BS5454 the standard for storage and exhibition of archival documents is under review.  As institutions such as the Welsh Assembly for example consider ‘paper free’ environments an update to include modern media is overdue, whilst outdated areas such as recalibrating hair hygrometers require modification.





However as the introduction to BS5454 states it ‘takes the form not of a specification but of recommendation’.  So what is it worth?  Is a revaluation rather than a re-writing required?





In its favour, BS 5454 is useful to present a requirement of set standards in a way that is familiar to Mechanical and Electrical (M&E) engineers or architects, and it can be an ally in the battle for increased resources for building maintenance.  Yet if its absoluteness is undermined by disclaimers and unrealistic recommendations, and organisations such as the Standing Conference on Archives in Museums make only a brief and optional reference in their Code of Practice on Archives - how effective can the standards be?





BS5454 appears to recommend a set of ‘ideal conditions’ including ‘The repository should be of thermally insulated construction and designed to accommodate the air distribution ductwork connected to the air-conditioning plant’.  For most buildings these adaptations, if possible at all, would be inconvenient and prohibitively expensive.  Adding on the enormous running cost means many institutions concentrate resources in a central ‘BS Compliant’ store whilst off site stores become neglected to the detriment of the collections. Given today’s stock of old and often listed buildings, a change to the current specifications should enable a more realistic approach.





Since the last revision of BS5454, research into ‘artefact friendly’ environments has witnessed a move away from sets of tightly defined ‘ideal conditions’ towards stable environmental bands determined by material type, temperature, history of the collections and levels of use.  This is in contrast to BS5454 which many archivists see as recommending full air conditioning (A/C).  





Anyone familiar with an A/C building will know that it cannot claim to provide ‘accurate and constant control’ of its internal environment and to base a standard on this concept is erroneous.  It is not necessary to provide extensive HVAC systems in a new building to achieve stable environment.  The Ruskin library aimed for BS5454 levels for RH and temperature yet achieved them with an alternative approach.  Whilst BS5454 specifies air in ‘constant motion’ recirculating ‘six times an hour’, the Ruskin Library utilised a stable building, sealed from draughts and flushed with clean air at night.  They reported; ‘The level of air-tightness in the archive is fundamental to the control of relative humidity’.  Air change is not necessary to prevent mould growth if RH is below 70 % and there are no external surfaces.  Reduction in pollution levels can be achieved by leaking in clean air or cleaning recirculated air. 





There is one other potentially contentious issue for consideration - fire.  Research shows that with the phasing out of greenhouse gases the immediate and localised application of water is the most effective and least damaging fire control method.  High profile fires in stately homes and libraries have revived interest in water sprinklers - but are they reliable?  Fire Authorities point out that sprinklers systems do not go off ‘by accident’: only as a result of neglect or carelessness.  In this case, the appearance of water sprinklers in the standard must be matched by standards for the management and maintenance of the systems which are as water tight as the sprinklers should remain.





BS5454 also contains detailed instructions about shelf layout, packaging and display supports and whilst these are useful are they the only approach?  Inconsistency in levels of detail results in other frustrating gaps: vacuum cleaners are said to need ‘large dust containers’ yet there is no specification for filters; materials used in case construction or as cleaning agents are discussed inconsistently and not in enough detail  There is more than enough research in this area to produce specific standards.





Whilst the BS states that ‘unsuitable environments have damaged documents more extensively than any other single factor’ a section concerning physical protection bringing together clear rules on the essentials of storage, display and handling would be an improvement.





Ultimately, control of the internal environment should be seen as a larger responsibility, including architects and building managers along with engineers.  Such an approach would be more line with wider conservation responsibility and energy efficiency.  If only one thing is achieved from the revision of BS5454, then it should be this philosophical turn towards stable buildings, good design and realistic environmental levels.
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