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W hat does the fu tu re  hold? H o w  w i l l  it d iffe r fro m  
the present and the past? W h a t are ou r cu ltu ra l in ­
s titu tions, and in p a rticu la r the N a tiona l L ibrary o f 

A us tra lia  (N LA ), d o in g  to  ensure tha t ou r descendants w i l l  
have the m ateria ls to  try  to  answer these questions? This b rie f 
artic le  discusses some o f ou r strategies for p ro v id ing  long-term  
access to the N a tiona l L ibra ry co llec tio ns .

The role o f libraries
A ustra lian  c u ltu ra l in s titu tion s  are responsib le  fo r m a in ta in ­
ing a record o f Austra lian  society. Future generations w i l l  be 
able to  learn about w h a t w e  w ere do in g  in 2006  through the 
in fo rm a tio n  tha t w i l l  be con ta in ed  w ith in  these ins titu tions . 
O f course, it isn 't enough to  just c o lle c t the m ateria l. C u ltu ra l 
in s titu tions m ust ensure tha t the m ateria l is stored and m ade 
accessib le  in ways tha t do  no t dam age it, so tha t it w i l l  be 
ava ilab le  fo r a long tim e.

Libraries d o n 't o n ly  c o lle c t books. L ibrary co llec tio ns  also 
consist o f pa in tings, photographs, statues, objects, m anuscrip t 
m a te ria l, sound reco rd in g s , f lo p p y  discs, D V D s and CDs, 
maps, new spapers  and m ic ro fo rm . A ll o f these c o lle c t io n  
items are m ade from  m ateria ls  tha t w i l l  degrade over tim e , 
some faster than others.

In o rde r to  preserve lib ra ry  co lle c tio n s  fo r fu tu re  genera­
tions, the N LA  im p lem ents a range o f c o lle c tio n  m anagem ent 
activ ities . These ac tiv ities  in c lu d e  p r io r it is in g  the co lle c tio n s  
so that w e  kno w  w h ic h  are the m ost im p ortan t and w here  w e 
should focus ou r preservation resources, s toring the m ateria l 
inside boxes and con ta iners  fo r p ro te c tion  and ensuring the 
storage en v iro n m e n t is stable, safe and secure.

Access
Safe storage o f the co lle c tio n s  is o n ly  ha lf the story. The NLA 
aims to p ro v id e  easy access to its co llec tio ns  and tries to  do 
this in ways that do not damage the o rig ina l m ateria l. The most 
basic way w e  help peop le  find  items they w ant is by m a in ta in ­
ing a cata logue o f the Library's co llec tio ns . 'F ind ing  a ids' are 
produced for co llec tions so that researchers can iden tify  w h ich  
bits o f the  c o lle c tio n  they w a n t to  access w ith o u t hav ing  to 
hand le the m ateria l itself. These m anagem ent strategies reduce 
the am o un t o f ha nd lin g  tha t the c o lle c tio n  receives.

T ra d itio n a l m a te ria ls  are at o u r m ercy as w e  read and 
hand le  them . The very act o f tou ch in g  paper m ateria ls causes 
them  to  be com e  m ore  b r itt le , and increases the  lik e lih o o d  
that in fo rm a tio n  w ill be lost. Some parts o f ou r co llec tio ns  are 
m ore p o p u la r than others, and som e m ore frag ile . The N LA  
has an extensive re fo rm a tting  program  w here these va luab le , 
fragile or popu la r co llec tio ns  are m ic ro film e d  or d ig itised. This 
preservation strategy preserves the o rig in a l m ateria l w h ile  still 
p ro v id in g  access to  the in fo rm a tio n .

W hen  using re fo rm a ttin g  as a preserva tion strategy, it is 
essential that the o rig ina l material and the copy are both m a in ­
ta ined  fo r as long as possib le. The a im  is to  ensure that the 
copy  is a true  rep resen ta tion  o f the  o r ig in a l, and has been 
produced in such a way that it w ill ou tlive  the orig ina l.The tw o  
most com m on re form atting m ethods are m icro fo rm  (m ic ro film  
and m ic ro fiche ) and d ig itisa tion . W e use both these strategies 
at the N a tion a l Library.

