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Conservation and
Preservation of Library
Materials in Sri Lanka

By

Mrs. Ishvari Corea
Chairpeyson,

Mrs. D. M. Thilakaratne
Asistant Librarian,
Sri Lanka National Library Services Board,

Preamble

The National Library of Sri Lanka is the centre
round which the full information and library neads
rotate.

We should not forget the concept that the National
Library should safeguard the heritage of the nation
as the heritage represents the life and culture of the
people both literary and artistic.

It is also binding on the National Library to retain
and preserve for posterity and make available to the
public all informaton needed for research, planning and
policy making, to acquire and conserve a comprehensive
national collection of publications produced in Sri
Lanka. and function as a legal deposit library, and to
acquire and preserve manuscripts and other library
materials such as Microfilms, Photocopies, Rare books
and Ola leaf manuscripts.

While librarians, archivists and many others are well
aware of the need for preservation and conservation,
it is a theme that still needs repeating. Preservation is
essential to the preservations of knowledge. Preser
vation and conservation activity is well established in
UK, the USA, Canada, USSR, etc,. but not in the
developing countries such as ours. Therefore this
conference is indeed very timely. The organisers should
be lauded for their efforts and we could learn much
from the deliberations during this period. This is an
indication of the growing strength of cooperative efforts.
The problems of library materials in our region are
more or less similar. we are concerned also with disasters
most natural disasters relate to fire, floods, earthquakes,
volcanoes etc. Fortunately in Sri Lanka we have
had really to contend so far only with man made,
disasters and problems arising out of a tropical climate.
Libraries have been destroyed from time immemorial
due to enemy activity, religions disturbances, etc.

8

Conferences such as these are an Important way to
disseminate and exchange knowledge. The preservation
and conservation ol non book materials are also very
important. It must be mentioned that funding is vital
to any preservation cfforts.

Attention is being focussed tothe problem of using
acidic paper in publishing the use of alkaline printing
paper is essential. Until mass deacidification is more
generally practised, reformatting will remain as the
principal way to save the content of materials.

The preservation and conservation of the National
Collection is of vital importance. Towards this end the
Library Services Board is spending much time and
money. Fortunately the ola leal’ manuscripts are in
good condition as they are being treated in the traditional
manner. Unless they come into contact with water
or fire they can be preserved without much trouble.

Library materials contain a variety of material of
which most arc organic and so they are subject to
deterioration. Delerioration can become a process
that cannot be halted unless adequate and timely care
is taken.

Librarians are faced with numberous problems in
preserving the collections under their custody. Any
material or records that are brought to the library can
bring with them various problems which would need
immediate attention. This care is more neceded for
rare, used and old books.

Preservation Awareness and Training in Sri Lanka

One of the major problems faced by the libraries
today is the conservation of the human knowledge
scored in both traditional as well as modern media.
Conservation has been until recently identified as a
pure technical activity confined to & back room in the
library. It is encouraging to note that this attitude is
now being treated as outdated and librarians are paying
more attention to create an awareness among their
colleagues and clients on the careful handling and use
of material so that considerable savings can be effected
in the heavy financial allocations set aside for conser-
vation of library material,

Conservation of information resources is not a new
phenomenon in Sri Lanka. The Buddhist temples and
the pirivenas that functioned as seats of learning and
repositories of knowledge were in possession of advanced
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knowledge and techniques for the conservation of the
written word. The preparation of the ola leal for
writing and the final processing of the writien word
into a long lasting book was an art which demanded
special skills. Apart from the technical skills involved
in this process, considerable attention was paid to
develop and shape the attitudes of library keepers and
users on the importance of proper maintenance and
careful handling of material. A strong awareness
on conservation of material was built up in both clergy
and lay students which was handed downfrom generation
to generation. The book had become a very common
feature of the day to day life of children who are taught
to regard the books as a teacher. Even today it is not
an uncommon sight in rural Sri Lanka to see a child
paying homage to the text book before it is put aside
after a study session.

However, the introduction of the throw-away type
reading material such as cartoon papers, cheap novels
and light reading material aimed at various interest
groups, have had a considerable influence on the atti-
tudes towards reading material. The younger genera-
tion, especially children living in urban arcas have
easy access to these material which can be thrown into
the dustbin after reading. Ample cvidence of such
attitudes can be gathered by scanning bookshelves
in any urban public library in the country.

Conservation Awareness Programme :

Although conservation has become a subject of serious
attention of the professionals, no significant steps have
yet been taken at the national Ievel to create a conserva-
tion awareness. The long felt need for a national body
which could take the leadership in conservation awarc
ness was fulfilled at the beginning of this year with the
opening of the National Library of Sri Lanka.

