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1. It’s a Tornado!  Are We Prepared?:  Disaster Preparedness in Missouri’s Special Libraries, Special 

Collections, and Archives 

2. Literature Review   

a. Institutions holding disaster plans are a rarity 

b. Little literature specific to disasters within libraries; most that does has come out in the last few 

years, post Katrina and Superstorm Sandy—tripled at least 

c. Most all of the literature focuses on how to plan for a disaster; most news focuses on dealing w/ 

d. No literature on library and archive disasters in Missouri; just news articles 

i. This may change in the aftermath of the Joplin and other recent tornados 

3. Here’s some statistics 

a. United States-data gathered in 2006 by Tom Clareson and Jane S. Long:   

i. 80% of all collecting institutions lack disaster plans 

ii. 78% of all libraries lack disaster plans 

b. Arkansas (ARK state Library 2004 study): 

i. 40% of libraries have had a disaster in last decade 

c. Great Britain—2004 government sponsored study: 

i. 50% of archives and 57% of libraries have plans 

ii. Within those with plans: 

1. 2/3 have revisited plans within the last year 

2. 27% practiced their plans 

3. Based on practice or use, 51% of archives and 57% of libraries say their plans 

were effective 

iii. 35% had a disaster within the last five years 

4. Here are some Disaster Examples on a Nationwide Level 

a. California Institute of Arts Library, Valencia, California 

i. Earthquake, January 1994 

ii. 90% paper-based collection to floor 

iii. 110,000 slides overturned 

iv. All Asbestos contamination from crumbled walls 

v. Decontamination and repair 

b. Creighton University Health Science Library, Omaha, Nebraska 

i. Water leak on an upper floor, 1997 

ii. 1,800 journals damaged 

iii. Cost $34,000 to repair and replace titles 

iv. Had no disaster plan 

c. Colorado State University Library 

i. Flash Flood, July, 1997 

ii. Inundated with 10ft water 

iii. Had plan, but was insufficient  

1. Did not account for being unable to enter parts of building 

2. Plan called for three days to remove and freeze, but took 14 and led to mold 

problem 

3. 425,000 volumes damaged 
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4. Two years to repair and sterilize material and reopen library 

iv. Worst single-library disaster in America  

d. New Orleans and Gulf Coast 

i. Hurricane Katrina, 2005 

1. Category 5 hurricane struck New Orleans on August 28, 2005 

2. LA as a whole, 23 public libraries destroyed & 70 moderate to severely damaged 

a. In New Orleans, storm surge topped & damaged levees flooding 80% city  

b. New Orleans Public Library had $26-$30 million dollars in damage and 

lost 320,000 items.  Six branches totally destroyed and 5 others lost 

contents to 12 foot flood waters. 

c. None of the New Orleans library’s disaster plans accounted for flooding 

because belief levees would protect them.  They also never held a mock 

disaster drill. 

d. Also multiple Academic Libraries affected: Tulane University’s Howard-

Tilton Memorial Library 

i. Main building held 8 ft of floodwater and special collections 

building 4 ft. 

ii. Hired contractors to salvage and clean material, however first 

attempt was 12 days post hurricane and they had to pump water out 

first.  Efforts stopped when Hurricane Rita hit and began anew in 

end of September. 

iii. Damaged material included local history, the music library, 

government documents collection, microfilm, and more. 

iv. Only 5% microfilm collection salvaged via cleaning. 1.4 million 

items lost. 

v. All audio and audiovisual material in Music library lost plus 70% 

of print items. 

vi. 483,011 print volumes out of 692,905 salvaged could be saved.  

Saved items were frozen, cleaned, refrozen, then freeze dried. 

vii. Overall, $160 million in solely property damage and operating cost 

losses 

viii. Building reopened in January, 2006 still without power. 

3. MS:  51total libraries destroyed. 

a. In Harrison County, 4 branches destroyed.  Biloxi branch had toxic sludge 

and Gulfport branch lost building and contents. 

b. Jackson George Regional Library’s Pascagoula Branch lost 60,000 

volumes to a mold outbreak from power outages. 

4. Thought Lit does not say it, likely the single largest multiple library disaster. 

e. New York City and Surrounding Areas 

i. Superstorm Sandy, 2012 

ii. Queens example: 4/5 of the branches in the Rockaways and Broad Channel area damaged 

iii. The Arverne Branch was flooded with four feet of water destroying most of the contents. 

1. Despite loss of building usage, the staff provided community resources. 
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2. They provided patron assistance and passed out supplies, including food, reading 

material, and coats and did so for 13 days from the bookmobile and a trailer. 

3. Staff did this for patrons despite the fact most were directly affected by the storm 

personally. 

