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Introduction 
 
For our final project in LIS 507, we chose to assist an institution needing to develop a disaster 
preparedness plan. We began by looking through the American Library Directory and Directory 
of Washington Libraries, taking down the contact information of potential institutions, after 
which we began to contact these institutions by email. Our main criteria in looking for a partner 
organization were: 
 

1) A manageable collection in terms of size and state of organization. 
 
2) The institution’s level of need—we wanted to assist a group that perhaps did not have  
  the resources to develop a useful plan themselves, and would truly benefit from our  
  investment of time and energy. 
 
3) Contacts at the organization who were enthusiastic about our proposal, and would be  
  willing to partner with us in analyzing the collection and providing information to  
  develop a disaster plan. 

  
Initially we contacted the Woodland Park Zoo, whose library turned out to be too small—and in 
their opinion relatively insignificant—to warrant a disaster plan; and Cornish College of the Arts, 
who need further development of their disaster plan but have already begun working with the 
WESTPAS (Western States and Territories Preservation Assistance Service) approach and run 
into difficulties. Additionally, they have quite a large collection, and we felt these complications 
indicated a project that would require more time and expertise than we were able to offer.  
  
The third institution we contacted, the Seattle Genealogical Society (SGS), seemed a better fit. 
SGS is a volunteer-run organization founded in 1923, with a current membership of almost 1,000 
members.1 SGS’s library has moved several times, and currently occupies commercial space in 
the ground floor of the Sandridge apartment building in Sand Point, across from the National 
Archives, Pacific Alaska Region. It has limited catalog listings for its approximately 12,000 
volumes posted online,2 and is working to develop a fully cataloged electronic listing of its 
holdings. The Society’s collection does not circulate. It includes published works on history and 
genealogy, as well as a fair number of original, unpublished compilations of research performed 
by amateur genealogists, most of which may not be monetarily valuable, but some of which are 
irreplaceable.  
  
After hearing back from the library director, Christine Schomaker, we made an appointment and 
visited the library. We were given a tour and began to ask questions regarding the current state of 
the collections, resources, and emergency preparedness. We visited a second time to meet with 
the Director of Operations, Linda Fitzgerald, and Society President Ginny Sommarstrom. These 
meetings confirmed our sense of SGS as an organization that was in need of a disaster plan of a 
scope reasonable for us to address during the quarter, and interested in working with us to 
                                                             
1 http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waseags/history.html 

2 http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waseags/library.html 



develop such a plan. We scheduled one final meeting with Christine to confirm our impressions 
and get feedback on our initial approaches to create a plan.  
 
The SGS Library and Disasters: Overview of Current Situation  
 
The society’s stated purpose was adapted from the California Genealogical Society, and as 
posted on their site, is as follows: 
  

To collect, preserve, disseminate information on genealogy and Washington local history; 
to assist its members in tracing their ancestry; to ascertain the location and condition of 
various public and private records which are or may become accessible to students of 
genealogy and American History; to aid in investigation of this nature by combining the 
efforts and resources of its members; to seek to direct public attention to the value of 
complete and exact records; and to emphasize the necessity of unremitting care in their 
collection and preservation.3 [italics mine] 

  
Despite their stated purpose of emphasizing “unremitting care in [records’] collection and 
preservation,” the Society has a minimal budget, almost fully dedicated to paying rent for the 
space it occupies, and has neither the time, labor nor expertise available to develop a fully 
functional disaster plan in the foreseeable future.  
 
The Society’s current preparation for emergencies is likewise minimal. It was immediately 
obvious, on our first visit to the Seattle Genealogical Society, that their current operating 
conditions could in fact create an increased likelihood of disaster befalling them. Electronic 
equipment such as computers are located directly beneath a portion of the ceiling that has been 
known to leak on more than one occasion (Interview: Christine). Aging kitchen equipment, 
including an electric coffeemaker and stovetop, is not immediately adjacent to the stacks, but the 
fact that burners have been inadvertently left on overnight is not encouraging. (Interview: 
Christine) In many locations throughout the library, large stacks of paper and other flammable 
materials teeter precariously next to electronic equipment, creating further fire hazards. 
According to local fire codes, their three fire extinguishers are up-to-date, valid for A B & C 
fires, and well located—but no one on staff has been explicitly trained in their use, and many 
volunteers are neither strong enough to lift and use the extinguishers nor confident in how to use 
them, limiting their effectiveness as disaster prevention tools (Fortson 17). Books and archival 
boxes are stacked on the shelves to within a few inches of the ceiling (see, i.e., Appendix A), 
despite their awareness that this violates fire safety guidelines (Fortson 5). Not enough is being 
done to limit the likelihood of a preventable disaster—in the case of this library particularly, 
fire—and in fact, it is our observation that some aspects of the current situation make that 
disaster more likely. 
  
Furthermore, once a disaster (preventable or no) does befall the SGS Library, other aspects of the 
current conditions will make post-disaster events less coordinated and more dangerous to both 
the people inside the library and the collections housed there. The shelves in the main stacks are 
not secured to the floor, ceiling, or walls, and are only secured to each other by being bolted to a 
                                                             
