional disaster, in an effo rt to  u n d e rsco re  the  im p o rtan ce  o f  crea ting  
a n o n p ro fit entity— the N ational Disaster C en te r for C ultural P roperty  
(N D C )— capable  o f  im p lem en tin g  an effective response  in situations 
w here local reso u rces  a n d  expertise  a re  overw helm ed  an d  cu ltu ral 
p ro p erty  is a t risk.
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Two Institutional Disasters

O n Friday, J u n e  8, 2001, floodw atcrs from  T ropical S torm  Allison 
filled th e  low er level o f  th e  U niversity o f  H o u s to n 's  O 'Q u in n  Law 
Library. T h e  w ater rose to  a h e ig h t o f  e igh t feet, subm erg ing  th e  col
lec tion  fo r ab o u t two days. C ou n ted  am o n g  th e  dam age, acco rd ing  to 
L ibrarian  J o n  Schultz, w ere approx im ate ly  200,000 books, 1.2 m illion 
m icrofiche, “o n e  o f  th e  finest M exican law co llections in  th e  country ,” 
th e  “absolutely  su p e rb ” J o h n  Brown A dm iralty co llection , p a p e r copies 
o f  th e  R ecords and  Briefs o f th e  Texas S uprem e C ourt, an d  th e  J o h n  R. 
Brown Archive (John  R. Brown was th e  ch ie f ju d g e  fo r  th e  U.S. Fifth 
C ircu it C ourt from  1967 u n til 1979, historically  significant as th e  p rin 
cipal legal a rch itec t o f  d eseg regation  th ro u g h o u t th e  S o u th ).4 D am age 
to  th e  O 'Q u in n  Law L ibrary 's co llection  was estim ated  at $28.5 m illion, 
in d e p e n d e n t o f dam age to  the  bu ild in g  itself.

F rom  th e  o u tse t Schultz co nsidered  m ost o f  th e  law lib rary 's col
lec tion  un recoverab le . In  a sh o rt video sho t on-site two days follow ing 
th e  flooding , Schultz d o cu m en ted  floating  books and  fu rn itu re  in the 
m ain  stairw ell lead ing  to  th e  library 's g ro u n d  floor co llection  storage 
area and  sadly co m m en ted , “W hat can we get out? W hat can we save? 
Probably very little, if any th ing .”5 A consu ltan t was re ta in ed  to  d irec t the 
law lib rary 's recovery effo rt.6 T h e  library 's g ro u n d  an d  first floors w ere 
separa ted  using  6-m illiliter b lack plastic sh ee ting  (V isqween), and  the 
en v iro n m en t in the  u p p e r  p a rt o f th e  b u ild in g  was stabilized with two 
60-ton p o rtab le  a ir co n d itio n ers  to  red u ce  the  risk o f  m old  g e rm in a t
ing in  th e  dry p a rt o f  the  co llection . S tand ing  w ater was p u m p ed  out, 
and  th e  lib rary 's u n iq u e  archival m ateria l was salvaged an d  vacuum  
freeze-d ried ,7 b u t th e  m ajority  o f  th e  subm erged  co llection— 175,000 
books and  1.2 m illion  m icro fiche—was sum m arily  d iscarded  in the  ten  
days follow ing the  flooding. Schultz 's film cap tu red  “th e  Law Library 
[collection] leaving one  buck e t at a tim e ,” as fro n t-en d  loaders, th e ir  
steel buckets lad en  w ith d ren ch ed  books, tran sfe rred  th e  co llection  to  
industrial-sized garbage dum psters th a t w ere u ncerem on iously  trans
p o rted  to  a H ousto n  landfill.8

Two years after the tribulation  caused by Tropical Storm  Allison the 
Federal Em ergency M anagem ent Agency (FEMA) paid the  University 
o f  H ouston  $21.4 m illion, th ree  quarters o f the  co llection 's value, to 
com pensate fo r the loss. T he total loss was $28 m illion, including the  cost 
paid fo r the  books, w hich averaged $215 p er volume.''1 T he balance o f the 
collection's m onetary  value was m ade up  from  private sources. But what of 
the loss o f rare and  historically valuable material? Schultz estim ated that
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fifty years o f staff time would be required  to reamass the law library’s collec
tion,10 a task the library delegated to AMIGOS Library Services, a nonprofit 
resource-sharing netw ork serving the southw estern U nited States. Local 
patrons faced up  to a cen tury  o f lim itations on th e ir research .

By way o f com parison , fo u r  years earlie r C o lo rado  State U niversity’s 
(CSU) M organ Library' in Fort Collins, C olorado, suffered a flood caused 
by days o f  ra in  th a t sa tu ra ted  th e  arid  hills su rro u n d in g  th e  city. O n 
Ju ly  28, 1997, th e  g ro u n d  floo r o f  M organ Library' filled w ith n in e  fee t 
o f water, subm erging  fo r twenty-four hou rs  a collection o f approxim ately  
425,000 tw entieth-century ' science books an d  b o u n d  jo u rn a ls . As the 
University o f  H ousto n  w ould do , CSU soug h t h e lp  from  a consu ltan t, 
w ho h ired  a com m ercial disaster recover)' firm  to co o rd in a te  th e  re 
covery'.11 A fter p u m p in g  the  w ater from  th e  g ro u n d  floor th e  recovery' 
crew rem oved the  books from  th e  library' in ca rd b o ard  boxes lined  w ith 
b lack plastic garbage bags. T he boxes w ere stacked o n to  w ooden  pal
lets an d  subsequen tly  load ed  in to  re frig e ra ted  sem itruck  trailers. T he 
“packou t” took nearly a h u n d re d  peop le  fo u rteen  days to  accom plish. To 
red u ce  the  rate  o f m old grow th en  ro u te  to a com m ercial freezer facility 
in Laram ie, W yom ing, th e  packed  tru ck  tra ilers w ere b lasted  w ith liq
u id  n itro g en  on-site. T h e  rapidly coo led  books w ere frozen  com pletely  
in  L aram ie  an d  sh ip p ed  fro zen  fo r  tre a tm e n t to  D isaster Recovery 
Services (DRS, now B elfo r USA) in F ort W orth, Texas. DRS w ashed each 
book  individually to  rem ove debris, squeezed  it to  rem ove excess water, 
an d  refroze each  volum e in p re p a ra tio n  fo r  vacuum  freeze-drying in 
th e  co m p an y ’s co m m erc ia l cham bers. M old, w hich  beg an  deve lop 
ing on th e  th ird  day o f the  fourteen-day  packou t, was sterilized  after 
d rying using  gam m a rad ia tio n  in a com m ercial sterilization  facility in 
F ort W orth. Each book  was th en  w iped dow n an d  sh ip p ed  back to  CSU 
in F ort Collins. T h e  cost fo r  this tre a tm e n t reg im en , in c lud ing  trans
p o rta tio n , was approx im ate ly  $9.00 p e r  volum e, to ta ling  approx im ately  
$3.8 m illion.

