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Understanding Cultural Heritage
Museums, libraries, archives, historical societies and research organizations are visited over 2.5 billion times a year.  In addition, over 4.8 million artifacts are held in the public trust by more than 30,000 cultural heritage institutions within the United States.  The types of artifacts being housed at such institutions are particularly at risk after a disaster.  Studies show that 80% of cultural heritage institutes in the United States do not have an emergency plan with a staff trained to carry the plan out.  For libraries and museums that are located on college campuses, these numbers are exactly the same. A survey conducted on historical societies found these organizations to be least prepared for an emergency, at 92% of organizations surveyed. 

In addition to housing valuable artifacts, cultural heritage contributes to the resilience of a community by helping communities to regain a sense of normalacy following a disaster and by providing services and resources to citizens.  Libraries are not just a luxury but rather a necessity to communities.  Findings have shown that public library use is up this year and that libraries become a prominent area to get resources, such as help building a resume, access to computers, and important paperwork such as social security and tax forms. 

The Power of Partnerships
The Heritage Emergency National Taskforce is an informal partnership that meets once a year.  This organization, co sponsored by the Heritage Preservation, is made up of 41 members including IAEM, NEMA, Small Business Administration, and National Park Services, amongst other organizations.  The Heritage Emergency National Taskforce provides incentives for preparedness, information tools and training for cultural heritage, coordinates responses to major events, helps to create strategic alliances with emergency responders, and provides advice for the public on preparing for and responding to emergencies that affect collections and family treasures. Much of this advice can be found at their website www.heritageemergency.org.  

Additional partnerships include the Risk Evaluation and Planning Program, which brings local emergency managers and first responders to cultural heritage institutions for evaluation of risk as well as well as the Alliance for Response Project.  The Alliance for Response Project brings emergency responders and the cultural heritage community together in order to focus on encouraging emergency planning, fostering new community partnerships, and influencing local plans and policies.  Since 2003, successful one day forums have been conducted in eight cities and four California Regions.  

Coordinated Statewide Emergency Preparedness (COSTEP) is a partnership that is designed to help state libraries, archives and museums work with emergency managers to prepare for area-wide disasters.  The four basic components of COSTEP include: building relationships, mitigating hazards, preparing for response, and keeping things up and afloat so that all of this planning is worthwhile.  COSTEP has bimonthly meetings with key individuals from both cultural and emergency management agencies.  In these meetings emergency managers have provided ICS training and in exchange the cultural community has also provided training on archiving and what needs to be done to protect archives.  

Campus Connections

Campus libraries and museums often hold some of the universities’ most valuable assets.  Many times these assets are not taken into consideration when campus emergency plans are developed.  Colleges could lose their academic accreditations or be at risk if they lose their collections.  Many universities already have accreditation programs in place.  For example, the University of Delaware’s Emergency Response Working Group for University Collections and Records is a network of 21 campus departments working together to protect cultural heritage.  In addition, Miami University’s (OH) Williams Holmes McGuffey Museum is planning emergency training with the university’s fire department and has been brought into campus planning.

Information, Resources, Training, and Onsite Assistance

There are a number of planning tools to help individuals and organizations prepare for a disaster.  One such tool is DPLAN – a disaster planning template that is a free, online, fill-in-the-blank template which compiles information for the organization.  This is useful for all non-profit agencies.  DPLAN Light is a simpler version of this form which deals specifically with disaster response.  More than 2,300 organizations currently use this program.  This template can be found at the website: www.dplan.org.  In addition, May Day, an event that focuses on saving our heritage and creating awareness regarding how to prepare for a disaster, has been taking place since 2006.  This past May Day occurred on May 1, 2009.  There are also training efforts that are occurring.  The Collections Emergency Response Teams is made up of 60 cultural heritage professionals that have been trained in emergency response by the American Institute for Conservation.  These individuals are ready to deploy at any time in the event of an emergency or disaster.  