3 http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waseags/history.html 



single rail—they do not have solid back or end panels—and therefore pose a real hazard in the 
event of an earthquake (Fortson 39). The library (located on the ground floor of an apartment 
building) is carpeted, which means that any kind of flooding (whether after a fire, a torrential 
storm, or a pipe bursting) is more likely to create an environment hospitable to the growth of 
mold (Fortson 29, Kahn 29). The library’s layout places the only two exits at one extreme end of 
the facility—volunteers who are in the kitchen and office areas when disaster occurs may find 
themselves trapped in the facility with no easy way to escape. (See Appendices A and B for 
illustration). The library has no apparent plan for an emergency beyond the general instruction to 
call 9-1-1 and evacuate the building—there is no set meeting point for evacuees, no clear chain 
of responsibility, and no instructions in place for how to respond effectively to a damaged 
collection in the aftermath of a disaster. For the above reasons, we felt it was advisable to create 
two key pieces for the Seattle Genealogical Society: a detailed report to their board, in which we 
advise them on the steps necessary to create an environment that will reduce the chance of 
disaster, and improve their options for response and recovery (Appendix C), and a handbook that 
provides helpful worksheets and simple, clear instructions to volunteers that will be easy to 
follow in the event of an actual disaster. For the purposes of this paper, these documents follow 
the bibliography as Appendices B-K. Following this project, SGS will be provided with both 
hard copies and a CD of the results. In addition, we have been asked to present our findings at 
the SGS Board Meeting on June 28, 2010. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Considerations 
Our recommendations to the Seattle Genealogical Society attempt to balance what the literature 
suggests as “ideal” with the realistic obstacles in the path of the SGS. As mentioned, the Society 
is an all-volunteer organization with very limited financial resources. Many of the volunteers 
have been part of the Society for years, are used to doing things a certain way, and may not be 
enthusiastic about changes or requirements such as assembling for training sessions, even when 
those trainings focus on their own safety and the safety of others. Many volunteers come in as 
little as once a month, which makes it even harder for their efforts to be coordinated (and for 
them to retain the information they’ve been given). The volunteer pool is almost exclusively 
retirees, many of whom are not strong and active enough to do the intense physical work of 
moving large boxes of books, for example. (In fact, the one extensive piece of emergency 
preparedness SGS has pursued is a medical information sheet for each volunteer, in case of 
personal health emergencies). No one on staff has any training in librarianship or the 
conservation of materials. As we describe the various conditions we hope to address, and our 
suggestions for how to address them, we will often distinguish between what we consider to be 
the best possible advice, and the advice we feel is likeliest to yield results in the context of the 
SGS. 
 
Prevention 
 
Fire 
Fire prevention and readiness is key for any facility, and the SGS Library still has a lot of room 
for improvement in this area. We commend the SGS for having a full complement of fire 
extinguishers, of the appropriate types and in the appropriate locations, but the failure to provide 



any instruction in the proper use of fire extinguishers nullifies their usefulness. At a minimum, 
we advise that Christine (who has extensive real-life experience with fire safety preparedness) 
offer a training session for volunteers in the use of extinguishers; we would prefer, and strongly 
advise, that the SGS make arrangements with the local fire department to receive instruction, not 
only in the use of extinguishers, but in the broader aspects of fire prevention and safety. The SGS 
does have a good system in place for securing the building—a system that is followed 
consistently by all volunteers (Interview: Christine). Their system meets the recommended 
standards to help reduce the likelihood of arson. (Fortson 4) We would advise that the “locking-
up” procedure be expanded, to include checking the kitchen area before departure, so that 
appliances are not inadvertently left on overnight. The current physical arrangement of the space 
increases fire hazards: we advise that large stacks of paper and books not be stored immediately 
adjacent to electronic equipment, to reduce the chances of them catching fire due to an electrical 
spark or short. We strongly suggest that the SGS not store books on the top shelves of the stacks, 
as the lack of clearance there increases the possibility of a catastrophic fire—we acknowledge 
that space limitations have necessitated the use of this space, but we believe it would be much 
wiser to “thin” the collection somewhat (rather than continue to store the whole collection in a 
high-risk environment). The SGS needs an evacuation plan (both for fires, and for other 
disasters) that is clearly communicated and easy to follow. We have identified a good check-in 
point across the street, based on the location of buildings and power lines, created a simple step-
by-step plan for evacuation, and prepared instructions to make the implementation of that plan 
smooth (see Appendix D). If the SGS adopts our recommendations, we feel that major progress 
in the area of fire safety (for volunteers, patrons, and the collection) will have been made. 
 
Flooding 
There are also steps to be taken to prepare for other types of disasters. The library is located on 
the ground floor of an apartment building, which makes flooding (either from rainwater or 
leaking and burst pipes) a real possibility. In fact, there have been at least two instances where 
problems with water pipes above the ceiling and the outside gutter have resulted in water leaking 
into the library—in one case, over an area that houses computer equipment. While materials are 
kept several inches off the floor (in most cases), the whole library is carpeted—as mold can 
easily grow underneath carpet in damp conditions, carpet is strongly discouraged in areas where 
a collection is housed (Fortson 29). If it is possible for SGS to remove the carpet from the stacks, 
we advise it as a course of action—if, due either to budgetary constraints or the contract signed 
with the owner of the building, the carpet cannot be removed, we suggest that uncarpeted 
flooring be a priority to consider as the SGS contemplates moving to a new location. Considering 
the SGS’s history with roof leaks, we would advise moving computers and other electronic 
devices away from the portion of the facility that is directly beneath the building’s central 
drainpipe, if possible. We would also strongly advise that SGS keep on hand and accessible the 
basic supplies needed to deal with flooding and damp books—the list of those supplies is 
included in the materials being provided to the SGS (see Appendix E). To this, we have advised 
they add a basic disaster preparation text, such as Judith Fortson’s Disaster Planning and 
Recovery: A How-To-Do-It Manual for Librarians and Archivists, which we found very useful in 
our own research process. The book does appear to be out of print (it was issued in 1992), 
however, as of 25 May, 2010, at least 16 used copies were available on Amazon for under 



$10.00.4 In addition, we provide instructions in the handbook we are preparing that advise 
volunteers of the necessary safety precautions to observe when re-entering a flooded library (see 
Appendix F) (Fortson 31-32).  
 
Earthquakes 
Earthquakes are another important consideration for disaster planning in this area: the evacuation 
plan (previously mentioned) is an important part of being prepared for seismic events. The 
SGS’s bookshelves (in the main stack area) are only held together by a metal rail that runs along 
the tops of the shelving, and is bolted to each shelf. The shelves are not bolted or fixed in any 
way to the ceiling, floor, or walls, despite the best available advice on this subject (see Appendix 
A for illustration) (Fortson 39). In an ideal scenario, the shelves would be welded to that top rail, 
and attached firmly to at least the floor and walls (the ceiling at SGS is made of tiles) following 
the advice of a seismic engineer, but the expense of these adjustments, along with the 
expectations of the building’s owner, will likely prove too great an obstacle to the SGS 
implementing that recommendation. In that event, we would at least strongly advise welding the 
shelves to the top rail—and we would equally strongly advise that the SGS negotiate permission 
to bolt shelves in place when they next select a facility to house their library collection. As with 
flooding, we are placing in the handbook clear advice regarding safety precautions to observe if 
volunteers are considering re-entering the library after an earthquake (Fortson 42-43). Adoption 
of the above recommendations, and adherence to the guidelines supplied in the handbook we are 
preparing, ought to make the SGS much more effective in its response to floods and earthquakes. 
 
