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I'm going to ask a series of rhetorical questions, and, in the nature of
rhetorical questions, I am going to answer them, too.
What are ''voluntary standards?''

The kind of voluntary standards that are the subject of my talk, and
which I sometimes think of as "consensual," are just that--they are a set of
specifications of some sort that have been arrived at by consensus. That is, a
committee, often consisting of a group of people with different viewpoints or
interests in the subject at hand, has drafted a set of specifications which
are submitted to a process of comment and voting by interested parties. It is
worth emphasizing that the terms "voluntary" and "consensual" denote that this
type of standard is not created by a governmental body, and in itself has no
legal force.
Another important aspect of such standards is that the elements specified
in them should normally be measurable, so that when two or more parties have
agreed to abide by the standards, compliance or lack of it can be relatively
objectively determined.
Probably the most widely f amiliar standards are those issued and
administered by the American National Standards Institute, known as ANSI. (SL]
ANSI is actually in a sense an umbrella organization for promulgating and
managing standards formulated by some 200 constituent technical, trade, and
professional associations, of which the National Information Standards
Organizatio n (NISO) is one. It was through NISO and ANSI that the standards
for permanent book paper that you may be familiar with were developed and
issued.
By virtue of the broad base of consensus on which ANSI operates, ANSI
standards have a degree of credibility that ones developed throu gh another
organization might not have. This credibility is also enhanced by mandatory
review of all ANSI standards every five years, at which time they must be
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constituted as a committee of the National Information Standards Organization,
which I call the secretariat of ANSI for libraries and information science,
even thought that description isn't strictly correct.
It is important to mention that the NIC/NISO committee was formed for
broad representation of the membership organizations with the greatest
interest in preservation of records collections--the American Library
Association, Association of Research Libraries, Independent Research Libraries
Association, American Association for State and Local History, and the Society
of American Archivists. In other words, the committee was not made up of
technical people--that was the role of the consultants.
The paper chemist William K. Wilson, retired from the National Bureau of
Standards and volunteering at the National Archives, volunteered his efforts
as a consultant, and the late Carl J. Wessel, who had published several
important works on deterioration of library materials, was hired to undertake
a literature search. This first phase resulted in a report of some hundred
pages based on such laboratory research as existed on the effects of
environment on records materials, and in a set of draft standards.
Wilson and Wessers draft standard was then submitted for comment to
three paid reviewers--Robert L. Feller, conservation scientist; Peter Waters,
library conservator; and William P. Lull, building technology consultant.
It fell to me, with the help of the committee, to try to integrate the
work of the consultants and the technical reviewers into a second draft.
Through a process of comment from committee members and consultants that I
myself no longer remember the details of, we got to a fourth draft, which was
formally transmitted to NISO.

What are the standards proposed?
[Slides of five tables from the c urrent draft, showing the major
provisions of the proposed standards, were shown here]

What is the status of the proposed standards?
Because we had had intimations that there was going to controversy about
them, Patricia Harris, Executive Director of NISO, proposed that the draft
standards be initially circulated for formal comment rather than for actual
voting, which was done earlier this year. Twenty-eight replies to the request
for comment from NISO members and other interested parties have been received.
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hygroexpansivities. Second, these components are restrained by each other at
some points and at others are free to expand and contract. Third, books and
manuscripts must be handled in use. These factors make it difficult to really
determine rates of deterioration of actual books in use--as distinct from
individual component materials in the laboratory--in response to different
environmental variables and in both storage and use.
When one remembers that there does not even exist at the moment an
acceptable set of conditions for the accelerated aging of the single material
paper, it forces one think about the limits of scientific research in solving
complex, real-world problems. And as conservators, we must insist that
research results are genuinely applicable to the question in hand. We are all
familiar with what has been called the ''Whatman No. 1 syndrome," and
inapplicability reaches theater-of-the-absurd proportions when the results of
work on the response to humidity of collagen powder is cited as evidence for
suitable RH for the storage of vellum.
The point that I want to make here, and it is a subtle and sensitive one,
is that there is a very large body of experiental evidence that has been
amassed by conservators, and I feel very strongly that body of knowledge must
be heavily relied upon until relevant and reliable laboratory experime ntal
work is available. The exceptionally difficult judgemental issue--and I may
say also political issue--is determining when experiential evidence and when
experimental evidence should be followed in the event of disagreement.
There. I've gotten that off my chest.
Finally, sane organizations are concerned that the proposed standards,
although not in themselves legally binding, might impede obtaining government
grants for institutions that did not meet the standards. Frankly, I believe
that this is not likely to be a real issue; the government granting agencies
that I am familiar with are realistic enough that while they may encourage
compliance, they are not likely to require it.
To be sure, many institutions would not be able to meet good
environmental standards for conservation of their collections in the short
term; obtaining suitable conditions might have to wait f or a generation or
more until a new building can be built. But to have formal environmental
standards to aim for will in the long term help substantially to improve the
conservation of our collections of books and manuscripts.
I will leave you with a final rhetorical question: Isn't it at least as
important to have environmental standards for original books and manuscripts
as it is for microfilms?
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