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Small Disasters Seen in Sunlight
Gerald Chaudron, University of Memphis, Memphis, USA

ABSTRACT

Librariesfacemanykindsofemergency,butplanningforeverycontingencyisahugechallenge.
Overwhelmedwithbooksandarticlesthatfocusmainlyonthecatastrophicevents,librarianstendto
placemoreemphasisonmanagingtheriskofhurricanesandfloodsleavingthemunderpreparedfor
themoremundaneandcommonemergencies,likeburstpipesandleakyroofs.Thisarticleusestwo
casestudiesofsmallwateremergenciestoexaminehoweachlibrarymanagedthoseemergencies
andwhatlessonswerelearned.Theyshowthatwhilebothincidentswerewater-related,theywere
verydifferentintermsofsource,size,impact,recoverytime,andfrequency.Librariesshouldbe
planningforsmalldisastersfirst,andthenscalinguppreparationtoaccountforthelargerevents,
ratherthanthereverse,sincethesmallereventsaremuchmorecommonandoftenaschallengingto
themaintenanceofservices.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Thetitleofthisarticlewasinspiredbyabookofpoetryaboutlife’semotionaldisasters(Levine,
J.B., 2014) but it also speaks to the reality of disaster planning concerning small water-related
emergencies.Onlywhenonehassurvivedanyemergencycanpreparationsbemadetocopewiththe
nextone.Thisisnolesstrueforlibrariesthathavesufferedburstpipesorleakingroofsasforthose
thatwerefloodedbystormsurgesafterhurricanes.Theformerareusuallyreportedwithheadlines
thatarematter-of-factratherthaneye-catchingbecausetheyarenotconsideredfront-pagenewsby
themedia:“CazenoviaLibrarysoakedbyleakyroof,closesforrepairs”,“Stilldryingoutafteraleak,
TustinLibrarywillremainclosedforweeks”,“LeakingroofleadstomoldatEudoraWeltyLibrary”,
“Norwalk’smainlibraryclosedbypipeburst.”Aninternetsearchforreportsofwaterdamageto
librariesin2016-2018found39newsstoriesaboutpublic,schoolandacademiclibrariesaffectedby
suchanevent.Sincetheexercisewasnotexhaustive,itislikelythisnumberisactuallyhigher.Whatis
interestingabouttheresultasfarasemergencyplanningisconcernedisthatnoneoftheeventswere
catastrophic.Inotherwords,thesourceofthewaterwasnotahurricane,floodingriverortsunami,
themajordisastersmuchoftheliteraturefocusesonwhendiscussinghowlibrariesshouldpreparefor
wateremergencies.Insteadtheculpritsareleakingroofs,burstpipesandmalfunctioningsprinklers;
smallwateremergenciesthatneverthelesshaveasignificantimpactonlibrariesacrossthecountry.

Librariansfaceanumberofchallengesintryingtoensuretheircollectionsremainintactand
availableforuse.Muchofthematerialtheymanageismadeofpaperandothernaturalproductsthat
arevulnerabletodamagefromenvironmentalfactorssuchashumidity,heat,light,moldandpests
thatcanbeexacerbatedbymanmadehazardsincludingpollutionanddeliberateactsofdestruction.
While librariescontinue toholdanalog formats, theyaremoving increasingly todigital formats
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thathavetheirownvulnerabilities.Everylibraryshouldhaveaplantocopewiththeinherentrisks
andmanyrelyonliteratureproducedinthelastthirtyormoreyearstocreateemergencyordisaster
plans.Thehandbooksandguidescoverthegamutofpossibleemergenciesandtendtousethemore
catastrophiceventsas thebasisof theirplanning.This leadstothecreationofplansdesignedto
respondtothedestructionwroughtbya100-yearfloodbutgivelittleassistancetocopingwithan
overflowingtoilet.Theproblemis,asEnricoQuarantellipointsout,thereisoftenlittlecorrelation
betweenriskassessmentanddisasterplanning,andwhetheradisasterismanagedwell(Quarantelli,
1988,p.374).Thisisbecauseariskisapotentialitynotanactuality,thatfewrisksarerealizedand
fewerstillnecessitateanimmediateresponse(Quarantelli,1998,pp.256-257).Thisarticlesuggests
thatlibrariesandlibraryscientiststendtooverlooktheriskposedbythemoremundanesourcesof
waterdamageastheyfocusonthedisastrousones.Theconsequenceisthatsmallwateremergencies
aremorefrequentthantheyshouldbeandhaveagreaterimpactasaresult.