Preparedness 
 
Disaster Team 
Designating those in the organization who should be contacted first in the event of an emergency 
is of critical importance. As it stands, much of the responsibility with regards to emergency 
response falls on the shoulders of one or two people within the Society, and we feel that a clear 
chain of command needs to be established in order to facilitate the most effective response. A 
phone tree is a must: The first person contacted will call the next person on the list of numbers 
until they reach someone; the next person will do the same until all appropriate members of the 
team have been notified. If the emergency is deemed minor, the head of the team will inform the 
next person contacted to send an email to the remaining members, explaining what has 
happened, what has been done, and whether other members are or will be needed to assist in 
recovery. Currently, no disaster team has been put together by SGS, and we are strongly 
encouraging them to assign appropriate members to a disaster team as soon as they are able to do 
so. To this end, we have provided a guide for considerations to take into account in designating 
disaster team responsibilities (see Appendix G). Due to the all-volunteer staff and inconsistent 
presence of most of those involved, however, we recognize that this may be a challenge to 
implement. 
 
 
 
                                                             
4 http://www.amazon.com/Disaster‐Planning‐Recovery‐How‐
Do/dp/1555700594/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1274824926&sr=8‐1 



Salvage Priorities 
 Determining which materials could reasonably be discarded and which must be saved in the 
event of a disaster is a difficult and often painful process for any institution in the midst of 
drafting an effective disaster preparedness plan. Those who oversee the daily maintenance and 
care of any collection, as well as those who patronize the institution, can develop powerful 
emotional connections to the items in the stacks, which can easily lead to the determination that 
all materials must be high priority and nothing should be discarded. Ideally, with unlimited 
financial resources, manpower, and time, all materials not permanently damaged or destroyed in 
a disaster would certainly be saved. As this is simply not feasible in the event of an actual 
disaster, it is essential that critical priority decisions are made before it is too late, to guide 
emergency responders to the areas of greatest importance first while preventing valuable time 
from being wasted on items that, sadly, may have to be let go.  
 
In order to facilitate accurate and effective salvage priority decisions, a deep understanding of 
the holdings in any collection is essential. This includes a detailed assessment of monetary and 
artifactual value, an awareness of which materials are absolutely essential to the mission of the 
institution, and a thorough analysis of the collection to determine which materials are either held 
in other collections or easily replaceable in the event of an emergency. In the case of the Seattle 
Genealogical Society, these criteria have not yet been met, which made it somewhat difficult to 
determine, as accurately as we would like, levels of salvage priority for their collection. We did, 
however, gain valuable insight from library director Christine Schomaker regarding the areas of 
the collection that require the most immediate attention, and with her assistance we are able to 
make broad priority recommendations. Of course, these recommendations are subject to change 
based on a more in-depth future assessment of the Society’s holdings. While we understand that 
financial and human resources at the Society are severely limited, we are strongly recommending 
that this task be undertaken as soon as it is feasible for them to do so.  
 
A modest floor plan of the Genealogical Society was provided to us during our initial visit. The 
plan gives a basic overview of how the collection is arranged by section, as well as the locations 
of most fire extinguishers and all electrical boxes. We quickly realized, however, that the floor 
plan was missing some key features. The map does not extend far enough to include the entire 
office area, which does include and exit and some cabinets that house information deemed fairly 
important by Schomaker, and a fire extinguisher kept in the printing room is not noted. Not only 
have we enlarged and modified the existing plan to include these missing features, we have 
provided, affixed to the back, a color-coded version of the plan, which divides the collection into 
high, medium, and low-level salvage priorities (red, yellow, and green respectively; see 
Appendix B). Our recommendation is to keep one copy of the floor plan with the emergency 
supplies at all times, and one copy in a readily accessible area, preferably out of public view, as 
areas containing high-value materials will be clearly marked. Not only will this color-coding 
give volunteers a better sense of where critical items are kept, it will be far easier in an 
emergency situation, where nerves are frazzled and emotions are high, to simply hand the map to 
a first responder as a clear indicator of where attention should be focused in those critical early 
moments of a disaster. 
  
 
 



High Priority 
There are several collections at SGS that clearly require high-priority consideration. The most 
obvious set of materials are kept directly behind the front desk, labeled on the map as ‘Rare and 
Fragile Books.’ Many of these volumes date back to the late 19th century, and while they are 
rarely consulted, it is likely that these books have relatively significant monetary and artifactual 
value. The Society also maintains a substantial collection of family surname books, many of 
which are carefully constructed one-offs given to the library by the families who made them, and 
it is estimated that roughly 40% of this collection is either extremely rare or irreplaceable. This 
particular section of the library is essential to the mission of SGS, and until a more thorough 
analysis can be done, we felt it best to assign high priority to the entire section. Other areas of the 
collection that warrant high priority consideration include: 
 

• The George Kent Collection: Willed to the Genealogical Society by the Kent family of 
New Jersey, this impressive selection of letters, personal papers, and handsomely bound 
family trees is wholly unique to this institution. The loss would be irreparable. 

 
• The Washington State Collection: Gazetteers, yearbooks, and archival documents, 

including many one-offs, make up this region-specific area, and we felt that the Seattle 
Genealogical Society would suffer a serious blow if materials with such a specific 
regional focus were lost. 

 
• Wright’s Cemetery and Cremation Records: Kept in a storage closet, these cabinets house 

materials that are vital to those families seeking information about deceased loved ones, 
and it is our understanding that they are unique to the Society. 

 
• The Scandinavian Collection: Although the Society maintains a substantial collection of 

international and state-specific materials, many of the volumes in this area are in the 
original language, are rare or unique to the Society, and cater to our significant 
Scandinavian population. 

 
• SGS Bulletins: These archival volumes of the SGS Bulletin are currently marked as high 

priority; however, they are set to be bound and placed in the collection for public access 
in the near future. Until that time, they are assigned high priority as these are the only 
copies available, and they represent a significant contribution to the history of the society. 

 
• Log Book: Each person who enters the building is required to sign in and out; in the 

event of an emergency, volunteers are instructed to grab the book on their way out, as it 
is an essential reference for emergency responders in determining that all persons have 
been accounted for and safely escorted from the building. 

