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Abstract

This paper aims to present the complexity of the preventive conservation and sustainability of the 
collections that are included in the temporary exhibition ‘Auschwitz. Not Long Ago. Not Far Away’, 
opened in Madrid in December 2017 and scheduled to travel to new destinations over the next 7 
years. It was produced in co-operation with the State Museum of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Poland. The 
exhibit objects belong to more than twenty international collections concerned with the Heritage of 
the Holocaust. 

The methodology to analyze the sustainability of a traveling exhibition has been introduced, in the 
stage of the preparation, production, assembly, operation, disassembly, and transportation to the 
next venue, in order to take into consideration the whole Life Cycle of the exhibition. The indicators 
to consider its impact in the three dimensions of sustainability: environmental, economic and social 
has been proposed.
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Introduction

Preventive Conservation and sustainability

Preventive conservation refers to a systematic and integrated approach to care, based on 
strategies developed for the maintenance and upkeep of the heritage (Council of Europe, 
2018).

To address the concept of sustainability in conservation, let us first refer to the definition 
issued by Brund Brundtland in 1987: “sustainable development is a development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (Negri, 2013: 34)

Promoting sustainability means taking into account socio-ethical principles and a model of 
production and consumption economically feasible (UNCED, 1992).

The life cycle sustainability assessment (LCSA) framework (Kloepffer,2007; Finkbeiner et 
al., 2010; Valdivida et al., 2013) is a perspective to consider interdependencies between 
ecological and socio-economic systems. According to UNEP’s guidelines (UNEP/SETAC, 2009), 
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the socio-economic impacts can be divided into five stakeholder categories: workers, local 
community, society, consumers and value chain actors. Another alternative classification is 
based on social issues such as human rights, working conditions, health and safety, cultural 
heritage, governance and socio-economic repercussions (Benoît et al., 2010). The Life Cycle 
Assessment for the production is defined by ISO 14040a (2006). Some of the concepts 
presented in the norm can be applied in the evaluation of the sustainability of the cultural 
institutions´ services.

Sustainability in cultural institutions

If being sustainable means to be able to be sustained over time, how does this intention/
philosophy affect the conservation of museum collections in a traveling exhibition?

Some of the conclusions are found in the field of museums, in their need to become 
more sustainable institutions, which derives into actions identified and focused on several 
parameters:

Regarding the financial parameter, it has been identified that, in recent years, the approach 
of a sustainable museum was based on those smaller institutions, with a scarcity of resources 
or in times of crisis. It results in the need to reduce energy due to a lack of means. (Buey, 
2013).

The environmental aspect in the sustainability of museums focuses on improvements of 
both infrastructures, that is, what affects the building, as well as the services of museums, 
minimizing the use of resources (Rieradevall, Oliver, Farreny, 2013:32).

The following vectors applied to museums can be distinguished:

- The energy vector focused on the use of renewable energy; 

- The water vector and its efficient management;

- The waste vector with special emphasis on waste generated in museum assembly 
materials at the temporary exhibitions.

With regard to services, it is pointed out that museums should address their community 
taking into account the ecological footprint and the impact on the environment, minimizing 
the use of resources and assessing the impact of the generation of resources and air pollu-
tion, a relevant aspect in the conservation of the collections. However, beyond the actions 
related to energy saving, the concept of the Green Museum goes through organization 
sustainability, considering the social impact.

In this regard, it should be noted that economic and socio-cultural, as well as environmental 
indicators have been included in local Agenda 21 (Rieradevall, 2013) to achieve a greener, 
more sustainable cities. The institution integrated into a green city, therefore, has a more 
favorable context to develop its actions in favor of an efficient and sustainable museum. 
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Therefore, this chain affects the direct actions of conservation of the collections of these 
museums.

Preventive conservation of heritage collections in transit 

The itinerary exhibitions depend on the collections of museums that guard them and make 
them known to a wider public by temporary transfer and its exhibition in different placement. 
That is why our context in this study is going to be the museum institution that keeps and 
makes its collections known through the temporary transfer of them.

