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Training Note 2 

Physical care of archive collections 
  
This note covers the storage environment and standards required for 
archives; the use of storage materials; the role of document conservation; the 
different requirements for digital preservation and guidance on handling.  

Storage Environment 

The storage environment is simpler to define for archives than it is for 
museums because archive collections are much less diverse and contain very 
few complex object structures that may require bespoke storage solutions. 
These are principally paper and parchment records with some photographic, 
audio, film and digital collections. 
 
However in some ways the archive storage regime is more critical than that 
for museums because of the presumption of ‘permanent preservation’ and 
because archives are more concerned with storage and consultation rather 
than with display. Optimum storage can sometimes be a secondary priority for 
Museums, perhaps only for reserve or special collections. It can also 
sometimes be impractical or too difficult to sustain within certain sorts of 
museum environment, as in an historic house or industrial site. 
 
The factors that affect the archive storage environment are the same as those 
for a museum 

 Temperature 
 Relative humidity 
 Light 
 Atmospheric and particulate pollutants  
 

The way that these factors are managed can prolong or dramatically shorten 
the life of archive collections.     
 

British Standard 5454 

BS 5454, ‘Recommendations for the storage and exhibition of archival 
documents’, is the national storage standard to which all archives aspire. The 
standard requires archive repositories to meet the following: 
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 Temperature at a fixed point between 16 °C and 19 °C 
 Relative humidity at a fixed point between 45% and 60% 
 Adequate ventilation and circulating air free from pollutants   
 Controlled light intensity and filtering of  U/V radiation from day- and 

artificial light  
 Preventative management of security, flood and fire risks through 

 Building location and construction 
 Specifications for services: electrical wiring, lighting, air 

  circulation and filtration, drainage 
 Alarm systems 
 Extinction systems 

 
It is very difficult – and costly - for record offices to be fully BS5454 
compliant, never mind a museum with small additional archive collections.   
 
If you have a choice of storage spaces for your archives consider the 
following pragmatic approaches 
 Basement areas are likely to be vulnerable to rising damp and also to 

flooding if service pipes to rooms above leak. However they may also 
be more thermally inert than other spaces and less likely to fluctuate 
dramatically in temperature and humidity. 

 Office spaces are less likely to be damp, but will fluctuate in 
temperature and humidity as heating and lighting goes on and off. 

 First floor and above may not be able to be used as effectively for 
storage because of floor loadings.  

 Buildings with large areas of glass, temporary buildings and un-
insulated ones will all fluctuate in temperature and humidity.  

 Try not to store materials in rooms that you do not fully mange or 
which are shared with other users  

 

Storage Materials 

It is considerably easier and cheaper to micro-manage the storage 
environment by using appropriate storage materials. This is a pragmatic 
solution that should be used where you are unlikely to be able to manage 
the larger environment. 
 
Create storage micro-environments by using durable and chemically 
stable 'museum‘, ‘archival' or 'conservation' quality (the terms are 
interchangeable) materials. 
 
The principal materials are 

 Acid-free boards, papers and tissue for constructing boxes, folders, 
envelopes and wrappers for paper records 

 Inert polyester and un-buffered,  PH neutral paper materials  for  
photographic materials  

 
Use these for boxing, wrapping, interleaving and encapsulation of 
archives. Acid-free materials help to slow down the natural chemical 
degradation of paper and in particular it’s tendency to become acid and 
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embrittled. Inert polyester or PH neutral papers create a sealed 
environment so that the inevitable chemical degradation of a photograph 
does not affect other photographic materials stored alongside it. 

Practical storage tips 

 Store nothing on the floor – it is at less risk from flood on shelves 
 Use metal shelving in preference to wood – which gives off harmful 

chemicals 
 Use specialist furniture for maps, plans, fiche, film etc. if possible 
 Line wooden drawers, shelves, boxes with acid-free paper – to limit 

damage from chemicals in wood 
 Allow adequate separation  by not overfilling drawers or boxes – 

this reduces mechanical damage and abrading when removing and 
re-filing items 

 Store large items flat or rolled as they come to you – it is expensive 
to flatten rolled items 

 Try to box all records in appropriate sized archival containers 
 Wrap items that are  too large to box – to avoid light and 

atmospheric damage 
 Mark all boxes and packaging so that you know what you have  
 Don’t use storage systems that are too large; three shallow boxes 

are better than one deep box as they reduce the risk of mechanical 
damage from records rubbing against or compressing each other 

 Provide additional storage support for fragile items so that they do 
not get damaged by larger items in the same box 

 Consider storing similar size or media materials together (e.g. 
postcards); but don’t destroy original collection order in the process 

 Replace ‘original packaging’ like card files, manila envelopes and 
PVC with archival ones. But don’t destroy provenance evidence in 
the process 

 Metal staples and fasteners damage paper; replace with brass/ or 
solid plastic paperclips.  

 Rubber bands decay and damage paper; remove and replace with 
archive ribbon 

 Don’t try to remove Sellotape, this is a specialist task for a 
conservator 

 Separate out records that are ‘unfit for production’, especially ones 
that have suffered from damp, mould or insect attack so that they 
do not affect other items. 

 

Photographs 

Photographs have distinct storage needs and materials; ideally they also need 
separate storage arrangements but for all but the larger specialist collections 
this is rarely practicable. 

 
All photographic images comprise an inherently unstable chemical cocktail 
that continues to react over time so it is important that individual photographs 
are encapsulated in either inert polyester sleeves or un-buffered PH-neutral 
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paper wrapping. Thus each photograph is contained and unable to affect 
adjacent photographs. 