  
Mid-Level Priority 
Materials assigned to this category include much of the international and state-specific 
collection, as it has yet to be determined whether these materials are unique to the institution or 
can be readily found elsewhere. This designation also includes two file cabinets that contain new 
acquisition records and current mail/bills to be paid, Seattle City and Law Directories, vertical 
files of family surnames (considered mid-level until it can be determined that these are properly 



backed up), a cabinet of archival records and a collection of books in the office that are currently 
unprocessed. While many of these materials are important to the institution, Schomaker is of the 
opinion that they could be replaced (perhaps expensively) if need be, and that the Society could 
continue to function in the event of loss. Again, the volumes at this priority level need to be 
checked against other holding records to ensure that potentially vital materials are not 
overlooked. 
  
Low Priority 
This assignment includes microfilm and microfiche, new acquisitions, retail books and other 
materials for sale, CDs and DVDs, computers (a backup copy of all current membership 
information is kept off-site at Ginny Sommarstrom’s home; the computers are so old as to be 
nearly obsolete), furniture, and boxes of old financial records kept in the storage closet. These 
materials are either easy to replace, are backed-up elsewhere, or would not represent a significant 
blow to the core mission of the institution. 
 
As mentioned in one of our interviews, SGS has begun to put in motion a plan to create a full 
electronic catalog of their holdings. Our hope is that they will be able to assign cataloging 
responsibilities to a capable team of volunteers in the near future. When that time comes, we are 
recommending a series of questions be considered regarding each area of the collection or each 
item, as feasible, as an effective means of determining future modifications of the priorities we 
have assigned. This process will help reveal whether color-coding is the most effective way of 
indicating priority materials in the library or, if these materials are found to be widely scattered 
throughout the collection, whether another method (such as tagging individual materials with a 
priority indicator on their spine) would make more sense. These questions, which could also be 
used to determine a priority level then included as metadata in the newly-created records, 
include: 
 

1. Is this item critical for the ongoing operations of the institution? 
2. Can the item be replaced? 
3. Would replacement cost be more or less than the cost of restoration (replacement costs 

should include ordering, shipping, etc., in addition to the purchase price)? 
4. Is the item available in another format or collection? 
5. What is the monetary or intrinsic value of collection as a whole? 
6. How vulnerable is the material to damage from a disaster with regards to where it’s 

located (e.g., is the material located directly under water pipes, next to electrical boxes, 
etc.)? 

    (Brown, 165) (see Appendix H for worksheet) 
 
Although the time and experience needed to approach this collection with these considerations is 
substantial, a thorough assessment of the collection ensures that all critical materials will be 
accounted for if tragedy strikes. 
  
 
 
 
 



Response 
 
 
Master Phone List and Modified Pocket Plan 
We used the WESTPAS Pocket Plan to generate a master list of critical numbers, an essential 
reference in the event of a disaster. Given the age and physical limitations of the volunteers at 
SGS, we determined that the WESTPAS document itself would not be the most effective item 
for volunteers to keep on them at all times, as the print is simply too small for many volunteers to 
read. WESTPAS document A1, “Immediate Emergency Response,” provides a perfect solution 
to this issue, as we were able to extract the most vital numbers from the master list (fire 
department, police, Seattle Public Utilities, and numbers for Director of Operations Linda 
Fitzgerald and building manager Ellen Park), and fold them into the Tyvek holders we are 
providing to the Society. We are recommending that the master list be kept in a highly visible 
location, and that each volunteer has in their possession at all times a copy of the extracted 
numbers. We are also providing the Society with a brief explanation of when services such as 
cold storage, refrigerated trucking, or data recovery would be warranted, as simply handing them 
a list of numbers for these services does little to indicate when they should be used. (see 
Appendix I). 
 
Recovery: “Make Haste Slowly” 
 
In the wake of a disaster, after the period for response has passed, the need to be prepared for the 
recovery stage cannot be overlooked. SGS does not presently have any agreements regarding 
what they would do in the event of a disaster that required most or all of their collection to be 
removed from the building—they have no other facilities that could be used in that event 
(Fortson 48). We strongly advise them that, at the very least, they ought to have several 
volunteers agree to make space available in their homes or garages in the event of a disaster. In 
our second interview with Christine, she indicated that she believed either the University of 
Washington or the Seattle Public Library would come to the SGS’s aid in the event of a disaster; 
we strongly encourage the SGS to contact those organizations to seek at least an informal, if not 
a formal, understanding to that effect. If SGS cannot reach such an agreement with those 
institutions, we’d advise contacting local genealogical societies and historical societies to seek an 
agreement—in that case, probably a cooperative agreement in which the affiliated societies agree 
to assist each other in the event of disaster (Fortson 78). We have included resources for salvage 
actions and transportation of wet and damaged books to be included in the handbook for ready 
reference, should the need arise (see Appendix J). 
 
The recovery time period will also involve critical conversations with SGS’s insurance agency. 
As SGS did not get back to us with any information about their insurance policy, we cannot offer 
any informed opinions about their current level and type of insurance. We are including in our 
handbook information gleaned from our research about insurance terminology and concepts that 
we believe will help them understand and evaluate their current levels of coverage (see Appendix 
K) (Fortson 98-102; Kahn 52-55). Ideally, our advice for all the previous stages of disaster 
preparedness will help make the recovery period as brief and smooth as possible: nevertheless, 
we think the suggestions we are making for recovery are important, and will be a vital element in 
SGS’s overall level of disaster readiness. 
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Appendix A 
 

 

 

 

The Seattle Genealogical Society is located on the ground floor of the Sandridge Apartment complex. 

Some high‐priority segments of the collection, including individuals’ unpublished compilations of 
personal family histories and research donated to SGS. Notice the items are stacked much closer to 
the ceiling than the recommended 18”. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The old and rare book cabinet, located behind the volunteer front desk. 

The office area (the kitchen is around the corner to the left). There are no exits at this end of the 
building. 



Everyone’s favorite local periodical! Library.

