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Why plan for disasters?

‘There is a curious paradox about disasters. On one hand they are
extraordinary events that require special organisation and resources to 
tackle the damage, casualties and disruption that they cause, and on the 
other hand they are sufficiently frequent and similar to each other to be 
normal, not abnormal events’

‘Disasters and emergencies can happen anywhere, at any time, and often 
occur when they are least expected. When they do occur, events usually 
unfold rapidly, leaving little time for planning. This is why advance 
preparation is essential. Some disasters and emergencies can be predicted 
and prevented, and those that cannot be avoided can be minimised if 
handled properly’

‘There is a consensus that a good plan makes an incident much easier to 
manage and helps individuals to make decisions quickly and assess 
situations effectively and efficiently. Plans minimise the risks, maximise the 
speed of recovery and help the organisation get back to business quickly’

‘Plan for anything; don’t plan for everything’
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What should be in a disaster plan?

It is generally agreed that disaster planning will address four 
separate, but related, stages:

•Prevention

•Preparedness

•Response

•Recovery

By addressing each of these areas in turn an institution should 
be well placed to prevent an incident occurring, as well as 
having procedures in place should an incident occur
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Prevention and Preparedness

Prevention

This involves someone identifying risks to staff, buildings, and
collections and taking steps to reduce or eliminate these risks

This stage is critical

Preparedness

This includes all the steps that can be taken in advance of an 
incident. There is a great deal to be done so that in an incident 
people are better prepared and therefore better able to cope
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Response and Recovery

Response

In the event of an incident the response should be 
professional and calm. People should be clear about their 
roles, priorities and how the plan is supposed to work

Recovery

Recovery encapsulates all the steps that need to be taken to 
resume ‘normal’ service
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London sites



9

British Library emergency preparedness 
measures

The British Library’s salvage planning measures are 
based around the fact that the organisation is large, unique 
and multi-sited and may be affected by any number 
of scenarios, both large and small.

For this reason salvage procedures are broad in focus 
and can be applied to incidents of varying scale and 
severity. These procedures have been in place for over 
twenty years and continue to evolve and be improved upon.

Key to these procedures are a dedicated Salvage Team, 
regular training to embed procedures and tools and resources 
to assist people when there is an incident.
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Collection Salvage Team

Three levels of Collection Salvage Personnel, the first two of 
whom are on the rota

�

�

Salvage Control Officers

Salvage Team Leaders

Salvage Volunteers
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The Salvage Team
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Salvage Incident: Affected area and books 
sorted into damp and sodden
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Engineering staff drying the area
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Interleaving coated pages and preparing 
crates for dispatch
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Setting up the wind tunnels in the main 
salvage area at St. Pancras
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Books drying in the wind tunnels and, later,
air-drying in Conservation studios
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What happens once the incident has 
been declared over?

The salvage incident will be declared over by the SCO (after discussion with 
the STL and ECO) when all damaged items have been moved to safety and 
all at-risk items have either been protected in-situ or removed to safety.

This will probably not be the end of the operation though as items may 
require drying or specialist treatment to remove dust, debris or repair 
damage etc. 

Discussion will take place within Collection Care, depending on the scale of 
the incident and the material affected, to decide whether items will be 
treated in-house or externally.

The SCO will produce a report of the incident, detailing actions taken and 
submit it together with copies of the Collection Salvage Incident Checklist, 
Collection Salvage Treatment forms, copies of photographs and attendance 
logs to Preservation who will subsequently produce a short report detailing 
lessons learnt and any actions that may be required.
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Emergency equipment, resources & training

Collection Salvage Incident Checklist
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Salvage Resources: Salvage Trucks 
and Trolleys
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Salvage Store and Main salvage area
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Freezers and Vacuum Freeze-Dryer



22

Regular training sessions
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Annual Salvage Exercise
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Annual exercise: Short exercises

