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  POINT OF VIEW

The Preservation of Our Brittle Books Must Also Preserve Access

By DEANNA B. MARCUM and ANNE R. KENNEY

E-books haven't replaced paper books yet, but paper books aren't going to last forever. Neither is anything else in our university libraries. Despite protective storage and controlled access, all the books, journals, manuscripts, artworks, maps, photographs, audiotapes, and the rest of the resources on which research and education depend deteriorate over time. And with the exception of preservation microfilm, the newer the medium, the faster the deterioration.

Paper is less durable than parchment; film and audiocassettes are less durable than paper; and digitized images, which become unreadable through technological obsolescence as well as media decay, are even less durable. How long a library treasure in any medium lasts depends on its natural rate of decay, its dependence on obsolescing technologies, its condition when received, its treatment by the library and users, and the effectiveness of available techniques for retarding its deterioration or transferring its content. Such preservation work is not an option; it is a condition for continuing access to materials essential for university work.

That became clear back in the 1980s, when a study commissioned by the Council on Library Resources estimated that 80 million books in the nation's research libraries were in danger of disintegrating because they were printed on cheap, wood-pulp paper, which many publishers used between 1840 and 1980. Makers of such paper used chemicals that react with humidity to become acidic, weakening the cellulose in the paper. In 1989, with encouragement from Congress, the National Endowment for the Humanities launched a multiyear effort to microfilm three million books -- the estimated number of nonduplicated volumes that had deteriorated or were expected to deteriorate within a couple of decades, and that microfilmers could realistically hope to get to within 20 years.

When currently financed projects are completed, 1,046,000 volumes will have been microfilmed in the Brittle Books Program (the common term for the NEH's grant category Preservation Microfilming of Brittle Books and Serials). Thus we have reached only roughly one-third of the goal, and surveys by the Association of Research Libraries indicate that the rate at which libraries are microfilming books has slowed.

What's the matter?

NEH budget cuts are partly to blame. After years of general growth, the endowment took a 38-percent reduction in its Congressional appropriation for the 1996 fiscal year and has recovered relatively little since. The NEH, which had started the program with almost $12-million in grants for microfilming in 1989, awarded slightly less than $3-million in 2001. Foundations and other donors who have helped support preservation have not picked up the slack.

At the same time, digitization has become an attractive alternative to microfilming. Digital images are far easier to access and use than microfilm. Accordingly, digital projects are getting an increasing proportion of available library funds and compete with brittle-books projects for grants from the NEH Division of Preservation and Access. Nonetheless, digitization has certain disadvantages. Chief among them is the need to transfer digitized texts to new systems, as the hardware and software needed to read them become obsolete.

Microfilming remains the best method we have for long-term preservation. Unfortunately, it seems less urgent to librarians now, after the improvement of mass de-acidification techniques in the mid-1990s. Proper housing in libraries and off-site storehouses -- housing free of fire hazards, water leaks, insect infestation, and uncontrolled temperatures and humidity -- can also give endangered books more time. Many libraries, recognizing that retarding deterioration is cheaper than treating it, have upgraded storage conditions, and the use of mass de-acidification, although more costly than many libraries feel they are able to afford, is increasing.

In the race to preserve brittle books, more time on the clock is only a temporary reprieve, however. A long-term solution must go beyond considering preservation microfilming the sole and sufficient alternative to letting paper copies die a natural death in storage facilities. Researchers need libraries to preserve our accumulating intellectual heritage accessibly. We need additional strategies that consider needs for access and for preservation together and augment both. This is true for all library resources -- audio, visual, and digital as well as textual.

One of the great assets of the Brittle Books Program is that it does address access as well as preservation. Notwithstanding the frustrations of using reading machines, microfilm has made broader access possible because it is easy to duplicate and distribute. Also, material on microfilm, a good preservation technology, can be converted to digital media, which do not preserve well and therefore are not part of the Brittle Books Program, but which clearly surpass even microfilm for access. Large collections of library material are no harder to get to than one's office or dorm computer, and are increasingly enhanced with searchable text, audiovisual elements, and links to related material.

In fact, we are finding that putting research materials online can produce a dramatic increase in their use. The creators of a database called "Making of America" -- composed of digitized research materials from libraries at Cornell University and the University of Michigan -- report that the documents online have received significantly more use than the printed originals, as indicated not only by "hits" but also by the retrieval of page images.

Recognizing the outreach that digitization and the Web make possible, university libraries now can -- and we believe should -- make their most important holdings electronically accessible universally, not just within their own walls and their own campus communities. In terms of preservation, that means finding (and financing) ways to reformat scholarly works determined to be important, including brittle books, for search and retrieval from electronic collections that can be sustained in perpetuity.

What will it take to get there?

First, we need more information on critical points. We need to reassess our calculations of how quickly acidic books become brittle in light of the experience of the past two decades, and determine the proportion of endangered books that have become useless, so that we can better predict the longevity of print materials, and thereby more reliably determine how many acidic books remain in jeopardy of deterioration, and how soon. In addition, we need to determine the rate at which new materials printed on paper with a high acid content are being produced. And we need further study of the effects of improved storage and de-acidification techniques on the life expectancy of books.

Moreover, because there is no point in microfilming or digitizing every copy of every book found to be disintegrating, we need to survey the degree of duplication in research-library holdings, determine the extent to which original volumes can and should be retained, and assess how libraries could cooperate regionally to meet patrons' needs for texts -- including storing and reformatting. Librarians should consider overall goals for both preservation and access, physical and digital, in making decisions about whether to conserve original texts, to microfilm material, to combine microfilming and digitization, and to share ownership of physical and digital resources.

Preserving scholarly resources has long been a responsibility of research libraries, but providing universal access has not. In the future, campus libraries, particularly those at public universities, will increasingly become part of a universal system for providing public information. To do so, they will need financial assistance from outside their own institutions. Support will remain essential from the NEH and other major donors who are already collaborating in preservation efforts. And libraries will need to coordinate their work with one another.

For example, the 28 institutions in the Digital Library Federation, which is housed within and receives administrative services from the Council on Library and Information Resources, are exploring possibilities for creating a register of digitized books and journals that libraries could consult to avoid expensive duplication of digitization. For microfilm, such registers already exist within the Online Computer Library Center, the Research Libraries Information Network, and the National Archives.

Additionally, the Council on Library and Information Resources brought experts together in a Task Force on the Artifact in Library Collections, whose report, published by the CLIR in November 2001, provides insight into problems in and options for preserving scholarly resources in each kind of format (print, audiovisual, and digital). Among other things, the task force calls on scholars to help librarians make preservation decisions.

The Association of Research Libraries, the Research Libraries Group, the Online Computer Library Center, the Library of Congress, the National Archives, and many other groups have also been exploring technologies for preserving research resources and making them accessible. If our combined efforts succeed -- and if scholars will help decide which books and other resources to reformat for preservation and Internet access -- then we can deal with such questions as how to save brittle books within an overall consideration of priorities for preservation and access in all media. The goal of those and other efforts is a crucial one: to ensure that resources of value for research and education are available to everyone, now and in the future.

Deanna B. Marcum is president of the Council on Library and Information Resources. Anne R. Kenney is a program director for the council and assistant university librarian for instruction, research, and information services at the Cornell University Library.
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