Microform
M ic ro fo rm , w h ich  inc ludes  both m ic ro film  and m ic ro fich e , 
has been an accepted preservation re fo rm a tting  m ed ium  fo r

decades and, if p roduced acco rd ing  to preservation standards, 
has a life  expec tancy  o f ove r 500  years. Three gene ra tions  
o f m ic ro fo rm  m ust be p ro du ced  in o rd e r to  m eet p reserva­
t io n  standards. The o r ig in a l cam era f ilm  is know n as the first- 
gene ra tion  master. The firs t cop y  m ade fro m  th is  f i lm  is the 
second-genera tion master. The th ird -genera tion , o r user copy, 
is m ade from  the second -genera tion  master. W h e n e ve r the 
th ird -ge nera tion  wears o u t from  use, a new  f ilm  is p roduced  
from  the second-generation master. The first-generation master 
is o n ly  used if the second-genera tion  master wears ou t. The 
c re a tio n  o f p re se rva tio n -q u a lity  m ic ro fo rm  is c o n tro lle d  by 
various standards that exam ine  every aspect o f f ilm in g , from  
prepara tion  o f the o rig in a l item  through to  processing the film  
and q u a lity  check ing  it against the o rig in a l.

The N LA carries ou t m ic ro film in g  o f its new spaper c o lle c ­
tio n  as part o f the N a tio n a l Plan fo r A ustra lian  N ew spapers 
(h ttp ://w w w .n la .g o v .a u /n p la n /). The L ibrary also ho lds ex ten ­
sive m ic ro fo rm  c o lle c tio n s  o f m anuscrip ts , seria ls, g o v e rn ­
m en t gazettes, e lec to ra l ro lls  and m any o th e r p u b lic a tio n s . 
Purchases o f m ic ro fo rm  from  o ther ins titu tions  a llo w s  access 
to co lle c tio n s  that are not he ld by the Library.

The d ig ita l age
The c o m in g  o f the d ig ita l age, and the ease o f c rea ting  d ig ita l 
scans, has enab led the L ibra ry to p ro v id e  even w id e r access 
to  its co lle c tio n s . Items from  the c o lle c tio n  can be d ig itise d  
and m ade ava ilab le  to  anyone w h o  has access to the in ternet. 
W h ils t the re  are m any standards c o n tro ll in g  the c re a tio n  o f 
preservation m ic ro film , there  are cu rre n tly  few  fo rm a l stand­
ards that address d ig itisa tion  as a preservation strategy.

The princ ip les  o f re form atting rem ain the same fo r d ig itisa ­
t io n  as they do fo r m ic ro fo rm . Items from  the c o lle c tio n  are 
d ig itised  to  a high reso lu tion  and the o rig in a l f ile  rem ains the 
master. M a n ip u la te d  cop ies, v ie w in g  cop ies and th u m b n a ils  
are a ll created from  th is  master. The d ig ita l ob jec ts  are kept 
in secure storage that is refreshed re g u la rly  to  m a in ta in  the 
in te g rity  o f the files. C reation in fo rm a tio n  fo r the d ig ita l o b ­
je c t is recorded, and th is metadata is m a in ta ined  in the NLA's 
cata logue.

Access into the future
R eform atting is a va luab le  preservation strategy that is used to 
enab le  access to c o lle c tio n  items tha t may be too  frag ile , or 
too  valuable , to  be hand led by users. It a llow s us to access the 
in fo rm a tio n  that a co lle c tio n  item con ta ins w ith o u t the risks o f 
dam ag ing  the item du rin g  that use. R efo rm atting also gives us 
the o p p o rtu n ity  access th is in fo rm ation  rem otely. LJsers do  not 
need to be in the same p lace as the o r ig in a l c o lle c tio n  item , 
and in fact may be using the c o lle c tio n  in the co m fo rt o f th e ir 
o w n  hom es via the in ternet.

M ic ro fo rm  and d ig it is a tio n  are bo th  v a lid  p re se rva tion  
strategies that are be ing used by lib raries a round the w o r ld  to  
p ro v id e  access to  c o lle c tio n  m ateria l. It is lik e ly  tha t w e  w ill 
see less m ic ro fo rm  be ing p roduced in the fu ture  because pe o ­
p le  dem and instant, o n - lin e  access to L ibra ry m ateria ls. N o- 
one likes using m ic ro film ! L ibraries w i l l  soon need to de c id e  
w h e the r to  stop m ic ro film in g  and em brace d ig itisa tio n  as the 
accepted preservation reform atting strategy. The cha llenge is to 
ensure that d ig ita l cop ies o f physica l co lle c tio n  m ateria l m eet 
the basic preservation requirem ents o f a re fo rm a tting  strategy. 
That is, w i l l  they last longer than the o r ig in a l item? -
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