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THE CHALLENGES FACING
LIBRARIANS IN THE

_______PRESERVATION OF
LIBRARY MATERIALS AND 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
Dr. K. D. G. Wimalaratne

R etd. D ire c to r,  
D e p a rtm e n t o f  N a tio n a l A rc h iv e s

The librarians are facing many challenges in their libraries in order to preserve 
the library materials under their care. The main task of a librarian is to preserve 

in optimum conditions. The various types of information contents therein in a 
most efficient way. In one sense, they are information handlers, catering for a large 
number of clients who are expecting information, Viz; The public or the readers.

The problems they face are complex, as library materials are varied, from 
paper as well as Audio-Visual and Electronic, created in millions. Many librarians 
are trained to preserve paper based library materials, but tackling the new media 
becomes more problematic. In some libraries, still the paper based materials, such 
as books, Journals, Maps, Plans and the like are deteriorating due to the inability of 
the librarians to take care of them.

The recent research in the field of taking care of the various library materials 
have shown differences of the terms used by the librarians, specially, “Preservation” 
“Conservation” and “Restoration”. Many librarians use the terms “Preservation” 
and “Conservation” interchangeably thinking they are more or less the same. We 
will now examine the intricate differences in the above mentioned terminology.
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What is preservation?

Passive protection of library materials, in which no physical or chemical 
treatment to the time occurs. This would mean as the totality of processes and 
operations involved in the protection of records against damage or deterioration.

What is Conservation?

It is defined as intrusive protection of library materials by the minimal 
physical and chemical treatment necessary to resist further deterioration which will 
not adversely affect the intergrity of the original.

What is Restoration?

The Restoration of library materials when preservation and conservation 
has failed is defined as repair of library materials when they are threatened with 
destruction and breaking down the appearance of its originality. Restoration is 
to bring back the originality and integrity of the material, prolonging its life for a 
further period of time.

Preservation Activities

The famous saying in the medical field, “prevention is better than cure” 
could be apdy applied to the library field is rather neglected by many librarians in 
Sri Lanka. Due to this neglect, where preservation activities cost minimum of their 
annual budget, they go in for cosdy conservation and restoration programmeis.

If we look at the proper preservation programme, security of the library 
building, maintaining ideal temperatures and humidities appropriate for the 
deposited materials, racking made of alumetal material, efficient daily vigilance for 
hazards, viz, insects, dust, readers, acidity etc. to name a few. The construction of 
library buildings near a arriver, sea earth quakes, vehicular traffic moving areas 
should be avoided. The above natural disasters cannot be prevented in many 
instances. The materials and equipment used in a library should be good quality, 
selected by qualified professionals. The damages caused by photocopying to be 
discontinued, and instead scanning equipment to be used to serve the needs of the 
readers and preservation purposes of the paper based materials.

A better insulation of electrical wiring and covering the heat of the bulbs by 
filtration would avoid force hazards, If occur, have no restoration techniques for 
charred books and documents, and even audio-visual and electronic material.
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Why conservation ?

If a library is going in for a costly conservation programme, it reflects 
the failure of the preservation programme and involves professionally qualified 
manpower in order to achieve its goals.

When undertaking a conservation programme, a librarian will have to 
undertake the operation of deacidificadon for acidity in paper and mould or 
mildew. How many librarians would know the modern techniques of fumigation for 
insects? As there is no chemical to spray direcdy on the books infested with insects, 
fumigation by using techniques such as nitrogen or deep freezing of paper material 
to be used. The use of “phostoxin” tablets or “ Red Earth” an aqua fumigant 
in a vacuum chamber is yet to be realized by many librarians. How many would 
know to practice the “bag fumigation” using local insecticides, such as citronella or 
cinnaman oil and also household insecticides.

Librarians use and practice the traditional deacidification chemical, viz, calcium 
hydroxide and secondly calcium bicarbonate. This is a dilatory and a cumbersome 
method, which needs wetting the paper based material in the above solution and 
drying thereafter. A book has to be stripped of its pages for the bath, documents 
or books with running ink face danger, in the solution, The use of Dr. R.D. Smiths 
“methyl magnesium carbonate (M.M.C), evaporating deacidification solution is yet 
to be realized in the libraries of Sri Lanka. The use of powerful insecticides, such 
as “ARS-MITE” up “Bathion” powder “Admiral SL 200” or “ Solfac wp 10% for 
termites, ultrasonic insect repellent devices are to be encouraged among librarians. 
The environmental factors, such as temperature, humidity have to be controlled 
by air-conditioning and dehumidifiers. How many libraries use air-conditioning at 
least exhaust fans?

