Reconceptualizing Preservation

any librarians believe that

preservation means only

saving the significant

records of the past. Few,

especially school and pub-

lic librarians, have such
records in their care. Soitis understandable
if they pay little attention to or view preser-
vation asirrelevant, The misperception dates
from preservation’s emergence as a major
issue over thirty years ago and, strangely
enough, from its success.

Preservation began as aresearch library
and archival concern. Two problems, pre-
serving the intellectual content of millions
of embrittled works and the conservation
of items with artifactual value, dominated
research and action agendas of the sixties,
seventies, and eighties. They formed the
popular image of preservation. The most
successful publicity efforts — the film Slow
Fires, for example — dealt with the poten-
tial loss of those records significant for the
history of mankind.! The prospect of losing
the past captured public attention and loos-
ened funding agency purse strings. What
began as mainly a United States effort to
save the contents of research repositories is
now an international undertaking.?2 For
many in the library community, this noble
endeavor is preservation.

This partial image is unfortunate, be-
cause the range of issues now addressed
under the rubric of preservation is vital to
all librarians both on the job and as tax-
paying citizens. No longer focused solely
on the enduring records of civilization,
the field’s content and usefulness has ex-
panded enormously in recent years. Now
preservation is both a management strat-
egy and a program of care that enables all
material to live out a useful life span,
whether a Harlequin romance, a commer-
cially released video, or a folder of Civil
War letters. Preservation properly encom-
passes everything from air conditioning
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systems to the use of post-it notes in books.
It is both salvation techniques for
civilization’s enduring records and pru-
dent, cost-conscious resource management
that uses a library’s budget as effectively as
possible. Who among us can do without a
disaster plan; can afford to bind materials
badly; can let pests or mold destroy a
collection; can afford to shorten collec-
tien life by bad repair materials and tech-
niques? No one, of course.

Both definitions of preservation are
relevant for North

vation in public libraries and a preserva-
tion resource guide address the broader
definition of preservation in this issue.
The world of information changes rap-
idly, and we are facing yet another
conceptualization of preservation that in-
creasingly will inform our planning and
management. Historically, decisions relat-
ing to preservation of documentary materi-
als have been made long after the informa-
tion has been printed or recorded. (See
Figure 1.) Now we are in a period of rapid

Carolina repositories.
Most that hold records
of lasting value have
established, or are
struggling to establish,
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development of new technologies for re-
cording and retrieving information in for-
mats, mainly electronic, thatare inherently
unstable. The appraisal decisions on what
should be saved over the long term increas-
ingly will need to be made up front when
knowledge is created. The process is intel-
lectually identical to the assessment that

Reconceptualization of
preservation is necessary
because technological
advances have made it
possible to create records
in quantities and qualities
that can overwhelm the
information management
professions completely.

archivists and librarians now make many
years after the work’s creation.
Reconceptualization of preservation
is necessary because technological ad-
vances have made it possible to create
records in quantities and qualities

proliferation of new records formats, and
an explosion in the definition of what
constitutes meaningful information.

Moving preservation decisions up 2.
front provides a way of dealing with this
complexity. (See Figure 2.) Information
management professionals now are being
encouraged to join with the creators of

new knowledge to assess what is of
enduring value so that the storage me-
dium can be selected based on its life
expectancy as well as how it can be used
and manipulated.

Conceptually, what is of enduring 3
value from the perspective of intellec-
tual content is at significant variance
with the life expectancy of the storage
medium. Information managers from
all professions need to separate issues
relating to preservation of intellectual
content from the concerns about the
format in which records are produced
and maintained. Given the need to 4.
provide a more realistic resources ex-
ploitation process within the frame-
work of knowledge creation and preser-
vation, the following basic principles
for defining the distinction between
enduring value and the life expectancy

of the recording medium are useful.®

1. Preservation and all other aspects of
information management are interde-
pendent. Preservation cannot be con-

sidered in isolation from current infor-
mation needs and future custodial re-
sponsibility.

When materials are deemed of enduring
value beyond normal information use,
appropriate environment and ongoing
maintenance should be given prime
consideration. At this point the highly
political concept of responsible cus-
tody should move to the forefront.
Finding the best repositories to pre-
serve the knowledge of enduring value
to society should take precedence over
all other considerations.

Universal representation of society’s
efforts should be a primary concern in
all collection development programs.
Information managers from all profes-
sions should work together to see that
broad representation of the universe of
documentation of society’s achieve-
ments and efforts remains viable for
future knowledge creation.