Back at CSU, to rn  pages w ere m en d ed , m old-dam aged  leaves w ere 
rep laced  w ith p h o tocop ies, an d  dam aged  b ind ings w ere library' b o u n d  
in Denver. T h e  cost to  th e  library' to  re tu rn  the  en tire  w ater-dam aged 
co llection  to  active service, inc lu d in g  in-house processing, pho tocopy
ing, m en d in g , an d  com m ercia l reb in d in g , cam e to  approx im ate ly  $30 
p e r book , to ta ling  nearly  $12.8 m illion , w ith the  en tire  process taking 
approx im ate ly  two years to  co m p le te .12

From these figures we can see that the per-volume cost was approxim ately 
seven times greaterto replace the books at the University of H ouston O ’Q uinn 
Law Library' than  to recover the books at CSU ($215 versus $30), yet on



average, new law books cost only approxim ately $17.50 m ore p e r volum e 
than  new scicncc books, w hich m ade u p  the  bulk  o f the  affcctcd CSU 
collcction .13 M ore im portan t, however, is the  conccrn  th a t no  am oun t of 
insurance can com pensate fo r the loss o f rare o r un ique  holdings. These 
two response protocols dem onstrate  tha t cu rren t standards fo r this type 
o f work arc far from  consistent and, in practicc, will p roducc  significantly 
d ifferent outcom es. Fiscal realities aside, the real question is, W hat will 
happen  to  the irreplaceable cultural property contained  in even the small
est local archive, m useum , o r historical socicty w hen disaster strikes? The 
odds o f serious dam age o r destruction  rise dramatically w hen the rccovcry 
is no t inform ed by disaster responders fam iliar with treating  historical and  
artistic works or, as in the  following exam ple, w hen the local infrastructure 
is so overw helm ed tha t norm al responses canno t occur.

Hurricane Katrina in Mississippi: A  Regional Event

P a c k in g  1 40-m ph  w inds, I lu r r ic a n c  K a tr in a  m ad e  la n d fa ll  in  
P laquem ines Parish in sou thern  Louisiana at dawn on August 29, 2005, as 
a  strong Category 4 hurricanc. By m idm orning, sustaining 125-mph winds, 
the h u rricanc  was dow ngraded to  a Category 3 storm  as it touchcd  land 
again n ea r the  Louisiana-M ississippi border. A ccording to  local reports, 
the storm  surge th a t was forced  ashore over Mississippi’s shallow conti
n en ta l shelf may have cxcccdcd  25 feet in placcs. T he h u rrican c  headed  
northeasterly  th ro u g h  Mississippi, with wind speeds still at 100 m ph  by the 
tim e the  eye re a d ie d  the small town o f Laurel, causing extensive dam age 
approxim ately  one  h u n d re d  miles n o rth  o f  the G ulf o f Mcxico.

In p relim inary  repo rts  the  U.S. N ational O ccanograph ic  an d  A tm o
spheric A dm inistration  (NOAA) labeled  K atrina “the m ost costly natu ra l 
disaster to  strike the  U nited  States ever.”14 Despite the  urgcncy o f the situ
ation, no  U.S. infrastructure was in placc in K atrina’s afterm ath  to provide 
disaster assistance to  cu ltu ral institu tions in crisis. FEM As im m ediate 
focus was to  safeguard  h u m an  life, with a rch itec tu ra l an d  archaeological 
sites p rio ritized  oncc life-safety issues were addressed. T he agency did 
n o t address cu ltu ral heritage  fo r m onths. In this d ea rth  o f  activity state 
agencies such as the  Mississippi D ep artm en t o f Archives an d  History 
took the  initiative to  beg in  assessing dam age to  co llecting  institu tions 
w ithin its regions. T hese efforts were lim ited by staff shortages an d  the 
n eed  to  focus on  its own dam aged  facilities an d  collections. In d e p e n 
dently, a team  o f two conservators (Ann Frclson from  Em ory University 
an d  C hristine W isem an from  the  G eorgia State Archives) vo lu n teered  
to  beg in  assessing co llcction  co n d itio n  in  M ississippi an d  A labam a two
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weeks a fte r the  sto rm  (S ep tem ber 14-16, 2005). A n o th e r in d e p e n d e n t 
assessm ent team  com prised  o f D ebbie Iless N orris (H eritage  Preserva
tion ), R ichard Pearce-M oses (Society o f  A m erican Archivists), and  David 
C arm ichael (C ouncil o f State Archivists) arrived in Mississippi a few days 
la te r  to focus on  th e  reg io n 's  m ost historically significant archival and 
m useum  ho ld ings, in c lu d in g  th a t o f  Beauvoir, Jeffe rso n  Davis's H om e 
and  P residen tia l Library.