Professional cooperation is essential, involving all agents related to the exhibition: creation 
team/curators, design team, production team, hosting museums, museums that own the 
collections and receiving communities. It is precisely the object of this study, to know the 
implications of each professional (also a member of the social community of the present) 
to adjust and measure the indicators whose compilation will offer the necessary data to 
analyze, program and execute a preventive conservation plan in each of the exhibition cycles.

The discipline of preventive conservation included and the development through plans, 
as a strategic management tool, is being implemented gradually over the past 25 years. 
In Spain, since the National Preventive Conservation Plan was launched in 2011, public 
administrations have recognized the need to take the lead and implement the European 
Meeting of Vantaa (2000). The technical review on preventive conservation is being carried 
out taking into consideration what is already in operation, from an eminently practical per-
spective supported by international quality standards (CEN, TC 346, UNE-EN 1898. March 
2012) and ISO 311000 for risk management.

The recognition of the need to protect heritage and the concept of significance (ISO 15898) 
(emotional axis) is accompanied by the pragmatism that assumes that we are talking about 
a tool (rational axis). Thus, society, economy/resources and the environment as a context 
in which heritage is integrated, are shaping three dimensions of sustainability.

Without disregarding the technical methods of preventive conservation, the strategy to 
address the heritage collections should be based on the holistic approach of cultural heritage 
as a carrier of intangible values and a message that gathers social memory. It forms the 
framework that demonstrates that the strategy for the future effectiveness and efficiency of 
preventive conservation actions is sustainability or sustainable conservation. This perspective 
is also recognized in the Strategic Agenda for research and innovation for CITAR culture 
and cultural heritage until 2030.

The philosophy of sustainable conservation or green conservation is indeed applied if sustain-
able conservation actions take into account the participation of society (both responsible for 
cultural policies and communities), the proper management of the economic and professional 
resources, as well as the protection of the environment as a natural, cultural and human 
landscape in which the collections are integrated and from which they arise.
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Methodology

The methodology used in this study includes a Life Cycle Analysis approach applied to a 
specific case of a traveling exhibition. The descriptive character of this work is aimed as a 
case study inventory, essential for future sustainability evaluation.

The different phases of a life cycle of the exhibition have been defined in each phase the 
stakeholders, the preventive conservation actions, as well as the usefulness of a software 
designed to facilitate the work of collection management have been indicated.

The scope of this study is limited to one Life Cycle, from the preparation of the exhibition 
to its dismantling and transport to a new location.

Case study: Auschwitz. Not long ago, not far away”

The temporary exhibition “Auschwitz. Not long ago, not far away”, was opened in Madrid 
(Spain) at the Canal de Isabel II venue in December 2017 produced by Musealia in cooper-
ation with the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Poland (ABSM) (Fig.1). Currently, it is 
exhibited at the Museum of Jewish Heritage in New York (USA), and it is planned to roam 
in Europe and America through the upcoming years. Formed by more than twenty interna-
tional collections of a sensitive heritage such as the one coming from the Holocaust period, 
it brings together more than 600 objects that must be preserved taking sustainability into 
consideration. This temporary exhibition planned duration is of 7 years, 2017-2024; and 
as it is a traveling one, the initial objective is to showcase it in 14 cities. It means at least 
14 times of the life cycles of conservation management; development of the installation 
(assembly and disassembly), in collaboration with the reception museum and its staff as 
well as 20 to 40 companies involved in the production of the museography.
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Figure 1 – General views of the exhibition (@Musealia, 2018)
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To analyze properly each of the Life Cycle it has been divided into 6 stages (Figure 2)

Figure 2 – Life Cycle Stages of an Itinerary Exposition (Figure by authors)

PREPARATION 

In this first phase (Fig.3), the documentary management of the collections from its museums 
and owners stands out. The documentation is the basis for correct identification of each of 
the objects, as well as knowing its constituent material, its origin, history and significance. 
Following the information management systems, the entire system of protocols and doc-
umentary processes was developed. In addition to these initial administrative protocols, a 
large amount of documentation has been generated throughout the entire exhibition. The 
need to generate a large archive was revealed.