Because modern society’s efforts and
achievements are documented in pub-
lished and unpublished records in a
variety of media, information manage-
ment professions must work together
to coordinate the full range of deci-
sionsabout collection developmentand
maintenance so that knowledge is pre-
served as an integrated whole.

The integration of technologies and

other global structural changes in society
has resulted in the convergence of the

information management

that can overwhelm the informa-
tion management professions com-
pletely. From the perspective of

Figure 2
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tent; (2) intellectual access across geographi-
cal boundaries; and (3) implementation of
a preservation process. A major current
focus that should be put aside when consid-
ering enduring value of intellectual con-
tentis conservation of the recording format
itself. There is a distinct difference between
intellectual content and recording format.
The recording format in many cases now is
considered asimportantasintellectual con-
tent, We need a state, national, and interna-
tional information policy that removes the
current preservation focus from the materi-
als themselves to recorded information or
at least to recorded knowledge.

Information managers and resource
allocators need to develop an international
mechanism that offers an approach to
electronic records management that can
be applied commonly across all govern-
mental and geographical boundaries. This
mechanism should institutionalize a pro-
cess of inventory management that en-
sures that preserved information is always
stored in ways that are accessible by cui-
rent technology.

Another set of major public policy is-
sues surrounding the reconceptualization
of preservation relates to control of intellec-
tual property and fair treatment of copy-
right holders and users. Indeed, putting
preservation at the front end of the schol-
arly communication process and consider-
ing the enduring value of recorded infor-
mation for the common good of the pub-
lic may eventually lead to its definition as
real property. As real property, informa-
tion would be considered from the per-
spective of the greater public good, thus
putting it under the law of eminent do-
main. For example, a governmental entity
could decide that existing, privately held
intellectual property should be declared
public information for the common good
of future generations. In this instance, the
decision would be that the privately held

... responsible information
managers ... must consider

preservation as a continuum

from the beginning of the
scholarly communication
process until the
determination of the
enduring value of the
resulting knowledge.
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intellectual property should be preserved
for future access without restrictions. Atits
discretion, the governmental entity would
determine fair market value and compen-
sate the private holders or owners of the
intellectual property at its discretion.
This conceptualization of preservation,
accelerated by the proliferation of elec-
tronic media, is not yet widely understood,
let alone implemented. Yet, some progress
is evident. Archival, library science, and
information science literature offer ex-
amples of professional organizations and
associations seeking common conceptual
frameworks for the new developments in
knowledge storage and retrieval.®
North Carolina’s firstattempt to define
current and future preservation issues and
activities is recorded in A Long and Happy
Life: Library and Records Preservation in North
Carolina, the report of the North Carolina
Preservation Consortium (NCPC).” There
librarians, archivists, and other informa-
tion managers throughout the state con-
ceptualize preservation as the sum total of
activities undertaken to keep informational
materials intact and accessible for use for
the period of time they are needed. For
NCPC, preservation is a significant public
policyissue, since keepers and curators have
a public trust to make recorded knowledge
and information accessible for use as long
as possible, in the best possible condition,
by cost-effective methods.® This implies
that responsible information managers —
academic, public, school, and special librar-
ians; archivists; records managers; informa-
tion systems specialists; data administra-
tors; and others — must consider preserva-
tion as a continuum from the beginning of
the scholarly communication process until
the determination of the enduring value of
the resulting knowledge.
North Carolinais ahead of many states
in its definition of preservation as both a
public policy issue and a managed pro-
gram of care calibrated to the useful life
span of all materials. The definition,
however, is only a beginning; many
strategies and programs remain to be
established. A reconceptualized preser-
vation policy, with longevity concerns
addressed at document creation, now is
implemented formally only for certain
state documents and university press
monographs: i.e., they are published
on permanent paper. Most other media
used to document the state’s recorded
knowledge, especially rapidly prolifer-
ating electronic resources, have no clear
preservation responsibility assigned,
and preservation concerns do not yet
inform their creation and maintenance.
We have begun to preserve the signifi-
cant past that already fills our reposito-
ries, but work remains to be done; and

both the past and present continue to
arrive at loading docks and mail rooms in
ever-increasing quantities. The usefulness
of preservation to non-research reposito-
ries requires both further publicity and
expanded programs for implementation.

How are we going to cope? National
and international preservation strategies
are most successful when they break up
enormous problems into manageable seg-
ments and address them in priority order.
They are most successful when concerned
professionals collaborate on devising so-
lutions, and each agrees to take on a por-
tion of the responsibility for implementa-
tion. Hundreds of organizations and indi-
viduals across the state cooperated in the
assessment that culminated in A Long and
Happy Life. Itis time to move on to the next
stage of collaboration.
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