 
 Identify the different types of photographic materials  
 Display using the minimum effective light and exposure time 
 Photographs are particularly susceptible to pollutants 
 Optimum RH of 35 - 50% and temperature of 5° - 20 ° C     
 Some colour photographs may even need freezer storage 
 Handle photographs with gloved or very clean hands 
 Avoid touching the image; support fragile photographs on card 
 Use safe plastics and pH neutral papers/boards for enclosures, 

envelopes, wrappings and boxes 
 Use copies for display  
Adapted from Care of Photographic Materials & Related Media', 
Stephen Ball, Susie Clark and Peter Winsor (MGC 1998)    
 

Archive Suppliers 

There are a number of dedicated suppliers who offer a comprehensive range 
of standard archive and museum storage products including: 

• Conservation Resources http://www.conservationresources.com/ 
• Preservation Equipment http://www.preservationequipment.com/ 
• Conservation by Design http://www.conservation-by-design.co.uk/ 

 
Other suppliers offering specialist and bespoke products, including 
manufacturing storage products to particular sizes or to your own designs 
include: 

• Archive polyester sleeves: Secol Ltd.  http://www.secol.com 
• Archive box makers: G Ryder & Co. http://www.ryderbox.co.uk/ 

 
Don’t forget that your local county record office may also have its own box 
making facilities and may be able to make materials for you at a better price 
or may be able to organise more cost-effective purchasing on behalf of a 
group of smaller institutions.  

 

Conservation 

Archive conservation is the physical repair of records and is normally carried 
out by a specialist paper conservator. Archives are conserved so that records 
can continue to be used and read. A record that is ‘unfit for production’ has 
temporarily lost its evidential value. Because of these requirements, archive 
conservation 

 should not alter or improve the item 
 should be visible 
 and should be reversible 

 
This is a slightly different approach to that for some museum objects which 
are also conserved so they can be displayed. This can legitimately involve an 
element of restoration for aesthetic or practical purposes 
 

http://www.conservationresources.com/
http://www.preservationequipment.com/
http://www.conservation-by-design.co.uk/
http://www.conservation-by-design.co.uk/
http://www.secol.com/
http://www.ryderbox.co.uk/
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A preliminary step, if you are unsure about the condition of your collections, 
might be to undertake a conservation survey.  Your regional MLA may be able 
to offer advice and sometimes even funding for such an exercise. 
 
As an alternative you can use the National Preservation Office’s Assessment 
Survey which uses a sampling approach and is quick to do. This provides 
information which can be used to develop preservation policies and activity for 
your museum http://www.bl.uk/services/npo/paslib.html.  
 
Another self-assessment approach is to use Resource’s Benchmarks in 
Collection Care for Museums, Archives and Libraries 
http://www.mla.gov.uk/resources/assets//B/benchmarks_pdf_6849.pdf 
 
Your local county record office will either employ in-house paper conservators 
or use external providers and will be able to give you information and advice. 
You can also use The Conservation Register to identify local paper 
conservators http://www.conservationregister.com/index.asp 

 
Does your museum’s Disaster Plan incorporate requirements for your archive 
collections, e.g. emergency freeze drying in case of flood? Harwell Document 
Restoration Services are a national provider of this service 
http://www.hdrs.co.uk/index.html 
 
Remember, given the choice, it is always going to be cheaper and more 
effective to prevent the need for document repair through using appropriate 
storage and packaging that it is to pay for a conservator. 
 

Digital Preservation 

With the growing use of digitisation to provide access surrogates to particular 
sorts of archive collections like photographs, museums are creating ongoing 
issues of digital preservation.  
 
Digital records are time consuming and costly to create but are not capable of 
‘repair’ in the sense that we apply it to paper records. Instead one must rely 
on the management and preservation of collections through 
 

 Backup 
 Duplicate backup with at least a preservation master, from which new 
 working copies may be made and a security master 
 Storage  
 Optimum temperature and humidity are 18°C to 22°C and 35% to 45%   
 RH. It is important to minimise dust   
 Migration 
 Records should be copied on to new media at agreed intervals to 
 prevent loss of data or technological obsolescence 
 Refreshing   

  Records must be rewritten to new media on a regular basis to avoid 
 degradation and data loss. 
 

http://www.bl.uk/services/npo/paslib.html
http://www.mla.gov.uk/resources/assets/B/benchmarks_pdf_6849.pdf
http://www.mla.gov.uk/resources/assets/B/benchmarks_pdf_6849.pdf
http://www.conservationregister.com/index.asp
http://www.hdrs.co.uk/index.html
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Handling 

Museum handling guidelines are premised on a key axiom, ‘avoid touching 
objects’, but for archives this is clearly unrealistic. If you are holding archive 
collections you will need to make arrangements for access (covered in more 
detail in Training Note 3) and for handling. 
 
A lot of damage to records happens through handling. When someone 
consults a record it is retrieved from its storage box, perhaps removed from 
additional packaging, opened or unfolded, used, perhaps copied; and then the 
whole process undergone in reverse to re-shelve the item. There is 
considerable scope for mechanical damage to the record at all stages of the 
process. 
 
This risk can be managed in the following ways 

 Good location systems so you know what you are looking for and 
where and don’t have to unnecessarily disturb other records 

 Appropriate packaging to reduce abrading and mechanical damage 
e.g. shallow boxes, additional support and encapsulation for fragile 
items 

 Adequate and invigilated consultation space 
 Guidance for staff and users when using records e.g. clean hands, no 

food and drink, pencil for taking notes, See National Archives of 
Scotland example http://www.nas.gov.uk/searchRooms/handling.asp 

 Appropriate equipment to encourage good handling: book rests for 
large volumes,  cotton gloves for photographic materials, weights for 
holding rolled items flat 

 Digital, microform or other surrogates for heavily-used, extremely 
fragile or oversize records 

 

 

 

Jon Newman 
March 2008 

http://www.nas.gov.uk/searchRooms/handling.asp