In the relation to the origin of the objects, the international regulations were applied, such 
as the export and import requirements of the collections from various provenance: Europe, 
the United States, and Israel and the certificate of non-confiscation (European Union, 2012).

The characteristics of the host museum were gathered to learn in-depth the relevant infor-
mation of the space: Facility report, safety plan and risk management report.

The planning of the exhibition, lights and cabinets’ design also took place in this phase. As 
well as the schedule of actions, agents and collections involved for the following phases.
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Figure 3 – Preparation

PRODUCTION 

In this phase, the production of all the previously planned elements is executed from the 
preparation of exhibition dividing elements to the production of the showcases and the frames 
that will house the artifacts. The selection of the appropriate materials, the guarantees that 
the different products offer for the conservation of the objects will influence the subsequent 
actions of the conservation.

AssEmbly 

In this phase, (fig.4) a collection management schedule for the collections in their places 
of origin, packaging, transport and reception in the museum, where the exhibition was 
to be hosted, was prepared. This is a crucial phase, in which the coordination of package 
displacement must be adapted to the loading area and security spaces available to each 
museum. In this same schedule, the coordination of the transports and the couriers of each 
museum, the trip and the arrival to the city were planned.

The reception of the collections was also managed through a previous planning, to which the 
certificates of reception of the transport company and the review by the courier were added: 
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as well as the opening of the boxes after the acclimatization period and the completion of 
conservation status records. 

Regarding the manipulation and placement of the collections, one of the greatest challenges 
was the assembly of large objects, and the preparation of access and roads to reach the room 
with the transport box. Sometimes to plan the placement of large objects, various boxes 
were moved to the exhibition area and were opened gradually. It occurred for example, in 
the case of the cauldron and the ABSM berth, both large objects for which a team of six 
people was required. The museums that requested it, placed the object inside the showcase 
and subsequently signed the Placement Minutes.

Figure 4 – Assembly
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Operational Stage

Once the exhibition was inaugurated, a calendar of preventive conservation technical reviews 
has been established. This report was sent periodically to the lending institutions and includes 
environmental measures, control and resolution of incidents. In addition to the technical 
reviews, once the exhibition is underway, it is very important to be in communication with 
the staff present on the exhibition space (the cleaning staff, the security guards, etc.) to 
evaluate and control the risk management. The management of risks related to the impact 
of society through visits is constant. Given its didactic mission, the exhibition is receiving 
groups of schoolchildren. The continuous communication with the room guards, who advise 
the teachers of these groups, is important. (Galán 2015).

Disassembly 

This phase begins with the collection of artifacts, evaluation of their status, application of 
restoration actions if necessary, and appropriate packaging to ensure their safety and proper 
conditions during storage and transport (fig.5). In the case analyzed, the ABSM collection has 
returned to Poland in order to be reviewed by the Collections Department of the Museum.

Figure 5 – Disassembly
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Transportation 

Transportation planning to the new location took into account the requirements of the 
different elements that compose the exhibition (fig.6). The collections, to a large extent, 
have traveled by plane to minimize risks, except for items of considerable size and weight 
such as the Carriage or Steel Wheels that have traveled by sea along with the exhibition 
elements as showcases, etc. The planning of the displacement of large elements by land 
towards the ports has represented a challenge that sometimes required night operations 
and traffic limitation in the area.

Figure 6 – Transportation

The collection management software 

After analyzing the internal factors of the various collections that make up the exhibition 
“Auschwitz. Not a long ago. Not far away”, as well as the external factors that influence its 
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conservation due to the permanent mobility of a traveling temporary exhibition, we conclude 
that a specific software was necessary to control all the registration, documentation, and 
conservation processes, as well as manage the generated documentation. The creation 
of the software (fig.7) has been determined by the interest in defining the priorities and 
assessing the risks of the different collections, classifying them according to their typology 
and support, in order to structure and define the risks and possible solutions.