D ue to com m unica tion  outages and  a to ta l loss o f in frastruc tu re , 
these re sponders had  little factual in fo rm ation  to  go on. As a first step 
toward broadly assessing the  cond itio n  o f all the  affected institu tions in 
the  Louisiana and  Mississippi G ulf Coast reg ion , the  A m erican Associa
tion  fo r State and Local H istory (A \S L II) and  the  A m erican Institu te  
fo r C onservation (AIC) in itia ted  a p lan  to m obilize two g roups o f con
servators on  the  g round . This p rogram  was generously su p p o rted  by 
the  W atson-Brown F o u n d atio n  o f T hom son , G eorgia, and  the  History 
C hannel television netw ork. Each team  o f vo lun teers was led by a m u
seum  professional and staffed by conservators selected by AIC. F our one- 
w eek ro ta tions w ere p lan n ed  in b o th  Louisiana and  Mississippi, w ith the 
p ro jec t overseen by Steve Shulm an, a p ro jec t d irec to r h ired  by AASI 11 
specifically to  coo rd in a te  H u rrican e  K atrina recovery. AASI 11 dubbed  
the  g roups H eritage Em ergency Assistance Recovery Teams— HEART.

I was a m em b er o f  the  first M ississippi HEART assessm ent team , 
w hich inc luded  Joy B arne tt (adm inistrative assistant, Texas Association 
o f M useum s), h e r  son Ashley B arn e tt (Fire and  Rescue, B urnet, T exas), 
and  Gary Frost (library conservator. University o f  Iowa). A rriving in 
Jackson , M ississippi, on  S ep tem b er 22, 2005, th ree  and  a ha lf weeks 
after th e  storm , we ate an d  slep t in a ren ted  rec rea tio n a l vehicle and 
used a ren ta l ca r to  increase o u r  mobility.

Passing th ro u g h  n u m ero u s N ational G uard checkpo in ts  set u p  to 
prevent looting, the team  visited twelve institutions and looked for bu t 
could no t locate a th irteen th . Some institutions (notably, those located 
one h u n d red  miles in land) experienced  m odera te  w ater dam age to the ir 
collections, while o thers, situated w ithin the storm  surge, experienced 
everything from  severe flooding  to the  com plete  destruction  o f the ir 
buildings. In addition  to no ting  the condition  o f each institu tion 's collec
tions and  facility, the team 's role becam e prim arily advisory, help ing  staff 
determ ine  the m ost effective m eans o f drying collections in the  ho t and 
hum id  conditions (85 degrees F ahrenheit, 85 percen t relative hum idity) 
and with little o r no electricity. Simply open in g  windows and  doors to 
increase cross-ventilation and  spreading  ou t wet m aterials to dry by evapo
ration  were com plicated by the difficulty o f rem oving tem porary  plywood



storm  shutters scrcwcd in placc over windows. These shutters had  been  
left in place in antic ipation  o f subsequent storm s o r in fear o f looting .15

F o u r o f  th e  institu tions o u r  team  visited qualified  fo r N ational En
dow m ent fo r the  H um an ities (N EH ) em ergency  assistance grants. We 
h e lp ed  staff m em bers d raft an d  subm it app lica tions in su p p o rt o f th e ir  
efforts to  stabilize collections, an d  fo rtunate ly  all fo u r were successful; 
each  eventually received $30,000.16

The Need for a National Safety Net for Collections

W ith the  local p o p u la tio n  in crisis d u e  to  th e  loss o f hom es, b e lo n g 
ings, em ploym ent, an d , in som e cases, the  lives o f  friends o r  relatives, 
K atrina 's a fte rm ath  u n d e rsco red  th e  n eed  fo r a ro bust em ergency  re
sponse p lan  to  he lp  institu tions safeguard  th e ir  cu ltu ra l property . Most 
tellingly, the  first HEART team  arrived on-site nearly fo u r weeks after the 
s torm , a delay th a t left m old  grow th u n ch eck ed . In con trast, follow ing 
the  F lo rence  flood, h u n d re d s  o f s tu d e n t vo lun teers (n icknam ed  “m ud 
angels” o r  th e  Uffizi's “b a th in g  a tte n d a n ts”) arrived from  a ro u n d  the  
w orld w ith in  two days o f  the  event, w ith team s o f th e  w orld 's m ost expe
rienced  conservators arriv ing  w ith in  two weeks from  E ngland , France, 
G erm any, South  Africa, an d  the  U n ited  States (su p p o rted  in p a rt by 
the  hastily o rgan ized  C om m ittee  fo r th e  Rescue o f  Ita lian  A rt) .1'  W hile 
the  charitab le  acts o f individuals and  organ iza tions com ing  forw ard in 
2005 to  in itia te  the  K atrina recovery arc  to be ap p lau d ed , this type o f 
bcncvo lcncc  can n o t be re lied  u p o n , as such aid is fa r less likely to occur 
follow ing a sm aller, m ore  localized event. A nd while it is tru e  th a t many 
collections pale in significance to F lorence 's Renaissance treasures, some 
artistic  and  h isto ric  m aterials dam aged  in any disaster rem ain  u n iq u e , 
irrep laceab le , and  o f  cu ltu ra l significance. It is irresponsib le  to  allow 
the  stabilization  o f these m aterials to  h inge  o n  a case-by-case em otiona l 
com m itm en t, as it is im possible to  know  definitively the  fu tu re  h istoric 
o r  artistic  value o f any existing  artifact.