Exhibition Gallery

Locate a particular item in a case, 
make notes about the item, take a 
temperature and RH reading

Improvised wind tunnel

The area set aside for wind tunnels 
is unavailable. Make a wind tunnel 
in a particular area using whatever 
equipment is to hand



Sorting and handling damaged 
collection
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The sorting area

Collection should be sorted in a clean, dry area

Polythene sheeting should be spread on tables, if possible, or 
the floor if a table is unavailable – but ensure that it does not 
become a slip hazard

It may be possible to sort material in the incident area

All the supplies needed to pack damaged material, such as 
crates, plastic bags, PPE, labels, pens, record forms etc., 
should be gathered in the sorting area before work begins 

Material should be sorted into the following categories:



27

Sorting collection material for salvage

Air-drying

Items which can be air-dried in wind tunnels, or flat on drying racks, on 
sheets of blotting paper, in fume cabinets or on a drying line

Freezing

Items which can be frozen as a temporary measure; freezing will stabilise 
the collection while drying methods are evaluated. Items can subsequently 
be air-dried or vacuum freeze-dried as appropriate

Treatment prior to freezing

Coated papers, or books containing plates on coated paper, which need to 
be kept wet as do microforms

Special treatments

Items which need urgent conservation or specialist treatment, i.e. where 
pigments have bled
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Handling damaged items

Care must be taken to ensure that wet or damaged collection items 
are handled carefully in order to prevent further damage

Items should be removed in the condition in which they are found

Do not open wet books and do not close open books which have 
opened due to swelling

Do not remove wet books from protective boxes or acid-free 
envelopes and keep loose items in their boxes, files or envelopes -
unless the enclosure is damaged but the contents are not

Do not try to wipe off dirt or clean items
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Moving & packing damaged items

Items should be sorted into categories and then packed into 
collapsible salvage crates to move them to their respective 
destinations

Pack items fairly tightly so that provide support to each other and 
prevent distortion but ensure they are not too heavy

Pack small to medium-size items spine down, and keep items of a 
similar size together

Do not stand items on their fore-edge as items may sag

Place books for freezing individually in plastic bags

Lay large, heavy items flat but do not stack them 
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Air drying

Material can be air-dried if it is not too damp, can easily support itself or can 
be laid out flat or on drying lines

Air-drying is suitable for all types of collection material

Items are dried by circulating cool, dry moving air around them, most usually 
in wind tunnels

There is a dedicated area in basement 2 for setting up wind tunnels; on 
other sites there is generally equipment available for setting up wind tunnels

If material cannot be dried in this way within 48 hours, other methods of 
drying should be considered

For the best results, items should be pressed before they are dry to reduce 
cockling and distortion

Air-drying can be a labour-intensive process, involving space, time and 
people to set up the equipment, monitor the drying etc.
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Freezing

The decision to freeze or not to freeze is a difficult one but in general, if a 
wet object cannot be dried or treated quickly, it is probably better to freeze it 
if it falls into the category of material that can be (see below)

Freezing has the advantage that it prevents further damage occurring and 
allows time for drying and treatment options to be considered and carried 
out in a planned manner

It is acceptable to freeze paper, books, coated papers*, textiles without 
embellishments, leather and animal skins, black and white and most colour 
photographs and most negatives

NEVER Freeze paintings, furniture or magnetic, audio or video tapes
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Special treatments

Items where the inks or dyes have bled 

Mould-damaged items

Items which require cleaning, e.g. when they are coated with dust, debris or 
have been damaged by fire

Generally, it will be better to clean mould, dust, deposits etc. from items 
once they are dry to avoid spreading the damage

The following need to be kept wet until they can be treated: Microforms, 
motion pictures, floppy disks, and magnetic, audio and video tapes, and 
coated papers

Published guidance on specific treatments for different collection types will 
be tested as part of a Treatment Review Sub-Project under discussion at the 
moment and planned to commence this Summer