The implementation of software to create, consult, modify the data of all the collections 
and also be able to visualize its topographic location in the place of the exhibition (area and 
room), has been one of the main challenges. It also facilitates the control of all different 
objects that are being included or excluded from the exhibition in its different moments.

An integrated system of documentation and museum management of the objects, adapted to 
the exhibition life cycle that repeats along the seven-year time agreed with the ABSM (main 
lending museum). It takes into account the agreements contained in the Contract of the 
Loan that defines that the object can be replaced depending on their grade of conservation.

The software provides two work areas:

a) Manager, which includes the area of   insertion, edition and data recovery, exclusively 
accessible to the Collections Department, and 

b) visible public area in which the entire team could visualize the collections with their 
description and topographic location, integrated into the exhibition project (Galán 
2018). A computer management tool whose objective is to compile the method-
ology of preventive conservation in each of its phases of a temporary exhibition 
(Biedermann et al 2018, 2019). The relation between life cycle stages and actions, 
stakeholders, preventive conservation, and software utility has been presented in 
the table 1.
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Figure 7 – Software Printscreen.
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Life cycle 
Stage

ACTIONS STAKEHOLDERS PREVENTIVE CONSERVATION SOFTWARE UTILITY

preparation

The planning and 
conceptualization of the 
exhibition and agreements 
with the collaborating 
institutions

-representatives of the 
collections
-commissaries
-representatives of the 
temporary headquar-
ters of the exhibition
-design Team

-document management
-export and import 
requirements
-Facility report
-Security plan
-Risk management report
-exhibition design
-schedule of future actions

-Database to facilitate 
document management

production

Production of the different 
exhibition elements:
- walls
-showcases
-frames etc.

-production manager
-manufacturers
-construction 
companies

-control of the characteristics 
of the exhibition elements
- Control of the spaces 
and routes for collections 
installation
- Handling and storage 
Monitoring 

- database of exhibition 
elements

assembly
placement of the different 
exhibition elements and 
the objects in the space.

-construction 
companies
- audiovisual and 
lighting staff

-The protocols and records of 
receipt of couriers conditions 
report.
-Coordination of transport, 
-The exhibition installation, 
placement and handling of 
objects.
- Handling and installing 
Monitoring

- Assignment of artifacts 
to showcases and frames
-Location of objects in 
different rooms.
-Schedule of collection 
management in their 
places of origin, pack-
aging, transport and 
reception in the museum 
where the exhibition was 
to be hosted.

operation

In this phase, the exhibi-
tion is open to visitors.
Different events are 
organized (press, special 
visits).
Maintenance and cleaning 
Works take place.

-room staff
-cleaning and mainte-
nance staff
-security
-personal for control of 
collections preservation
-audiences

- collection status control
-Risk management.
-Environment management 
Temperature, Relative Humid-
ity, Luxes

- collection status record

disassembly

Collection and packaging 
of artifacts
Disassembly and pack-
aging of the exhibition 
elements that will be used 
in the next venue.
Waste management.

-construction 
companies 
- specific packaging 
manufacturers

-collection and manipulation 
of objects
- Conservation actions if 
necessary.
-specific packaging

- object collection 
schedule
-database of conservation 
applied to objects.

transporta-
tion

The complete displace-
ment of the collections 
and exhibition elements by 
land, sea and air.