To battle the fire hazards have to be faced with using not only fire and smoke 
detector, but also fire extinguishers simultaneously. The library has to be equipped 
with water-based, from based and more important “Nitrogen gas” which is very 
effective in fighting a fire. The dependence on other fire fighting institutions has to 
be minimized, as they arrive at the scene rather late when fire occurs. The library 
staff has to be trained in fire fighting. How many libraries have planned disaster 
planning programmes and practice them on and off ?

The water hazard may threaten the library materials by way of water used in 
the extinguishing a fire in a library or Tsunami disaster during recent times. Specially 
the libraries in the coastal areas should be trained to face a Tsunami. The new system 
of “sublimation” using deep-freezing and drying technique developed by Peter
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Waters to be familiarized among the librarians and the necessary costly equipment 
to be either imported by the state or made to specifications in this country. One or 
two mobile units to perform the sublimation technique is necessary with trained 
personnel either attached to the National Archives or the National Library.

Digitization for either preservation or conservation is a sine qua non in the 
National Archives, National Library and other Municipal Council Libraries. This 
programme to be done by experts in the IT field where legal aspect of digitization 
to be carefully looked into by the professionals.

Is repair or restoration is necessary ?

The restoration is necessary when the librarian neglects his primary duty of 
preservation or conservation. The darker side of the librarians neglect of duty is 
the reflection of restoration. This is a costly, time consuming effort. The necessary 
experts are rare in the country. Restoration results in loosing the originality of 
the original. The traditional tissue repair using lens Tissue is the best practice. 
Encapsulation using chemicals and embossing with hand made paper are other 
types of repair. “Lamination” specially heat — lamination is not recommended for 
library materials, As this technique will exclude the possibility of “re-repair” if  
necessary. “Solvent — Lamination” developed in the Indian National Archives by 
laying the Tissue on the brittle documents after deacidification using “Acetone” is 
recommended, As this would give the restorer a change for re-repair of the paper 
document.

Audio-Visual and Electronic Library material

Although paper is the main constituent in library materials even in the future, 
Audio — visual and electronic documents are being created in millions all over the 
world. Sri Lanka is no exception. The Audio-Visual material such as microforms, 
cine films, slides, video, cassettes, magnetic tapes, phonogrammes are difficult 
and costly to conserve and repair. As such, for these materials, temperature and 
humidity to be stricdy controlled according to specifications. They could be 
cleaned for dust and also using ultrasonic devices. The only advantage in these 
materials is the availability of transferring machines to computer media, such as 
“DVD”. The microfilms could be transferred to “CD” by using A “Computer out 
put microfilming device viz, (C.O.M.)

The advantage of electronic materials such as CD-ROMs, DVD and the 
like could be easily migrated to new media before they are seriously damaged or 
become obsolescent. The use of standard, quality electronic media for migration is 
recommended, without using low quality media in the market.
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DEVELOPING LIFETIME 
READING HABITS IN 

SRI LANKAN CONTEXT

H. M. Guneratne Banda
F o rm e r A ss t. D ire c to r  G e n e ra l, -N IE

Abstract

In this paper, the author has discussed the various methods and benefits in 
improving the lifetime reading habits. Reading habit is an essential and important 

aspect for creating the literate society in this world. It shapes the personality o f an 
individual and it helps them to develop the proper thinking methods and creating 
new ideas. At present, due to the influence of the Mass media, people could not 
show much interest in reading. Therefore there is the urgent need to develop the 

y reading habit among the individuals in the society.

Background

Another Literary Month has just dawned. This is the month of the year that 
we encourage to read, discover new books and authors and rekindle our love for 
the written word. It is also the month in which the Colombo International Book 
Fair is held at the BMICH. This event has consistendy attracted millions of book 
lovers for the past decade.
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It is with the objective of focusing on issues related to illiteracy around 
the world that the United Nation’s. (UN) International Literacy Day is observed 
annually on September 8 with the assistance of member states.

For the past fifty years or more, research has probed the development of 
lifetime reading habits and professional journals have published hundreds if  not 
thousands of articles addressing them.

The National Library and Documentation Services Board, Sri Lanka initiated 
a number of projects and activities at provincial and national level during the past 
decade with the participation of relevant stakeholders.