O ne  fact we know  fo r certa in  is th a t cu ltu ra l institu tions arc u n p re 
pared  fo r disaster. In 2005 H eritage  P reservation  issued its H eritage 
H ea lth  Index , the  first com prehensive  n a tio n a l survey to  assess the  
co n d itio n  an d  p reservation  needs o f  a m ajority o f U.S. co llecting  insti
tu tions. T he survey ind ica ted  th a t m ore  th an  24,000 (80 p e rcen t)  U.S. 
cu ltu ra l institu tions have no  d isaster p lan  in place fo r th e ir  collections. 
T his figure suggests th a t “2.6 b illion  item s o f  h istoric , cu ltu ra l, and  
scientific significance arc no t p ro tec ted  by an  em ergency p lan  and  arc  at 
risk should a disaster strike th e ir institutions.”18 As o f this writing, in M arch
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2006, im m ediate outside assistance following a disaster can be m obilized 
only on  an  ad hoc basis, if a t all, largely cond em n in g  these u n p rep a red  
institutions to  cope independen tly  with disasters affecting th e ir  holdings. 
In the  best o f situations we lack the  ability to standardize the  quality of 
in form ation  o r  services th a t will be provided to a collecting institu tion  
in crisis as well as the m eans to  ensure  the tim eliness o f tha t response. 
This scenario ultim ately condem ns any n u m b er o f irrep laceable cultural 
heritage objects to  dam age and  loss by abdicating  the responsibility fo r a 
response to  local librarians, archivists, and  m useum  curators who may or 
may no t have any experience w ith app rop ria te  disaster protocols.

T he o th e r  plainly ev ident fact is th a t consisten t an d  p rofessional 
responses arc  n eed ed . T he short-term  cooperative re la tionsh ips th a t 
developed  a fte r H u rrican e  K atrina betw een  relevant na tio n a l o rg an i
zations such as AASLII and  AIC could  provide a b eg in n in g  p o in t fo r 
stan d ard iz in g  tra in in g  p ro toco ls an d  selec tion  crite ria  fo r  p o ten tia l 
vo lunteers. T he short-term  positive energy co n trib u ted  by n u m ero u s 
professional library, archives, an d  m useum  m em bersh ip  associations 
could  be h arnessed  to  p ro d u ce  and  m ain ta in  up-to-date con tac t in fo r
m ation  fo r key p e rso n n e l in  cu ltu ra l heritag e  in stitu tions na tionw ide .19 
A fter a reg iona l disaster, w hen  stree t signs arc  gone and  in stitu tions arc 
locked, recovery p erso n n e l n eed  im m ediate  access to  hom e and  cellu lar 
p h o n e  num bers fo r  staff m em bers to  m ake con tac t and  offer assistance, 
and  this in fo rm atio n  is best co llected  an d  u p d a ted  locally.

The National Disaster Center for Cultural Property

A broader, m ore  responsive na tio n a l ap p ro ach  is n e ed ed  so th a t the 
expertise  o f  seasoned  p rac titio n ers  can be b ro u g h t to  b e a r consistently 
w hen  local events becom e overw helm ing. T he basic objectives o f  this 
N ational D isaster C e n te r  fo r C u ltu ra l P roperty  (NDC) could  inc lude

• providing em ergency p reparedness tra in ing  fo r librarians, 
archivists, and  m useum  professionals;
• providing disaster response tra in ing  fo r conservators to  help  
im prove response tim e and to standardize technical protocols;
• providing rapid, on-thc-ground responses to stabilize cultural 
property  in times o f em ergency;
• coord inating  links betw een existing national, regional, and 
state m em bersh ip  organizations to unify national tra in ing  and 
recovery initiatives;
• im proving salvage protocols fo r the  wide range o f m edia by
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stim ulating technical research;
• increasing national awareness abou t risks to cultural property  
from  disasters; and
• developing fund ing  to  support ongoing  tra in ing  and  disaster 
response activities.

Emergency Preparedness Training for Librarians,
Archivists, and Museum Staff

In an  effort to keep  costs low an d  to dissem inate in fo rm ation  broadly, 
em ergency  p re p a re d n ess  tra in in g  to  h e lp  m in im ize risks to  co llec
tions could  be provided  at the  na tio n a l, reg ional, an d  state levels as 
pre- o r postco n feren ce  w orkshops fo r  lib ra ry  archives, an d  m useum  
m em b ersh ip  organ iza tions. T ra iners in  th is nationw ide effo rt could  
be iden tified  from  am ong  th e  existing  core o f  ex p erien ced  disaster re
spo n d ers  an d  m igh t inc lu d e  m em bers o f  the  In te rn a tio n a l F edera tion  
o f  L ibrary A ssociations, P reservation  an d  C onservation  Section , N orth  
A m erican  N etw ork (IF IA PA C  NAN), as well as th e  m ore  th an  one  h u n 
d red  peo p le  previously tra in ed  th ro u g h  th e  AIC “Train the  T ra iners” 
p rog ram  (2000-2001)! T h e  cu rricu lum  fo r these w orkshops w ould be 
based on  th e  syllabus ag reed  u p o n  by H eritage  P reserva tion ’s N ational 
Task Force an d  used  in the  “Train th e  T ra iners” p ro g ram .20 This w ould 
inc lude  b o th  em ergency  p lan n in g  b efo re  th e  fact to  try to p reven t or 
m inim ize co llection  dam age as well as postd isaster tra in in g  to  im prove 
staff response  tim e a fte r the  event.

