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Archives and records centers are tasked not only with carrying out standard archival and 

records management duties (observing protocols regarding records’ lifecycles, completing 

processing responsibilities), but also with protecting their collections from potential threats. 

Preparing and adhering to a disaster response and recovery plan is critical for guarding against 

potential threats to archival collections.  

The disaster response and recovery plan for the National Archive claims to be pro-active 

in nature rather than reactive in the face of an emergency. The disaster response and recovery 

page on the National Archives website includes four links for emergency response tools: General 

Information, Saving Family Treasures, Salvage Procedures, and Products and Services. Each link 

provides resources and informative guides regarding disaster mitigation. Many of the links and 

resources made available provide guidelines and advice for mitigating damage once disaster has 

struck, as well as what archivists and records managers can do to protect their holdings from 

damage. 

The General Information, Saving Family Treasures, Salvage Procedures, and Products 

and Services links make articles available regarding National Archives and Records 

Administration (NARA) disaster recovery activities and recommendations for mitigation 

activities. Some articles and disaster recovery plans have been obtained from other facilities and 

are not necessarily written by NARA staff, therefore multiple views are provided to allow for a 

broader selection of mitigation experiences. 

Salvage operations following water damage is the main focus of many articles and 

resources pertaining to disaster response plans; water damage can be the result of burst pipes, 

natural flooding or leaking rain, or from putting out a fire. Mitigating the side effects of water 

damage, such as mold growth and the distortion of materials during the drying process, involve 
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several key actions. The use of blotting papers in a cool climate-controlled room is best for 

drying most materials, since heat or direct sunlight could warp the materials. It is stated that 

“quantities too large to handle within the first 48 hours should be frozen…for defrosting and air 

drying at a later date” (Disaster response and recovery).  

A fire recovery plan presentation has also been made available through the General 

Information link. The presentation, arranged by Susan Page, the Senior Paper Conservator with 

the National Archives and Records Administration, discusses the causes of fire in an archive, 

potential damages incurred, and recovery activities after fire damage. Arson is the number one 

source of fire in libraries and archives, followed by fire resulting from either natural disasters or 

accidents stemming from construction projects.  

Page asserts that the first 48 hours following a fire incident are the most critical when 

attempting to mitigate fire damage. An established check list is consulted during the recovery 

process, first considering the nature of the materials affected by the damage and ascertaining if 

they are originals or copies of the originals. A chief concern that must be taken into 

consideration within the first 48 hours is potential water damage following the extinguishing of 

the fire. Mold growth is a formidable threat, as “fungal attack[s] digest paper causing it to 

become soft and pulpy…[and it can] obliterate text and images” (Page). Mitigating mold damage 

entails controlling the temperature in the facility, reducing humidity in the facility, and using 

wet/dry vacuums to remove any standing water that may still be present.  

Once the types of records affected and the level of damage incurred have been identified, 

recovery teams are assembled. Recovery teams are staffed by a facilities manager, archivist, 

archive staff members with recovery or preservation experience, and archive staff members with 

financial authority (Page). A previously designated emergency location allows for recovery 
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operations to be carried out in a clean environment, and Page recommends that supplies for 

recovery and damage mitigation are made readily available at this emergency location. After 

preparations have been made and the records requiring attention have been identified and 

organized, records are treated and preservation efforts are begun. Page’s presentation is 

concluded after she details the appropriate conservation activities performed for fire and/or 

subsequent water damage mitigation. 

A Records Emergency Toolkit is also available under the Records Emergency 

Information tab of the NARA website. This ‘toolkit’ is described as a Records Emergency 

Response plan, and includes the following bullet points as basic points that should be included in 

a facility’s disaster and recovery plan: 

 Notification procedures and contact information for reporting a potential threat, an existing 

threat or damage to records. 

 Contact information for the records response team and the response team leader. 

 Staff emergency contact information for each archival unit. 

 Inventory and locations of emergency supplies and equipment. 

 Details regarding special circumstances, such as classified records procedures and contacts for 

gaining access to secured areas. 

(Record Emergency Toolkit) 

Several aspects of potential risks to archival holdings are addressed by the resources 

available on the National Archives website, but water damage is the primary focus. Their disaster 

plans and information guides include invaluable information regarding drying methods, mold 

mitigation, and materials recovery after a water damage incident. Water damage could be their 

primary focus since water damage can result from other potential risks, such as fire. 

Extinguishing a fire requires the use of water, therefore fire damage is almost certainly 

accompanied by water damage. Mold mitigation is always a concern when archives are subjected 
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to water damage because of the havoc that mold can wreak on archival materials if left 

unchecked. 

I was, however, surprised that the disaster plans neglected two substantial potential risks: 

theft and vandalism. It seems odd that threats such as water damage and fire damage are covered, 

but threats of a human nature are not addressed. While this may be covered under the facility’s 

security plan, theft and vandalism should be addressed in the disaster plan as well. A 

comprehensive disaster recovery plan should include all potential internal and external threats to 

the archive or records center. This includes the risk of theft from an archive’s holdings, as well 

as vandalism of the building’s structure or structural components, or vandalism inside the 

facility. Theft threatens the integrity of the archival facility – valuable information can be lost or 

proprietary information can be used for ill-begotten gains. Vandalism of the building can lead to 

further problems – including internal damage that could lead to the potential risks previously 

cited, such as water or fire damage. Forms of vandalism that could contribute to other types of 

damage include tampering with a facilities plumbing, leading to water damage. I believe it would 

be wise for directives regarding the mitigation of potential theft, vandalism, and malicious 

mischief threats be included in the disaster recovery planning resources. 
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