 

 

The main stacks; note the bar along the top of the shelves, to which they are bolted, is not in turn 
connected to any structural part of the building. The shelves are not bolted at the bottom, the 
lowest shelf is closer than the recommended 6” to the ground, and the floor is carpeted. 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix C 
 

Final Report & Recommendations to the Seattle Genealogical Society Regarding Disaster 
Preparedness 

 
26 May, 2010 
 
Wesley Nelson 
James Rosenzweig 
Rachel Woodbrook 
 
 
The society’s stated purpose was adapted from the California Genealogical Society, and as 
posted on their site, is as follows: 
  

To collect, preserve, disseminate information on genealogy and Washington local history; 
to assist its members in tracing their ancestry; to ascertain the location and condition of 
various public and private records which are or may become accessible to students of 
genealogy and American History; to aid in investigation of this nature by combining the 
efforts and resources of its members; to seek to direct public attention to the value of 
complete and exact records; and to emphasize the necessity of unremitting care in their 
collection and preservation.5 [italics mine] 

  
Despite the stated purpose of emphasizing “unremitting care in [records’] collection and 
preservation,” the Society has a minimal budget, almost fully dedicated to paying rent for the 
space it occupies, and has neither the time, labor nor expertise available to develop a fully 
functional disaster plan in the foreseeable future. As consultants, and after careful consideration 
of SGS’s situation and unique considerations, we have come to the following list of 
recommendations through which SGS may increase its effectiveness in fulfilling the Society’s 
purpose and mission for many years to come. 
 
Assessment 
In essence, SGS has almost no disaster preparedness plan, a situation which must be remedied as 
quickly as possible for its practice to align with its purpose. SGS has in its care materials that 
provide unique opportunities for researchers—by rarity, evidential value, and/or location and 
access—and precautions should be taken to ensure that everything possible is done to safeguard 
the physical and/or electronic existence of these resources. 

Recommendations 
With the balance between an ideal world and the limitations of SGS’s resources as our guide, we 

                                                             
5 http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waseags/history.html 



have made recommendations based on the Society’s particular situation and limitations. 
Following are our recommendations, organized into priorities by urgency and importance.   

 

High Priority:  

Give the condition of the library and current recommendations for library disaster preparedness, 
we very strongly recommend that SGS:  

• Keep a master phone list in a highly visible location, and provide each volunteer with a 
copy of the abbreviated phone list we have provided (Appendix I). (We also provide a 
brief explanation of when services such as cold storage, refrigerated trucking, or data 
recovery would be warranted, as simply a list of numbers for these services does little to 
indicate when they should be used). 

• Provide volunteers with the phone list we have provided or a modified version.  

• Offer a training session for volunteers in the use of extinguishers; we would prefer, and 
strongly advise, that the SGS make arrangements with the local fire department to receive 
instruction, not only in the use of extinguishers, but in the broader aspects of fire 
prevention and safety. 

• Not store large stacks of books and papers immediately adjacent to electronic equipment, 
to reduce the chances of them catching fire due to an electrical spark or short.  

• Not store books on the top shelves of the stacks, as the lack of clearance there increases 
the possibility of a catastrophic fire—we acknowledge that space limitations have 
necessitated the use of this space, but we believe it would be wiser to “thin” the 
collection somewhat, rather than continue to store the whole collection in a high-risk 
environment. 

• Create an evacuation plan (both for fires, and for other disasters) that is clearly 
communicated and easy to follow. We have identified a possible check-in point across 
the street, created a simple step-by-step plan for evacuation, and have prepared some 
materials to make the implementation of that plan smooth (see Appendix D). The 
evacuation plan, possibly adapted for visitors, could also be displayed at the visitor log-in 
book and elsewhere in the stacks.  

• Keep on hand and accessible the basic supplies needed to deal, for example, with 
flooding and damp books, including a copy of a disaster preparedness resource 
publication such as Fortson’s Disaster Planning and Recovery: A How-To-Do-It Manual 
for Librarians and Archivists, which is available on Amazon used for under $10.00. A 
list of those supplies is included in the materials being provided to the SGS, and can be 



adapted for budget/applicability (see Appendix E). These materials could be stored in a 
plastic tub or garbage can, with their location marked on the priority preservation floor 
plan. 

• Create a phone tree and some sort of disaster team/list of responsibilities; we recognize 
that the nature of the Society and its structure of support is a challenge for centralizing 
such a team, but putting together a list of officers, board members, and volunteers who, 
for example, might have vehicles or experience in moving heavy boxes and be willing to 
assist in case of an emergency, could be a great time-saver when such a situation does 
arise (see Appendix G). 

• Contact the organizations they would look to for help in a collections disaster (SPL and 
the UW were mentioned as possibilities) to seek at least an informal, if not a formal, 
understanding of what help would be available. to If SGS cannot reach such an 
agreement with those institutions, we’d advise contacting local genealogical societies and 
historical societies to seek an agreement—probably a cooperative agreement in which the 
affiliated societies agree to assist each other in the event of disaster. At the very least, we 
strongly recommend that they find several volunteers who would agree to make space 
available in their homes or garages in the event of a disaster 

• As we were unable to information about the building or the Society’s insurance policy, 
we cannot offer any informed opinions about their current level and type of insurance. 
We are, however, including in our handbook information gleaned from our research 
about insurance terminology (Appendix K). 

• Integrate prioritizing the collection for salvage with the planned expansion of intellectual 
control through creating an electronic catalog. This control is crucial both for insurance 
and salvage purposes, and we are very glad to hear that steps are being taken to 
strengthen the Society’s knowledge of its holdings. We also offer a list of questions to 
consider when prioritizing the collection (Appendix H). This could also help indicate 
whether the color-coded section map is the most effective way to organize prioritization, 
or if there are materials throughout the collection that might need individual indications 
of high priority (for example, some sort of colored sticker or affix on the spine). 

• Apprise all volunteers of the new disaster preparedness considerations, and make sure 
they know where to locate phone numbers, evacuation instructions, and disaster supplies. 

 

Mid-Level Priority:  

Give the condition of the library and current recommendations for library disaster preparedness, 
we strongly advise that SGS:  



• Expand their locking-up procedure to include checking the kitchen area before departure, 
so that appliances are not inadvertently left on overnight. 

• Assign appropriate members to a disaster team as soon as they are able. 

• Move its computers and other electronic devices away from the portion of the facility that 
is directly beneath the building’s central drainpipe, if possible. 

• Consider removing the the carpet from the stacks, if possible—if, due either to budgetary 
constraints or the contract signed with the owner of the building, the carpet cannot be 
removed, we suggest that uncarpeted flooring be a priority to consider when the SGS 
contemplates moving to a new location. 