W ith support from  one o r m ore national g ran ting  agencies (e.g., NEI1 
E ducation  and  T raining g ran ts), this tra in in g  could be provided free  to 
partic ipan ts in exchange fo r a com m itm en t to  com plete  an  institu tional 
d isaster plan  w ithin six m on ths o f  a tten d in g  the  w orkshop. A long-term  
benefit, th is ap p ro ach  would n o t provide a quick fix. W ere this p rogram  
able to  reach  th e  staff o f  a th ousand  institu tions annually, it w ould take a 
q u arte r century, o r a w hole genera tion , to develop disaster plans fo r ever)' 
U.S. cu ltural institu tion  ho ld ing  historic o r  artistic works. W ere the  plans 
created  electronically and  stored  centrally, p e rtin en t contact inform ation 
could  be m ain ta ined  an d  m ade available (with the  in s titu tio n ’s perm is
sion) to  responders to  exped ite  the  postd isaster assessm ent process.

Disaster Response Training for Responders

D isaster resp o n d ers  fo r cu ltu ra l p ro p erty  typically b ecom e involved 
in recoveries on an  ad hoc basis w ithou t previously receiving form al



505

techn ica l tra in ing . C onservators fam iliar w ith m aterial-specific recover)' 
p ro toco ls n eed  to  organize this know ledge in to  standard ized  tra in in g  
courses covering all types o f  heritag e  m ed ia  to  be shared  broad ly  w ith 
th e ir  professional peers. This tra in ing  could be offered regionally to help  
defray travel expenses. T rainers fo r these courses could  be screened  by 
AIC fo r previous disaster ex p erien ce  an d  tra in ing , an d  p artic ip a tio n  in  
the courses could be lim ited to  people  willing to becom e fu tu re  respond
ers. P rerequ isites fo r tra inees would inc lude  a good state o f  m en ta l and  
physical h ea lth , c u rre n t im m unizations, and  a willingness to partic ipate  
in  ac tual recoveries as necessary.-1 In  the  case o f  s tuden ts cu rren tly  
en ro lled  in  o n e  o f  the  fo u r n a tio n a l conservation  tra in in g  p rogram s, 
the  benefits gained  th ro u g h  a real-world d isaster recover)' in te rn sh ip  
w ould quickly b ecom e an  invaluable co m p o n en t o f  th e ir  ed u ca tio n .'” 
A screen in g  process could  be set u p  w ith in  each  p ro g ram  to d e te rm in e  
each  s tu d en t's  in te res t in  an d  read iness fo r d isaster response tra in in g  
in  the  field.

T he cu rricu lu m  fo r tra in in g  resp o n d ers  shou ld  be based o n  the  Na
tional Task Force 's syllabus, w ith tra iners (selected from  a n a tio n a l poo l 
as a resu lt o f  th e ir  significant d isaster recovery ex p erien ce , specialized 
techn ica l expertise , an d  pragm atic  teach in g  skills) charged  to develop 
an d  ex p an d  this basic cu rricu lu m  over tim e. P artic ipa ting  in  the  tra in 
ing  p ro g ram  w ould lead  to  re sp o n d e r certification.

Certified responders would be expected  to m ain tain  th e ir  own fully 
stocked em ergency  backpack (com plete  w ith personalized  protective 
g ea r), to participate in one com pulsory tra in ing  program  p e r year, and  to 
p roduce w ritten reports following each field operation . As docum entation  
o f useful recover)' p rocedures and  media-specific protocols accum ulates, a 
m anual o f low-tech, low-cost stabilization and  mass-conscrvation treatm ents 
fo r cultural p roperty  would em erge. This in form ation  could be published 
and  u p d a ted  on  the NDC website to benefit responders internationally.

Providing Immediate, On-the-Ground Responses

As a p rereq u is ite  to prov id ing  on-thc-g round  responses, the  NDC 
w ould n eed  to  develop s trong  logistical capabilities to

• rem ain  abreast o f  ongo ing  w eather and  geological events 
th rea ten in g  N orth  A m erican cu ltural property;
• identify quickly the cu ltural institutions requ iring  assistance 
w ithin an  affected area and  ascertain  the postdisastcr condition  
o f th e ir  cu ltural holdings;



• de term ine  w hat is know n o f the  significance o f  the collections 
affected, the  severity o f the  risk to th e ir survival, and  the ability 
o f the  institu tions ho ld ing  them  to respond  appropriate ly  to 
the crisis; and
• determ ine  the availability o f first responders fo r the purpose 
o f rapidly m obilizing teams.

At this w riting, an  im m edia te  p ro p o sed  NDC-type response could  be 
possible only as a result o f the selfless con tribu tions o f concerned , highly 
skilled conservators an d  o th e r  em ergency  responders. Because m itigat
ing th rea ts  to  cu ltu ra l heritag e  collections u n d e r  these  circum stances 
is part-tim e w ork req u irin g  extensive specialized expertise , re sponders 
m ust be willing to don a te  th e ir  tim e, know ledge, and  skills fo r little o r  no 
com pensation  and  with very little w arning. T hose selected to  partic ipate  
as NDC resp o n d ers  w ould n eed  to successfully com plete  a re sp o n d ers ' 
tra in in g  p ro g ram  to en su re  th a t standard ized  p ro toco ls w ere app lied  
generically  by all responders. Som e th irty  peo p le  could  be tra in ed  in 
the  first year, w ith an  ad d itio n a l ten  ad d ed  the  second year to  p ro d u ce  a 
to tal o f  forty  on-call resp o n d ers  nationally, su p p lem en ted  by a n u m b e r 
o f  stu d en ts  from  th e  conservation  tra in in g  courses.23

W ith th e  onset o f  an  em ergency  affecting cu ltu ra l p roperty , a single 
first re sp o n d e r w ould im m ediately  be deployed  to  the  affected  a rea  to 
assess the  precise n eed  fo r  aid  an d  to  m ake in itia l contacts w ith the 
involved parties. As a resu lt o f  this first assessm ent, a team  o f re sp o n d 
ers w ould be m obilized  to  a p ro jec t w ork site, w here  they w ould work 
o u t o f  a m obile  job-site  trailer. C ustom  designed  fo r field opera tions, 
this inexpensive ($6,000) n o n m o to rized  vehicle could  be towed to  the 
d isaster site to provide w ork sta tions from  w hich resp o n d ers  could  help  
stabilize private an d  in stitu tio n a l collections.