TheChinesephilosopherLaoziwrote2,500yearsagothat“nothingissofterormoreflexible
thanwater,yetnothingcanresistit.”Itisthatveryflexibilitythatmakeswaterthemostsignificant
threattolibraries(InternationalRecordsManagementTrust,1999,p.8).Librariesmustbeprepared
foralltypesofwateremergenciesbutfewlibrarians,fortunately,havetodealwithcatastrophicevents
duringtheircareers.Yettheoddsarepooraboutavoidingthesmall-scalewateremergenciesthat
areaconstantthreatandmostlibrarieswillsustaindamagefromthem(Dawson,2009,pp.4,10).
Becausesuchdamagecanbequiteextensive,theseeventsarestilldisastrousintheireffectsonthe
collections,infrastructure,staffandfinancesoftheinstitutioninvolved.Buildingsoldandnewrequire
runningwater,firepreventionsystemsandwastewaterdisposalandallthiswatermakesourbuildings
vulnerabletoincursions,andthelargerthebuilding,thegreaterthevulnerability.Compoundingthe
problemishumanfallibilitythatleadstodesignfaultsordelayedorincompleterepairsthatcreate
flawsinthetightnessofthebuildingenvelope.Oncereleasedintoaspace,waterwillrunwherever
itcantofinditslowestlevel.Assumingthesourceofthewatercanbefound,discoveringwhere
itwentandthendryingthespaceoutcanbealengthyandpossiblyexpensiveexerciseevenifthe
incursionseemsminor.Thedemandsonstaffduringtheactualdisastercanbegreat,causingstress
andthrowingeveryoneoff-balancebuttherecoverycanbeworseastheadrenalinsubsidesandthe
realityofcleaningupandassessingandrepairingthedamageisfaced.Finally,thereisthefinancial
impactofthedisaster.Fundsdesignatedforotherpurposesareredirectedandbudgetsarestrained,
whichisespeciallydifficultformanyinstitutionslivingwithtightordiminishingincomesandrising
expenditure.

Thisarticlewillexaminesmall-scalewaterdisastersand,usingcasestudiesexperiencedby
theauthor, showhoweasily suchemergenciesoccur, theextentandqualityofdisasterplanning
andwhetheritaddressedtheactualrisk,whatmighthavebeendonetomitigateorevenpreventthe
disaster,andhowthedisasterwashandledwhenthewaterstartedtoflow.Butthedisasterisnotover
whenthewaterstops,foritisthenthattherealworkofrecoverybeginsand,inthedaysandweeks
thatfollow,theaffectedinstitutionmusthaveaplaninplacetomakethatrecoveryefficient,fast,and
ascompleteaspossible,sothattheneedsofallthestakeholdersareaddressed.

BACKGRoUND

Libraries,alongwitharchivesandmuseums,considerthemselvessaferepositoriesforourcultural
heritage.Therealityis,however,thatmostAmericancollectinginstitutionshavestruggledtoprovide
eventhebasiccaretheircollectionsrequireaccordingtotheHeritageHealthIndexsurveytakenin
2005.Thissurvey(afollow-upconductedin2015hasnotyetreleaseditsfindings)revealedthat
around50percentofrespondinginstitutionshaddamagetotheircollectionsfromsourcessuchaslight,
airbornepollutants,andimproperstorage,40percenthadnofundsforpreservation,and80percenthad
nocapabilitytoimplementanemergencyplanshouldadisasterstrike(HeritagePreservation,2005,
p.2).Anothersurveytakenin2005intheUnitedKingdomfoundthat30percentofrespondentshad
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