5. Here are some Disaster Examples on a Local Level 

a. Joplin, Missouri 

i. Tornado, 2011 

ii. East Middle School Library and school building were destroyed. 

iii. Other buildings damaged. 

iv. Right after, SHS did a book collection to send items down to Joplin and I helped sort and 

pack the boxes. 

v. Later, another middle school from TN held a book drive for middle school. 

b. Elmer Ellis Library and The State Historical Society of Missouri 

i. Fire, September 10, 2011  

ii. Only the resources held on the reserve and interlibrary loan shelves were soaked.   

iii. The Access Services & Copy Center where the fires were set had to be gutted and rebuilt.   

iv. The rest of the east side of the building (reference, gov docs, computer lab) had soaked 

carpet and drywall that needed replacing.  Also computers dried and tested and asbestos 

tiles removed. 

v. The State Historical Society took the majority of the flooding 

1.  Lost a collection and replaced over $10,000 in microfilm.  

2. Hardest hit areas, including admin, also gutted and rebuilt.  

vi. There was vandalism, but no fires in the Special Collections area 

vii. Working for both organizations led to seeing the disaster first-hand. 

viii. I was there in the aftermath to see Ellis Library staff interleaving books with paper in 

rooms with fans to dry them out.   

ix. I walked on soaked carpet to move material.   

x. I dealt with phone calls to the reference desk about the disaster.   

xi. I also spent several hours moving boxes of material out of damaged areas for SHS. 

c. MU Libraries Offsite Storage 

i. Mold Outbreak, discovered Oct. 2013 and recovery ongoing 

ii. Approx. 600,000 older books and bound journals affected, mostly those originally held at 

Ellis Library. 

iii. Thankfully, most content was duplicated either online, via UMLD, other MOBIUS 

libraries, or other library partnerships. 

iv. Using $600,000 from self-insurance fund and $400,000 grant from the Mellon 

Foundation to recover content. 

v. Picked good recovery method-one temporary storage facility for treated items and one for 

untreated by the outside contractor doing the work. 

vi. For more information, I would recommend attending the 2 pm presentation “Nightmare 

on Mold Street: Recovering from a Mold Disaster in an Offsite Storage Facility” by MU 

Libraries personnel. 

6. How to Create a Disaster Plan   

a. Survey the collection and building 

i. Prioritize holdings (more important  and/or most used collection=highest) 

ii. Identify potential problems, will address in a moment 

iii. Create map of collections and hazards 

1. Note locations of potential problems, doors, windows, valves, electricity shut-offs 
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b. Things to include: 

i. Detailed instructions for all major disasters--natural, fire, pest 

ii. List of contacts for employees, preselected disaster response teams, conservators, and 

local emergency response personnel 

iii. Draft press release and contact information for the press 

iv. Distribute multiple copies around institution and to employees 

c. Employees should practice and refine plan 

i. As part, should create disaster response team 

1. 4-6 people, plus designated backups 

2. Team needs: designated team leader with full supervisory power, designated 

media coordinator, IT person, preservation staff member.  If possible someone 

who dealt with disaster in the past. 

3. Ensure have more in-depth training 

ii. Practice at least yearly 

d. Create disaster kits  

i. Should include flashlights, plastic sheeting, duct tape, food, water, first aid supplies, other 

disaster supplies 

7. Ways to Avoid Potential Problems  

a. Store important records in fire vaults and/or copies off-site 

b. Electronic Files should be backed-up to multiple locations with at least one off-site 

c. Faulty equipment should be repaired and regularly inspected 

d. Look for evidence of past problems ex. brown stains on ceiling tiles indicate past leaks 

e. Bookshelves need to be properly secured attached to floors and ceiling plus braced across the 

top.  If in earthquake zone add shift and skewing braces. 

i. Oft lackingOnly seen in academic libraries, like Ellis, but even then not everywhere. 

f. Keep all materials at least 3-6 inches above the floor. 

g. Never store material near windows or waterlines, in basements, and/or on floors!  

 

8. Insurance 

a. Most public institutions are self-insured 

b. If have insurance 

i. Contact immediately after disaster 

1. Do not wait on the adjuster to start recovery measures-time is of the essence 

ii. Document everything with photos or video (still neccesary if self-insured) 

iii. Ensure the policy covers the collections, resources, and equipment and all disaster types.  

Get specialized riders if needed for equipment or valuable items. 

c. Keep in mind: average cost to dry book is $5-10 per volume 

9. Recovery 

a. Phases to Disaster Recovery 

i. Respond to the disaster  gather team, close building, alert public 

ii. Assess the situation and damage  alert outside help if needed, document damage and 

efforts, check affected collections against priority lists 



Amy C. Nickless 

 

iii. Start recovery efforts  move dry items to storage to avoid humidity, pack water or 

smoke damaged items for restoration 

b. Recovering Paper and Film Material 

i. Prioritization 

1. Irreparable, irreplaceable, and unique items.-->Think Spec and Archives 

2. Items essential to the institution’s mission.--> ex. ed books in ed program major 

3. Items important to round out the collection.-->academic general studies material 

4. Non-essential items to primary missionex. fiction 

5. Can be discarded because regularly replaced/updated.--> ex. ref and ready ref 

c. Tips for Recovering Paper and Film Materials: 

i. Keep temperatures between 68-72° F and humidity between 45-50% to prevent mold 

ii. Recovery times: 