Sri Lanka has a very literate population and the national literacy rate is nearly 
96%. This is a tremendous achievement when compared with the status of other 
countries in South Asia. Sri Lanka has a school going population of nearly 4.3% 
million. But our reading habits have declined in the past two decades and there is a 
decline in the reading habits among school children. This is due to two factors: one 
being the highly competitive examinations and structured material related to the 
syllabi. Next impediment to the growth of a reading is the tuition industry related 
publications which are available in plenty. Language deficiency is also one of the 
important barriers.

Definitions

In “reading habit” we get two words “reading and habit”. Reading is an action 
of a person who reads and habit is a product of this action or learning. Like all 
other habits, the habit of reading in an individual develops during the course of 
time. Smith and Rodinson defined reading as “an active attempt” on the part of 
reader to understand a writer’s message. Devarajan defines reading as an “art of 
interpreting printed and written words”.

Abraham Lincoln said “The things I want to know are in books. My friend is 
the man who will get a book for read”. Francis Bacon rightly said, “reading makes 
a fullman” . Confucius mentioned that “No mater how busy you may think you are, 
you mast find time for reading.

Benefits of Reading

Reading habit benefits our life in many ways. The regular reading habits 
benefit us in several ways like such habit strengthen us mentally, spiritually and 
socially.
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Regular reading habit enhances our vocabulary. While reading we go through 
different words. Some of them are many time new to us. Thus, by getting familiar 
with more and more words help increasing our knowledge and make as more self- 
assured.

Our habit of reading relieves us from stress and in addition it also makes 
us feel fresh. It works as a relieving pill for our tired mind. There is no better 
opportunity for learning than through reading. Almost every human being has 
gained most of the knowledge through reading. Routine reading expands our 
mind tremendously. A great benefit of reading is that the came to know about the 
history of the great people who had lived before our birth. Research studies have 
found that analytical thinking is boosted by reading. Readers improve their general 
knowledge and able to find answerer very easily. Reading has helped to. improve 
our memory and writing skills.

Education System in Sri Lanka

We still have a pretty teacher and teaching centric education system from 
primary to university education that relies on spoon - feeding. The world today 
has moved away from the teacher centric teaching where teacher talks and student 
listens. It does not create a learning need in a student. It does not make the student 
inquisitive. It does not provide inspiration but just guide them to take down 
whatever the notes that are given and memories that for later.

If the education system is more collaborative and engaging with the student, 
the student would encouraged to research, read and think on their own. It will be 
more assignment driven, project based and interactive.

The Government of Sri Lanka is very much concerned about the knowledge 
society and knowledge economy. To achieve the target of reading habit it should 
be cultivated form childhood and it is important to adopt this habit throughout 
one’s life.

Role of Libraries

A well equipped library is a treasure of knowledge. Although at present the 
students are exposed to modern communication methods and technologies, they 
should not give up the habit of reading. Even with the presence of Internet and 
other facilities, the value and the need of books, newspapers and magazines remain 
unchanged.

In recognition of the pivotal role that reading plays in society, the National 
Library and Documentation Services Board together with the Ministry of Cultural

43



r,

Affairs declared the month of October as the reading month since 2004. One of 
the significant aspects of the “Reading Month” is the presentation of Nadonal 
Awards for institutions and organizations contributed to promoting reading and 
development of library services in Sri Lanka. The National Library of Sri Lanka 
takes on the responsibility of initiating this by producing posters annually and 
having a number of activities for the month of October. The National Library must 
be able to get the support from other Govt.Organizations, private and NGOS to 
join in organizing activities to enhance the effectiveness of having a reading month 
on a national scale.

Impact of E-Books Vs Printed Books

Some raise doubts as to whether books will survive the digital age. Despite 
the existence of MP3, CDs and event other materials still survive likewise, physical 
book will co-exist side by side with there e-books counterparts for a long time to 
come. As one author said, one can go to bed with a good book but one dose not 
go to bed with a good computer.

The following tips will be very useful to cultivate lifetime reading habit:

• Always carry a book

• Reduce television/Internet watching time

• Make a list of all the great books you want to read

• Go to Libraries, Bookshops and Exhibitions
• Make it pleasurable

• Have a reading hour or reading day
• Discuss with friends the experiences gained from good books
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Signature

.......o ..............................................................

Date : %?yj\\Glv'S

" This document /pub lication }\ets d ig itized under N a tiona l D ig itiza tion  P ro ject o f the 
fa t io n a l Science Foundation. S ri Lanka "