Linking Efforts with National, Regional, 
and State Membership Organizations

An o n g o in g  ro le  o f  th e  NDC w ou ld  be  to  c o o rd in a te  d isa s te r  
tra in in g  an d  recovery initiatives w ith existing na tiona l, reg ional, and  
state professional m em b ersh ip  organizations. This type o f  co o rd in a 
tion  takes advantage o f  the  g en era l goodw ill an d  su p p o rt expressed  
fo r disaster victims in  tim es o f crisis an d  could  en co u rag e  p a rtic ipa tion  
in em ergency  p rep ared n ess  tra in in g  p rogram s. NDC could  also help  
define an d  co o rd in a te  d isaster response roles fo r  these  organizations,
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keep ing  th e ir  con trib u tio n s useful by p reven ting  overlap. An im p o rtan t 
early w ork w ould be the  c rea tio n  o f  a database co n ta in in g  b o th  busi
ness and  personal con tac t n u m b ers  fo r d irec to rs plus several levels o f 
b ackup  fo r cach  cu ltu ra l in stitu tio n  nationally. This con tac t in fo rm a
tio n  needs to  inc ludc  those in stitu tions n o t cu rren tly  affiliated w ith any 
professional m em bersh ip  organ iza tion  and is likely best stored  ccntrally  
b u t g a th e red  and  u p d a ted  th ro u g h  th e  local b ra n d ie s  o f  reg iona l o r 
na tio n a l p rofessional m em b ersh ip  organizations.

Advancing Salvage Protocols through Technical Research

To advancc the  techn ica l o p tions available to  resp o n d ers , NDC m ust 
stim ulate research  re la ted  to  the  salvage o f  cu ltu ra l property . A p re lim i
nary step in  this effort w ould be to  survey the  areas o f  g reatest perceived 
n eed  (e.g., p ro toco ls fo r d ry ing  vellum  m anuscrip t books). O nce the 
areas w ere iden tified  and  ran k ed , NDC th e n  could  h e lp  co o rd in a te  the  
subm ission o f g ran t proposals to  initiate this research. A clear need  exists 
to create  na tio n a l vulnerability  m aps to  identify  high-risk institu tions 
because o f  th e ir  location  in  floodplains, ea rth q u ak e  zones, h u rrican e  
zones, to rn a d o  zones, and  so on. This in fo rm atio n  w ould h e lp  identify 
at least som e o f the  in stitu tions cu rren tly  at risk from  n a tu ra l th rea ts  
and  p rio ritize  th em  to receive tra in ing . This in fo rm atio n  m igh t prove 
useful also to  in su rance  com pan ies and  provide an  incentive fo r the  in 
surance industry to su p p o rt efforts to  m itigate in stitu tions’ risks th ro u g h  
disaster p lann ing . A secondary  co m p o n en t o f  this m ap p in g  could  be 
the  deve lopm en t o f  na tio n a l resource  m aps th a t inc lude  prim ary  and 
secondary  evacuation  rou tes fo r co llection  tran sp o rt, location  o f secure 
storage facilities ou tside th e  im m edia te  vicinity o f the  in stitu tio n , loca
tio n  o f  freezer p lan ts, p roxim ity  to  conservation  expertise , and  sim ilar 
re levant data.

Increasing National Awareness

Raising awareness abo u t the risks to cu ltural p roperty  from  disasters is 
a key to im proving responsible co llection  m anagem en t. A tten tion  could 
be focused on  th e  field by in itia ting  th e  P e te r W aters Prize, a m edal 
aw arded annually  to  an  h o n o rc c  selected  fo r significant co n trib u tio n s 
to the  p reservation  o f  cu ltu ra l p ro p erty  th ro u g h  disaster p rep ared n ess  
and  recovery, an d  by posting  re levant in fo rm atio n  o n  th e  NDC website 
fo r access by resp o n d ers  in ternationally .-4



Funding

F u n d in g  to  su p p o rt N D C ’s in fras tru c tu re  an d  ong o in g  tra in in g  and  
disaster response  activities could  be sough t th ro u g h  pub lic  (e.g., N EII 
ed u ca tio n  an d  tra in in g  gran ts) an d  private (e.g., th e  W atson-Brown 
F o u n d a tio n , th e  H isto ry  C h a n n e l)  so u rces . S ta n d in g  a g re e m e n ts  
specializing in  covering h eritage  collections also could  be fo rged  with 
in su rance  com panies, w hich have a vested in te res t in  m itiga ting  dam 
age to  red u ce  th e ir  risk.

Affiliation with a relevant federal institu tion  would provide m axim um  
long-term  stability an d  credibility fo r a newly crea ted  NDC, b u t a certa in  
am o u n t o f  au tonom y is also desirab le  to  m a in ta in  m ax im um  flexibility 
fo r in itia ting  rap id  em ergency responses. A fe d e ra l/s ta te  p a rtn e rsh ip  
w ith in  th e  rig h t university in frastru c tu re  m igh t provide an  ideal mix, 
with the  university prov id ing  access to  a s trong  existing in frastru c tu re  
(acco u n tin g , c o m p u te r  assistance, web m an ag em en t, legal counsel, 
etc.) to stabilize o ngo ing  opera tions. A fu rth er, considerab le  b enefit o f 
co n n ec tio n  w ith a n o n p ro fit state in stitu tio n  w ould be the  position ing  
o f NDC b o th  to  apply fo r large federa l g ran ts to  su p p o rt ed u ca tio n  and 
tra in in g  an d  to be able to  seek private donations.