1. Paper and film: within 72 hours 

2. Coated (shiny) paper: within 6 hours 

3. CDs/DVDs and flashdrives: immediately 

4. Pre-1950 photographs, vellum, and leather-bound items need to be handled by a 

trained conservator 

iii. Photos and film can be hung to dry 

1. Photos can also be dried flat between layers of blotter paper and spun polyester 

with weights on top. 

iv. Paper can be frozen and freeze dried if unable to air dry that day 

v. Bring in dehumidifiers and fans to circulate and clear air 

d. Restoring Electronics 

i. Unplug everything in damaged areas 

ii. Dry and test computer equipment 

iii. Bring public catalog and circulation system back online 

iv. Restore the LAN and Public Access Computers 

v. Restore internal resources, such as personnel computers and the admin department 

e. Reopening Building 

i. If intact, reopen most important areas first 

ii. If not intact, find a new location to use until services restored 

f. Post-Recovery 

i. Review documentation from the disaster (someone should be noting every step taken) 

ii. Discuss what worked and didn’t work with the plan 

iii. Revise plan as needed 

iv. Practice revised plan 

10. To study the issue, I created a survey during Summer 2011. 

a. Issues covered: 

i. Types of material held 

ii. Whether or not a disaster plan is in place 

iii. Details that should be included in disaster plans 

iv. Storage conditions of material 

b. Most questions were yes/no/not applicable 
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c. Survey sent to 20 institutions via e-mail 

i. Most were in the Columbia, Jefferson City, Kansas City, and Cape Girardeau areas 

ii. All had partnerships with either the University of Missouri School of Information Science 

and Learning Technologies or the Southeast Missouri State University Department of 

History 

d. 13 responses obtained  

i. Considering the small number of qualifying institutions in Missouri, this was a large 

response rate both overall and within the sample 

11. Institutions with Disaster Plans 

a. 6 have disaster plans 

b.  7 don’t 

12. Type of Material Held 

a. While I won’t cover all the types of material held, each color on this graph represents one unique 

format held.  The material ranges from microfilm which every institution holds to manuscripts 

and local histories which the fewest hold. 

13. Details about Institutions with disaster plans 

a. 3 current plans at time of study 

b. 6 have disaster kits 

c. 2 trained employees for disaster 

14. Pertaining to institutions with disaster plans for specific events 

a. 5 plan for earthquakes 

b. 6 plan for major floods 

c. 7 plan for tornados  

d. Events selected because they are major Missouri natural disasters 

e. Note:  some with no overall disaster plans have plans for these 

15. Material stored in trouble areas 

a. 7 store near waterlines 

b. 8 store in basements 

c. 6 store near windows 

d. 3 store on floors 

e. Indicates despite planning, storage conditions presents possible problem 

16. Management of Electronic Records 

a. Physical records are not the only type of records that need to be accounted for; Electronic records 

must also be taken into account.   

b. Susceptible to natural disasters, flooding, and fire damage these records, format obsolescence, 

technological and software changes, computer viruses, and other malicious software.   

c. With this in mind, the survey also covered how electronic records were stored.   

d. 9 institutions store copies of digital material offsite 

e. 11 regularly back up electronic copies 

f. 11 use virus protection on their computers 

g. But only 6 have non-electronic back-up of the files 

i. Formats for backing up electronic files in non-electronic formats include print outs, 

microfilm, and retain hard copies of scanned material 
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17. Preventative measures help to protect and preserve material 

a. 7 stored copies of physical records off-site 

b. 4 used microfilm slivers –ideas behind is silvers last 500 years in right conditions and are never 

used unless emergency and are kept off-site 

c. 8 had fire suppression systems 

d. 8 stored records in fire vaults 

e. 5 had plans to restore damaged material 

f. 3 had insurance 

g. 6 prioritized records 

 

 

18. Conclusions  

a. Missouri’s libraries are prepared 

i. 46% have written disaster plans 

ii. Nearly on par with Britain  

iii. Much higher than the USA national average 

b. However, some conditions undermine Disaster Plans 

i. Bad storage conditions 

ii. Lack of insurance  

19. Further Study  

a. Need a larger sample 

i. While sizeable, the responses leans heavily towards university and government-based 

institutions 

b. Inquiry into disasters at the institutions surveyed and their usage of disaster plans 

i. Because two surveyed institutions with disaster plans indicated water-related disasters in 

the past and three have had issues since 

20. Helpful to know: 

a. The Missouri State Archives’ Local Records section offers disaster planning assistance 

b. Offers a list of vendors who offer disaster preparedness and salvage services: 

While list is offered, Local Records does not endorse the vendors 

c. Answers phone and e-mail queries from organizations engaged in disaster planning   

d. In the event of a collection-related disaster, answers calls in order to provide tips and referral to 

vendors 

21. Cover sources slides 

a. Highlight books (2 slides) and websites (5) 

b. Other sources are listed and can be seem when slides are placed online 

22. Questions? 