• Weld the shelves in the stacks to the top rail to increase stability in case of an earthquake. 
In an ideal scenario, the shelves would be welded to that top rail, and attached firmly to 
the floor and walls (the ceiling at SGS is made of tiles) following the advice of a seismic 
engineer, but we recognize that the expense of these adjustments, along with the 
expectations of the building’s owner, may prove too great an obstacle to the SGS 
implementing that recommendation. In that case, we would equally strongly advise that 
the SGS negotiate permission to bolt shelves in place when they next select a facility to 
house their library collection. 



Appendix D 

 
Evacuation Instructions 

• In case of emergency, have everyone evacuate the library and move to the 
evacuation point indicated above. 

• If possible, take with you the telephone handset and visitor sign-in log. 
• If you see smoke, flames, or other evidence of immediate danger, call 911. 
• Call the Director of Operations, Linda Fitzgerald, at (206) 524 - 3840 to report the 

alarm. 
• If you see no smoke, flames, or other evidence of immediate danger to the building, 

call Ellen Park, Building Manager, at (206) 523-2222. 
• DO NOT re-enter the building until you have been assured by the Building 

Manager or Fire Department that it is safe to do so.



Appendix F 
 

Guidelines For Re-Entering The Library 
After It Has Flooded 

 

• If there is still standing water in the library, or if there 
is any possibility of damage to the electrical system, 
DO NOT re-enter the building until it has been cleared 
for re-entry following a professional inspection. 
 
• Until the library’s power has been disconnected, DO 
NOT enter or work in any damp areas of the building. 

 
• Be careful at all times not to come into contact with 
switches, outlets, or electrical equipment. 

 
• If there is still standing water, be sure to wear sturdy 
shoes: hazardous debris may be present under the 
surface of the water. 

 
• Keep all electronic devices and systems disconnected 
until they have been inspected and declared safe.  This 
is important even if the area has experienced a 
widespread blackout, as power may return 
unexpectedly and create a dangerous situation without 
warning. 



Appendix G 

Responsibilities During a Disaster Response & Recovery 

Identify and list at least one person and an alternate for each responsibility. A group or committee may be 
responsibility. 

Assessment & Documentation Name & Contact Information 
Assesses and estimates the type and 
extent of the damage  

 

   
Contacts insurance company or risk 
management and fills out required forms 

 

  
Ensures proper documentation of damage 
(photos, videos, etc.)  

 

   
Reviews collections priorities list and 
confirms or adjusts it based upon damage 
assessment  

 

   
Estimates number of personnel needed to 
complete the work & how long recovery up 
will take  

 

   
Evaluates & recommends if salvage can 
be done in house with staff, or if a 
consultant and/or emergency recovery 
services are needed 

 

  
Identifies locations for storing materials out 
of building if a commercial recovery service 
is not used  

 

   
Formulates logistics for packing out and 
moving materials from the building if a 
commercial disaster recovery service is not 
used 

 

   
Records all major decisions and a 
chronology of events  

 

   
Collections Salvage  
Deploys work teams  
   
Supervises work teams in proper packing 
and personal safety  

 

   
Keeps inventory control of items being 
removed or discarded  

 

 
   



 
 
 

Communications Name & Contact Information 
Handles all public relations & the media  
   
Provides communication with workers
  

 

Interacts with the organization to which the 
Library reports.   

 

  
Security  
Secures and protects the building's 
contents  

 

  
Supplies and Equipment  
Responsible for ordering, delivery and 
dispersal of sufficient quantities of the 
appropriate materials for packing out.  

 

   
Responsible for ordering, delivery and 
dispersal of sufficient quantities of food, 
water and other comfort items for the 
workers.  

 

  
Financial Issues   
Tracks the monetary impact of all decisions  
  
Arranges for funds necessary to buy 
supplies, equipment, food, etc.   

 

   
Building Issues   
All issues leading up to the eventual 
restoration of the building to normal  

 

   
Identification of locations for response and 
salvage activities  

 

  
Personnel Issues  
Provides communications with staff  
   
Responsible for union issues  
   
Handles health, safety and comfort 
(physical and emotional) concerns   

 

  
Coordinates and monitors the use of 
volunteers  

 

  
  



Appendix H 
 
Questions to consider in prioritizing collections for rescue and salvage: 

 
o Is this item critical for the ongoing operations of the institution? 

 
o Can the item be replaced? 

 
o Would replacement cost be more or less than the cost of restoration (replacement 

costs should include ordering, shipping, etc., in addition to the purchase price)? 
 

o Is the item available in another format or collection? 
 

o What is the monetary or intrinsic value of collection or item? 
 

o How vulnerable is the material to damage from a disaster with regards to where 
it’s located (e.g., is the material located directly under water pipes, next to 
electrical boxes, etc.)? 

 

From Brown, Karen E..“Worksheet for Outlining a Disaster Plan.” In Preservation of Archival & 
Library Materials, edited by Sherelyn Ogden, p. 165. Andover: Northeast Document 
Conservation Center, 1999. 



remember appendices B, E, & WESTPAS I 



Appendix I 

IMMEDIATE EMERGENCY RESPONSE 

• Assess your own safety and act accordingly.  
• Elicit help from a co-worker or another person in the area.  
• Act to protect lives, then physical property. 

 

MAKE THE FOLLOWING PHONE CALLS in the order shown, based on the type of 
emergency 
 

1st CALLS: 
TYPE OF EMERGENCY: 

WHO TO CALL: 

Fire Fire Department: 206-386-1400 
 

People Hurt  Medical / Police: 911 or 206-684-0850 
 

Water / Electrical Emergency Seattle Public Utilities Emergency 
Response: 206-386-1800 
 

2nd CALLS: 
TYPE OF EMERGENCY: 

WHO TO CALL: 

Building or Equipment Damage 
 

Ellen Park (Building Manager): 206-523-2222 

Collection Damage 
 

Linda Fitzgerald: 206-524-3840/ 206-251-3922 
Ginny Sommarstrom: 206-523-9755 

Computer Damage 
 

Jeff Otjen: 206-724-3028 

  

3rd CALL: 
ALL EMERGENCIES: 

WHO TO CALL: 

All emergencies 
during working hours  

Linda Fitzgerald: 206-524-3840/206-251-3922 
 

All emergencies 
after working hours 

Seattle Police Department: 911 
Linda Fitzgerald: 206-524-3840/206-251-3922 



Appendix I 
EMERGENCY RECOVERY SERVICES 

 

Cold Storage  

The most generally accepted method of stabilizing water-damaged library and archival materials 
before they are dried is by freezing and storing at low temperatures. This buys time in which to 
plan and organize the steps needed to dry the material and to prepare a rehabilitation site and the 
building for return of the collections after drying. Freezing provides the means for storing water 
damaged material safely and for an indefinite period of time in similar physical condition in 
which they were found, preventing further deterioration by water and mold while awaiting 
treatment. In general, any institution that has experienced an event in which a large number of 
materials have been water-damaged should consider the use of a nearby cold storage facility as a 
means of preventing further damage. 