Finally, to gain  visibility, NDC w ould b en efit from  the  involvem ent o f  
a celebrity  spokesperson  to h e lp  in fluence  public  o p in io n  and  increase 
aw areness ab o u t the  risks to cu ltu ra l property . T h e  NDC shou ld  design, 
p ro d u ce , and  d istribu te  p ro m o tio n a l m aterials (posters, bookm arks, 
pub lications, etc.) to keep  th e  public  in fo rm ed  ab o u t th e  issues re la ted  
to loss an d  recovery o f cu ltu ra l m aterials.

Conclusion

A N ational D isaster C en te r fo r  C u ltu ra l P roperty  capable  o f p rovid
ing im m edia te  em ergency  assistance to  co llections in  crisis is n eed ed  
to en su re  th e  p reservation  o f  U.S. cu ltu ra l property. O nce opera tio n a l, 
this p ro g ram  could  focus on  stra teg ies fo r p reven ting  dam age to  h e ri
tage co llections as well as fo r re sp o n d in g  with tim ely aid w hen  dam age 
occurs. A sw eeping ed u ca tio n  an d  tra in in g  p ro g ram  could  dram atically  
increase the  n u m b e r o f  U.S. co llecting  in stitu tions w ith disaster plans 
in  place an d  consequently  h e lp  these  in stitu tions identify  steps to re 
duce o r  p reven t ce rta in  types o f  co llection  dam age. W ith 80 p e rcen t 
o f U.S. cu ltu ra l in stitu tions cu rren tly  lacking this essential co llection  
m an ag em en t tool and  no  response  m echan ism  such as NDC available, 
th e  ong o in g  cycle o f  ran d o m  dam age and  loss to irrep laceab le  h eritage  
co llections will inevitably be p e rp e tu a ted .
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Most pointedly, co n tinu ing  to drift w ithout a N ational Disaster C en ter 
can n o t he lp  b u t resu lt in  the  loss o f  historical perspective occasioned by 
the  d estru c tio n  o f  the  bed ro ck  o f h istorical w riting— the  source collec
tions in  cu ltu ra l heritag e  institu tions. T hese sources arc  fu n d am en ta l 
to  te lling  the  story o f civilization as well as the  stories o f the  institu tions 
them selves— th e  lib raries, archives, an d  m useum s— th a t society has 
en tru s ted  w ith the  essential duty o f m anag ing  the  cu ltu ra l reco rd  on  
w hich h isto rica l u n d e rs ta n d in g  is g ro u n d ed . F u rth e r  sacrificed in  the 
loss o f books, papers, and  objects in  o u r  heritag e  institu tions will be the 
reco rd  o f the  m en  and  w om en w ho c rea ted , m ain ta in ed , an d  p ro tec ted  
these collections against assaults o f  n a tu re  an d  hum anity  alike.

They an d  we deserve better. C onsequently , no  g roup  shou ld  be m ore 
ded ica ted  to  su p p o rtin g  the crea tio n  o f a N ational D isaster C en te r th an  
the  h isto rians w ho, m ore  th an  any o th e r  g roup , arc  served by the  work 
it is designed  to  do.

Notes

1. S tephen R. Salmon was then  executive d irector for Systemwide Library 
Planning at the University o f California, Berkeley. His com m ents were the result 
of personal experiences with H urricane Celia, which hit Corpus Christi, Texas, 
in 1970 while he worked in the area. See Proceedings of the Planning Conference for 
a National Preservation Progra m Held at the Library Of Congress in Washington, D.C. 
on December 16 &  17, 1976 (W ashington, D.C.: Office of the Assistant D irector 
for Preservation, Administrative D epartm ent, Library o f Congress, 1977), 85.

2. Heritage Preservation and the institu te o f M useum and Library Services, 
A Public Trust at Risk: The Heritage Health Index Report on the State of America's Col
lections (W ashington, D.C.: Heritage Preservation, 2005), 6-7.

3. National O ceanographic and Atmospheric Administration, “NOAA Raises 
the 2005 Atlantic H urricane Season Outlook: Bulk of This Season’s Storms Still 
to Com e,” h t t p : / / www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2005/s2484.htm , accessed 
Novem ber 7, 2005.

4. Jo n  S. Schultz, The Albertus Project: Surviving Allison, video recording, 
17:21 mill. (University of H ouston, © 2002).

5. ibid., Sunday, Ju n e  10, 2001.
6. D on H artse ll, p rin c ip a l, Solex E nv ironm en ta l Systems, H ouston , 

Texas.
7. Jo h n  H. L ienhard, “Engines of O ur ingenuity, No. 1655: Apres le deluge,” 

h t t p : / / www.uh.edu/engines,/ep il655 .h tm , accessed January  28, 2006.
8. Schultz, The Albertus Project, Tuesday, June  26, 2001.
9. This breaks down as $100 each for h alf o f the volumes (87,500) and $150 

each for the o ther half, plus $90 per volume for processing and for obtaining 
offsite housing. R eplacem ent cost for microfiche was $0.60 each ($2 million 
total). These figures were kindly provided by Jon  S. Schultz, librarian, University 
of H ouston, O ’Q uinn Law Library, email correspondence, July 19, 2004.

http://www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2005/s2484.htm
http://www.uh.edu/engines,/epil655.htm


510 L&CR/N a tio n a l Disaster Response Protocol

10. Jo n  S. Schultz, “P lanning and Recovery Process: Easing the Pain,” in 
Maximize Today and Envision Tomorrow, educational program  handou t m ateri
als, July 13-14, American Association o f Law Libraries 96th A nnual Meeting 
and Conference, July 12-16, 2003, Seattle, W ashington (Chicago: American 
Association of Law Libraries, 2003), 112.

