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Preservation, the Key to Ensure
Books a Long Lasting, and Stable Life

Maria Luisa Cabral *

Imagine a book, imagine you are holding a book. How do you feel it?
What do you feel? Books are made of organic matter, therefore, books are
confined to a life cycle, they were born sometime, somewhere; they have
lived, we ignore the conditions but we know one day they will die. It is then
up to us professionals, librarians and conservators, lo grant books a long
lasting and stable life. More recently as electronic books became also
available, computer people joined the librarians, and conservators squad, and
they are most welcome. Together we have a mission to accomplish, a

magnificent one.

1. In a Library Environment, Documents are All
Equally Important

To accept that all existing books in a given library are indispensable is a
wise management guideline. There are no documents disposable. All
documents in a library, regardless the media, are essential elements to build a
good service for users, and to guarantee the success of that library, and this is

out of question.. Furthermore, the prestige of the library will rely also very

* Maria Lufsa Cabral, University Nova Lisbon.
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much on this wise policy. Documents convey information, and to make the
most of information available is the librarians business. Documents do not
come to a library at random. The general rule in a library, any library, is that
documents put in order one after the other on the shelves were submitted to an
evaluation when they first came to the library. They were selected whether in
the acquisitions department, in the gifts one, or in the exchanges department.
Bought in auctions, or donated thanks to the good will of some citizen.
Collections development is based upon the definition of subject guidelines
which must be very clear in the library’ s mission statement. Should these
principles be well embodied in any library practice then, documents are all
equally important, they all demand similar attention, time and care. One after
the other, they were once considered useful for that library, and so they must
continue to be.

This assumption is not just the librarians’ business, it cannot be taken
as a librarians’ privilege. It is a concern affecting conservators as well, and it
defines the work to be performed by both. A work to be carried out,
coordinated and understood as team work. Librarians are neither conservators
nor restorators. Conversely, conservators and restorators have to accept
librarians*  concerns which are focused on readers. Despite this difficult
equation, there is no cause for a conflict. Their concerns eventually do not
coincide dot by dot but, at the end of the day, their joining efforts will
guarantee the best possible available service to readers. And truly this is
indeed what matters. Librarians and conservators want satisfied readers whom
contribute to increase the prestige of the library becoming the best marketing
people the library could expect.

Librarians and conservators have the same goal in what concerns readers.
To make available all, and the best information, at the best physical
conditions, as quickly as possible. This is a huge responsibility regardless the
department where the work takes place. Conservators never meet readers;

librarians seldom do. Quite recently, due to the increasing presence, and use



of electronic documents, computer staff is becoming more and more involved
to satisfy readers. Computer staff is the newest member of this club.

[ have been a librarian all my professional life, and quite often I
witnessed some friction between librarians, and conservators. This conflict was
obvious when together they had to mount exhibitions. Many years later when |
became Head of the Preservation and Conservation Department [ have fought
fiercely for a clear definition of their respective areas of responsibility. Within
an institution it is always useful to separate waters; there is no need for people
to feel affected, and everybody is entitled to their own professional opportunity
contributing with their knowledge, skillfulness, and experience; everybody
should make an effort to understand others’ contribution because at the end of
the day documents and readers profit deeply. There is no reason for jealousy.
An unfriendly working enviroment wears out one energy, and intellectual
capabilities while documents keep on suffering from inadequate environmental
conditions, or inappropriate handling, or poor exhibition conditions, being
affected and hurt. To overcome these potential conflicts is a major concern; it
is time to understand that collections, the institution, and readers deserve

more, and better.

2. Collection Building is a Hard Task, and a Time

Consuming One

Being such a promising task, it should not be so hard. Therefore, what
sort of difficulties does collection development imply? There are difficulties, of
course, because collection building is not putting books together; lots of books
is in itself a good thing but it is not enough to make a library. To gather
information is a hard task, it is time consuming, it demands qualified human
resources. Allogether, it means money. Despite the quantity of books (and/or
other documents) , a library is a very different place from a bookstore , or from

a bookshop. How, and why are they so different? There are several reasons

ajI] A[qeIS pue ‘ unse| Fuo] B syoog ainsuy 0] Loy Ay) ‘ UONBAISIL]



~

s B < 5 D S e S B R I S SO TP 910T

but, in current circumstances, is enough to mention but one: fln(:umenls in a
library are thoroughly classified, and the structure of the library relies on this
classification scheme whichever it may be. The classification scheme is the
library " s framework as it is the soul of the library.

Libraries have to ensure their collections building, and development; it
is their initiative, and responsibility being also the path to reach coherent,
and consistent collections. If a library chooses to be dependent from donations
and gifts according to personal criteria, eventually the library will have many
books but it is difficult to believe it will have a consistent, and coherent
subject policy. And really this leads us to the core of the problem: quality is
much more relevant than quantity. Quality and accuracy come first. Is it easy
to achieve this goal? No, it is not, and many librarians complain. Why is it so
difficult? First of all, the library needs to have a budget. When documents are
ordered from a bookshop, they have to be paid. Most likely, payments are
done in advance, credit is not acceptable. If purchases take place at an
auction, a budget is a must otherwise the library will risk to miss the goal.
Before attending the auction, the library staff has marked the interesting items
in the auction catalogue, therefore the initial cost is known but the final price
is still to be revealed. This procedure requires the library to have some
financial looseness otherwise the auction may turn to be a fiasco. After all the
hard work applied to scrutinise the catalogue, it would be a waste. Budgets
have to be regularly allocated ; libraries have to ensure year after year a budget
to buy information whichever the media. Should this routine fail, and the
coherent development of collections will be at risk.

The second difficulty relates to human resources. If by any chance one
may think that documents acquisition is a straightforward task to accomplish,
forget it. And what is more, it will never be performed at random. Qualified
librarians are involved but also managers, and the financial department cannot
be forgotten. Managers and financial staff need to understand clearly which is

the library mission; it is not expected to have them involved in technical