 

Refrigerated Trucking 

Any emergency situation that requires the transportation of a significant amount of water-
damaged materials to a facility for cold storage should secure the services of a refrigerated 
trucking company. This will ensure that materials are moved safely while maintaining 
temperatures conducive to the prevention of further damage. 

 

Commercial Recovery 

In the event of an emergency, the successful recovery and rehabilitation of water-damaged books 
and documents is essential. Commercial recovery services include vacuum freeze-drying for 
paper-based materials, as well as a variety of rehabilitation services for all formats. While small-
scale disasters may be capably addressed by carefully air-drying materials on-site, damage on a 
larger scale should be handled by a professional service with experience in the recovery and 
rehabilitation of books and documents. 

 

Data Recovery 

A quality data recovery service is vital in the event of computer data loss resulting from a 
disaster. DTI Data, our recommended data recovery service, will work with any media, will not 
charge a dime unless the customer is 100% pleased with results, and boasts a 95% recovery 



success rate for data previously deemed “unrecoverable.” The best way to negate the need for 
such a service is to ensure that all critical electronic data are backed up, with copies stored at a 
secure off-site location. 

 

Industrial Hygienist/Mold Testing Lab  

Industrial hygienists analyze, identify, and measure workplace hazards to ensure the health and 
safety of those who occupy the space. Potential hazards following a flood or other emergency 
can include mold and fungal growth, dusts, fumes, mists, aerosols, and fibers. Before re-entering 
a site that has suffered from a disaster, it is imperative that the workplace be thoroughly analyzed 
to make sure that staff and patrons are returning to a hazard-free environment. 

 

Structural Architect 

While a structural architect may not be necessary for SGS at the moment, we thought it best to 
include contact information for a reliable company in the event the collection is moved to a new 
space in the future. The safety of staff, patrons and materials in any institution is heavily 
dependent on the structural integrity of the building, and we recommend that the new location be 
professionally inspected for any potential structural problems before relocation takes place. 



Appendix J 
Salvage Procedures 
  Material Priority Handling 

Precautions 
Packing Method 
for Freezing 

Drying Method 

BOOKS  
  Cloth or paper 

covers 
Air Dry.             
Freeze within 48 
hours, if many 
books. 

Do not open or 
close; do not 
remove covers. 

Pack spine down 
in plastic lined 
cardboard box, 
one layer deep. 

Air Dry, fanning 
pages and 
standing upright.         
Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry. 

 Leather and 
vellum covers 

Air Dry 
immediately. 
Freeze if many 
books. 

Do not open or 
close; do not 
remove covers. 

Separate with 
freezer paper, 
pack spine down 
in plastic lined 
cardboard box, 
one layer deep. 

Air Dry, fanning 
pages and 
standing upright.         
Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry. 

  Books with 
coated paper 

Freeze 
immediately.             
Air Dry if no other 
option. 

Do not open or 
close; do not 
remove covers. 
Coated paper 
will permanently 
block if allowed 
to dry. 

Keep wet, pack 
spine down in 
plastic lined 
cardboard box, 
one layer deep. 

Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry.                     
Air Dry, 
interleave pages 
and fan books 
open. 

PAPER: UNCOATED 
  Stable media Air Dry or Freeze 

within 48 hours. 
Do not separate 
single sheets. 

Pack in plastic 
lined cardboard 
box. 

Air Dry on blotter 
paper or nylon 
screens.                   
Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry. 

 Soluble inks 
(e.g., felt, 
colored, ball 
point pens) 

Freeze 
immediately.        
Air Dry if no other 
option. 

Do not blot. Pack in plastic 
lined cardboard 
box. 

Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry.                        
Air Dry on blotter 
paper or nylon 
screen.                    

 Maps and 
posters 

Freeze 
immediately.          
Air Dry if no other 
option. 

Wet paper is 
fragile; use extra 
caution if folded 
or rolled. 

Support large 
items with board 
covered with 
plastic or keep in 
existing metal 
drawers. 

Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry.                       
Air Dry on blotter 
paper or nylon 
screen. 

 
  



PAPER: COATED 
 Maps and 

posters 
Freeze 
immediately.          
Air Dry if no 
other option. 

Wet paper is 
fragile; use 
extra caution if 
folded or rolled. 
Coated paper 
will permanently 
block if allowed 
to dry. 

Support large 
items with 
board covered 
with plastic or 
keep in existing 
metal drawers.  

Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry.                       
Air Dry, 
interleaving with 
spunbond 
polyester. 

PAPER: FRAMED OR MATTED 
    Remove from 

frames if 
possible. Air 
Dry or Freeze 
within 48 hours. 

Handle with 
care - glass can 
puncture or tear 
wet paper. 

Pack in plastic 
lined cardboard 
box. 

Once unframed/ 
unmatted, dry 
according to 
recommendation
s for paper type. 

CDs & DVDs         
 CDs & DVDs Air Dry 

immediately. 
Do not scratch 
the 
surface. 

Do not freeze. Air dry vertically 
in dishrack. 

 Paper 
enclosures 

Air dry or 
Freeze within 
48 hours. 

  Pack in plastic 
lined cardboard 
box. 

Air Dry according 
to paper type.             
Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry. 

MAGNETIC MEDIA: COMPUTER 
  Diskettes Air Dry 

immediately or 
pack in clean 
water for data 
recovery 
service 

Do not touch 
disk surface 

Do not freeze Open case and 
Air Dry 

MICROFICHE 
    Air dry or 

Freeze within 
48 hours. 