11. Bill Boss directed CSU's campuswide recovery; 1 was h ired  as a consultant 
to Boss to define recovery protocols for the library's water-damaged books.

12. Randy Silverman, “The Day the University Changed,” Idaho Librarian 55, no.
3 (February 2004), http://xvxvAV.idaholibraries.org/nexvidaholibrarian/200402/ 
index.htm , accessed May 26, 2006.

13. For 2005, book supplier Blackwell N orth America calculated the average 
cost o f science books they supplied at $95.49 (h t t p : / / xvww.blackwell.com/p d f / 
CC0405.pdf, accessed February 10, 2006), while, according to Lee W arthen, 
assistant director, University o f Utah, Q uinney Law Library, the average cost of 
law books for 2004-5 was $112.99, a difference o f $17.50 per volume.

14. Axel G raum ann et al., “H urricane Katrina, a Climatological Perspective: 
Prelim inary R eport,” N ational O ceanographic and A tm ospheric A dm inistra
tion National Climatic Data Center, Technical Report 2005-01, O ctober 2005, 
h ttp ://lxvf.ncdc.noaa.gov/o a / re p o r ts / tech-report-200501z.pdf, accessed No
vem ber 7, 2005.

15. In fact, a second devastating storm, H urricane Rita, m ade landfall near 
Sabine Pass, Texas, two days after the Mississippi HEART Team #1 arrived in 
Jackson, Mississippi.

16. Gary Frost and Randy Silverman, “Disaster Recovery in the Artifact 
Fields— Mississippi after H urricane Katrina,” International Preservation News 37 
(Decem ber 2005): 35-47.

17. See, for exam ple, Giorgio Batini, 4 November 1966: The River Arno in the 
Museums of Florence (Florence: Bonechi, 1967); Peter Waters, “Book Restoration 
after the Florence Flood,” Penrose Annual 62 (1969): 83-93; Carolyn H orton, 
“Saving the Libraries o f F lorence,” Wilson Library Bulletin (June 1967): 1035-43; 
Howard W. Tribolet, “Restoration in F lorence” and “Florence Revisited,” in Flor
ence Rises from the Flood (Chicago: R. R. Donnelley and Sons, 1967).

18. H eritage Preservation, A Public Trust at Risk, 6-7. The breakdown by type 
for U.S. cultural institutions having no em ergency plan is archives, 70 percent; 
libraries, 78 percent; historical societies, 92 percent; museums, 78 percent; 
scientific collections, 86 percent.

19. In the United States these groups include the American Library Asso
ciation, Society of American Archivists, Council o f State Archivists, American 
Associations of Museums, and the ir state and regional affiliates.

20. The National Task Force on Emergency Response curriculum  includes 
the following headings: (1) “In troduction”; (2) “B ackground”; (3) “Term inol
ogy”; (4) “Team Building and G roup Dynamics”; (5) “Risk Assessment and Plan
n ing”; (6) “H ealth and Safety”; (7) “Supplies, Equipm ent, and Resources”; (8) 
“Im m ediate Response”; (9) “Salvage— G eneral M ethods and G uidelines”; (10) 
“Salvage—Collection Specific Techniques”; (11) “Scenario—Damage Assessment”; 
(12) “Debriefing”; (13) “Evaluation”; (14) “Bibliographies”; (15) “A ddenda.”

21. Im m unizations would include inoculations against tetanus, d iphtheria, 
hepatitis A and B, and influenza.

http://xvxvAV.idaholibraries.org/nexvidaholibrarian/200402/
http://xvww.blackwell.com/pdf/
http://lxvf.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/reports/tech-report-200501z.pdf


511

22. The four U.S. conservation train ing  program s are A rt Conservation 
D epartm ent at Buffalo State College; Conservation C enter o f the Institute o f 
Fine Arts at New York University; Kilgarlin C enter for Preservation of the Cul
tural Record at the University of Texas at Austin; and W interthur/U niversity  
of Delaware Program  in Art Conservation.

23. Responders should be com pensated at a fixed daily rate so as to encour
age participation by conservators in private practice and should have all work- 
related expenses (e.g., travel, lodging, food, equipm ent, and supplies) covered 
by NDC. Responders need to have medical coverage provided by either W orker’s 
C om pensation Insurance or the insurance policy o f their hom e institution and 
should operate as consultants, agreeing to indem nify and hold harmless NDC 
in the case o f injuries, damages, or acts o f omission. O nce trained, responders 
will m aintain the currency of their own im m unizations, fit testing for respira
tors, and passport (for operating  outside U.S. borders) and agree to rem ain on 
call during  specified periods of time. This body of trained responders would be 
able to provide backup for each team  member, as some inevitably would find 
themselves unable to participate on short notice at any given time.

24. The contribution  of Peter Waters (1930-2003) to disaster preparedness 
and recovery is hardly estimable. Following the devastating Florence flood of 
1966, he served as the first technical director to Italy’s Biblioteca Nazionale 
for its restoration work. A decade later he published Procedures for Salvage of 
Water-Damaged Materials (1975), the first m anual on and still a prim ary source 
for the conduct o f this challenging work. In the broader arena, for a genera
tion (1971—95) he headed the Library of Congress’s conservation lab, where 
he dissem inated the use of heat-set tissue as a repair material, the replacem ent 
of lam ination with polyester film encapsulation, and the principle o f “phased 
preservation.”