-insurers
-transporters

- output control
-control of transport 
conditions

-database of the location 
of objects in packages
-schedule of means and 
transport deadlines

Table 1 – Relation between life cycle stages and actions, stakeholders, preventive conservation, and 
software utility (authors)
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RemarKs for the Future sustainability evaluation 

After analyzing the Life Cycle of the cultural service based on a traveling exhibition (table 
1), it is possible to indicate the actions that will have to be carried out to proceed with the 
evaluation of the sustainability of the system. The holistic vision of the service is essential to 
understand and analyze it with all the products and services that are involved and to carry 
out the exhibition. However, for the sustainability evaluation, system boundaries as well as 
a functional unit must be defined in order to be able to define the scope of the assessment. 
The possible functional unit that will allow to compare the results with different exhibition 
could be 1visit per square meter. Thereafter, an inventory analysis must be performed using 
data collection and calculation procedures. The inputs and outputs related to the functional 
unit should be identified and quantified, as well as the resources used in the transformation 
processes. The environmental, economic, and social impacts can be obtained once the 
appropriate indicators have been selected. The indicators are considered particularly useful 
for developing the methodology in two aspects: they can be used to study different systems 
and provide quantitative information.

To quantify the environmental impacts the following indicator could be used: the Global 
Warming (GW) that represents the total emissions of the greenhouse gases (expressed in Kg 
of CO2), in a case of economic dimension, the total costs of the system could be quantified 
expressed in euro (€) and in social dimension, the total of work time could be taken into 
consideration expressed in hours (h).

Finally, the interpretation phase will combine the results of the inventory analysis with the 
impact evaluation to obtain the necessary conclusions and recommendations for the deci-
sion-making process. This allows determining the impact focus of the system that should 
be improved. The quantified assessment will be provided in future studies.

Conclusions

For the proper management of the collections, prior knowledge of conservation has been 
fundamental, as well as the management of the diverse documentation produced, to deeply 
know the material and intangible characteristics of the Holocaust collections and their sig-
nificance. However, the different stakeholders that have participated in such management 
have been transmitters of the same, but not active agents in risk prevention. We have 
thus detected a need for improvement whereby through the completion of protocols, risk 
situations during handling, transporting and at the storage place for collections can be 
detected and prevented.
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It is also necessary to integrate the philosophy of sustainability and sustainable conservation, 
analyzing what factors are essential to take into account to carry out concrete preventive 
actions in the different processes and phases of the life cycle of an itinerant exhibition.

Over the last years, significant advances in European cultural policies occurred as a result of 
the actions of the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018. Progress in the implementation 
of the National Plan for Preventive Conservation as well as the implementation of tools from 
ICCROM. 

Therefore, the research is being proposed in order to recognize risk indicators, and register 
them in the form of a protocol. It should include methods that are already being applied, those 
that have been disseminated through various scientific congresses and journals specialized 
in preventive conservation. This recognition of the public entities to lead and implement 
the prevention in the risks of the patrimony, develops in parallel to the last studies and 
proposals of qualitative and quantitative control of reference institutions in this discipline. 

The need arises to create a protocol in the form of a manual with qualitative and quanti-
tative indicators necessary to help prevent future risks, involving the present generations, 
to transmit the cultural legacy to future generations. It should address all aspects of the 
preventive conservation of the collections that are part of a temporary itinerary exhibition.

It is also necessary to control spatial and temporal conditions in the prevention of risks of 
itinerary collections, linked to sustainability, to a greater extent. The integration of three 
axes in a protocol is needed: space (the place where actions take place), and time (moment 
in which they occur, planning, development and end) and stakeholders that are relevant for 
the various phases of the progress.

The need to expand the capabilities of the created software was revealed. Based on the 
accessibility of conservation, and the possibilities of digitalization of the collections as well 
as their management in response to the needs of space and time, it is intended to improve 
the software for managing collections and managing the exhibition in which technology allies 
with conservation, and with the variables of preventive conservation in each of the phases.

After an analysis of the entire Life Cycle of the exhibition, together with the advances in 
the subject, as well as the patrimonial policies resulting from the European Year of Cultural 
Heritage in Europe, we propose the need to continue researching to innovate and provide 
a new sustainable vision, as well as the proposal of standardized formulas for sustainability 
evaluation for this type of expositions.

Future Actions:

– improvements of a created database tool to include the measurement of risk 
management, guidelines and regulations for itinerant collections.

– introduction of the sustainability assessment in the different phases of the life cycle 
of the exhibition.
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