  Keep in wet 
plastic bags. 
Pack in plastic 
lined cardboard 
boxes 

Air Dry. Freeze, 
then Vacuum 
Freeze Dry 

MICROFILM 
  Microfilm rolls Rewash and 

dry within 48 
hours. 

  Keep wet. Pack 
(in blocks of 5) 
in plastic lined 
cardboard box. 

Arrange with a 
microfilm 
processor to 
rewash and dry. 

            



PHOTOGRAPHS: PRINTS 
  Albumen prints Air Dry or 

freeze within 
48 hours. 

Do not touch 
image. 

Interleave between 
groups of 
photographs. 

Air Dry. Freeze, 
then thaw when 
ready to Air Dry. 

  Color, Digital Air Dry or 
freeze within 
48 hours. 

Do not touch 
image. 

Keep wet. Pack in 
plastic bags inside 
box. 

Air Dry. Freeze, 
then thaw when 
ready to Air Dry or 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry. 

PHOTOGRAPHS: COLOR SLIDES AND FILM POSITIVES 
  Color Slides  Air Dry or 

freeze within 
48 hours. 

Do not touch 
emulsion; 
handle by 
mounts or edge 
of film. 

Keep wet. Pack in 
plastic bags inside 
box. 

Air Dry, use 
clothesline. 
Freeze, then 
Vacuum Freeze 
Dry or thaw and 
Air Dry. 

 
Adapted from WESTPAS 9/07, Adapted from "Salvage at a Glance" by Betty Walsh 
http://palimpsest.stanford.edu/waac/wn/wn19/wn19-2/wn19-207.html



Appendix J 

Guidelines for Boxing Books for Freezing 
 
Wet Books 

1) If time allows and the number of affected books is not too large, use freezer 
paper to separate the books. Cut pieces of freezer paper (waxed on one side) 1-
2" larger than is needed to wrap around the spine and covers of the books. For 
cutting large quantities of paper, fold the paper accordion style then cut across 
the two edges.  Line boxes with plastic bags if very wet; this will keep the 
moisture from affecting the box. 
 

 

 
2) Pack ten to twelve books per box. 

Wet books are heavy and care 
should be taken not to make the 
boxes too wet.  
Pack the books spine down and 
fold a piece of freezer paper (shiny 
side in) around every other book, 
with edges toward the top of the 
box. Edges of the book should 
come to within no more than 1" of 
the top of the box.  
Do not pack tightly, but avoid extra 
space which could cause 
slumping. If extra space remains in 
the box, support the books with 
crumpled paper or Styrofoam 
peanuts.  

 
 
 

3) Wet books should not be packed flat if at all possible because the weight will 
damage the bindings of the books on the bottom. 

 
4)  Follow procedures for inventory control to track materials sent to freezer, 

recovery company, or to dry storage if undamaged. 



Appendix K 

Insurance Review Advice 
Disclaimer: We emphasize that we have no legal training, and that nothing in this 
handout should be read as providing legal advice. We are providing guidelines 
drawn from the research we have done which we believe may be helpful to the 
SGS in drawing its own independent conclusions about whether or not its 
insurance policy is appropriate. 

Options for Restitution (Important vocabulary) 

• Replacement 
o When a collection is insured for its “replacement” value, that likely means that it’s 

insured for the real cost of replacing/restoring the item, even if it means paying a used-
book dealer more money than the item was originally worth.  For this category, it is 
usually the case that an item must be replaced in order to be reimbursed—unless you 
have a specific agreement with the insurance company for salvage/restoration, you will 
actually have to find a replacement copy for any damaged document (and if none is 
available, there is no compensation). 

• Actual Cash Value 
o In contrast to “replacement”, a collection insured for its “actual cash value” is insured for 

its equivalent market value—this often means that reimbursement is lower than it would 
be under a “replacement” policy, but premiums are often lower, and the need to find a 
replacement item will not exist.  The insurance agency needs to be clearly informed of 
the holdings in advance, so that the insured value of the coverage is appropriate. 

• Average Replacement Cost 
o “Average replacement cost” is an option that’s particularly used for broad categories of 

materials, especially when those materials are not of particularly high value.  The average 
value of the collection is calculated in advance, and it is necessary to supply an accurate 
accounting of the number of items in the collection.  It may be advisable to divide the 
collection into categories—setting one “average replacement cost” for items in the rare 
book case, for example, and another for items in the main collection—so that the average 
isn’t too low for particularly rare items. 

 

Proof of Loss 

 “Proof of loss” is an important concept—most insurers will require a reliable listing of all 
materials in order to offer the correct level of insurance.  Some insurers may require verification that these 
records are systematically updated.  To demonstrate actual losses after a disaster, extensive photographic 
documentation must be done before materials can be moved.  Most insurers will require that nothing be 
disturbed until the insurance agent arrives on-site to do an evaluation and approve steps.  Any labor used 



for recovery (even volunteer labor), as well as any supplies and contracted services, should be tracked 
carefully. 

 

Scope of Peril Coverage 

 There is an important difference between “all risk” coverage and “named peril” coverage.  “All 
risk” coverage will cover any kind of disaster (except those that are specifically excluded by name).  
“Named peril” coverage will only cover those disasters that are specifically included by name.  This is 
particularly important because, for “named perils”, there can be a burden of proof to show the cause of 
damage. 



Appendix K 

Insurance Coverage 
 
Insurance Company:  

Agent/contact: 

Policy Number: 

If self-insured, up to what amount? 

 Contact: 
Insurance is for: 
(replacement value, market value, etc.) 
 

Type of Damage Deductible  Maximum Claim per Event 

Fire     

External Water Source     

Internal Water Source     

Earthquake      

Theft   

Vandalism   

Other 
Average cost per volume is: 
(List other materials as relevant) 
 
The Insurance Company requires as proof of loss: 
(Photos of damage? Copy of bibliographic record?  Inventory of each item vs. the total number 
damaged? Other?) 

The requirements and liabilities limits for workers helping with a pack-out (staff and 
volunteers): 

Insurance will / will not reimburse for staff time?  

The Insurance will / will not cover the cost of using a disaster recovery service? 

Other Policies: If the library/archive has other policies, e.g. for rare and valuable items, adjust 
this form as appropriate. 