There have been some attempts by individua
organizations and professional bodies in creating an
awareness on conservation of library mateirals. Almost
all these programmes were confined to the training of
librarians and students of library science. Professional
educational activities carried out by the Sri Lanka
National Library Services Board and the Sri Lanka
Library Association have contributed a great deal in
promoting conservation awareness among the librarians
and library science students,

Sri Lanka National Library Services Board :

Even at the present moment this Board conducts
several courses of study and orientation courses as
well as workshops and seminars for the benefit of
librarians of small libraries in the country. The Board
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is also conducting a correspondence course for librarians
serving in rural areas away from Colombo, who are
unable to attend the library science courses conducted
by the Sri Lanka Library Association or the University
of Kelaniya. Conservation and preservation of material
have been identified as a significant component of
these courses. In designing the courses due attention
has been paid to the fact that the librarians serving .
especially in tropical countries should have adequate
knowledge of the effects of climatic conditions, humi-
dity, insects and other causes of damage to books.
Steps have already been taken to establish a conserva-
tion centre and a bindery at the Nationa! Library which
could serve as a workroom as well as a training work-
shop on the conservation of material.

Sri Lanka Library Association :

The Sri Lanka Library Association commenced its
educational activities in 1960 & is responsible for
producing the majority of the professional manpower
employed in libraries in the country. The professional
courses conducted by this Association leading to
the associateship consists of three parts. ie. First
Examination, Intermediate Examination and the
Final Examination. The courses duration is over
144 hours and about 8% of this time is devoted to the
conservation and preservation of library material.
Apart from the academic component, the students are
required to undergo practical training in alibrary which
includes a component on the problems of conservation.

However, since the designing of inservice programmes
are done by the respective libraries, the quality and scope
of training given mainly depend on the capacity and
the efficiency of the respective libraries.

Univeristy of Kelaniya

There courses are conducted by the University of
Kelaniva. The post-graduate diploma in Library and
Information Science is anadvanced full time course for
graduate librarians who have completed a specified
number of years in a senior capacity. The other two
are part time courses aimed at working librarians in
junior positions. All these courses have identified
conservation as a significant component in their curri-
cula.

National Archives Depariment

Being the premier institution specialised in the
country for conservation of materials, the department
has a well equippd bindery and a repair section equi pped
with sophisticated machinery and tools which can
handle even complicated repair work. It falso as the
trained manpower which can be utilized for the deve-
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lopment of conservation awareness in the country.
Provision of inservice training for librarians and binders
on request is one of its services. With the introduction
of the mobile ministry system, departments and cor-
porations under the ministries are required to provide
their services in places where the mobile ministry is held.
Under this system the departments and corporations
have been able to expand their services to rural folk who
under normal circumstances do not receive such
services. This programme is a very good opportunity
for organizations including libraries to carry the message
of conservation to the doorstep of the general public.

The Need for a Dynamic Conservaiion Awareness
Programme

As described above the existing conservation aware-
uess programmes available in the country are strictly
conlined to the professional education sector. It is
imperative that the awareness of conservation of infor-
mation resources be disseminated to the general
public especially to the school going population.
Although no research findings are available, it is evident
that most library books and other media are damaged
by readers who are not cither considerate or aware of
how to handle delicate material. "It is highly unlikely
that the damages to books, etc., by careless handling
will persist if the readers could be influenced by 2
methodical conservation awareness programme. There
is no doubt that such an influence would immensely
help develop the attitudes of readers which would
lead to massive savings of funds including foreign
exchange spent for conservation of material.

Conservation awareness on the part of readers would
also help thelibraries in locating the books which need
attention. On many occassions damages caused by
insects, mildew, or even polluted air go unnoticed at
the initial stages as the librarianscannot be vigilent of
their holdings allthe time. Often these types of damages
are noticed by junior library employees and/or readers.
Therefore most of the damags can be dstected in an
early stage if the readers could be alerted to the con-
sequences of these undesirable and disasterous oceurre-
nee.

Apart from the eavironmental factors, economic
factors also play a vital role in the conservation acti-
vities undertaken by libraries. Today conservationsts
are faced with a series of problems created by publi-
cations printed on low quality paper, or with poor
quality ink,
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The new meida introduced by technologicl innovations
have introduced new dimensions to the conservation
awareness programme of the country. Micro pro-
ductions and audiovisual maeterial are now widely used
in libraries in the country, Many major libraries
mncluding thosz of the University of Peradeniva and
the National Institute of Education are now resorting
to' micro reprography with a view to easing the acco-
mmodation problems and resource sharing expenses.
ete. Digital technology has also made it s presence
in libraries through magnetic diskettes which are being
used to exchange computer produced data files.
Compact disk technology is beingintroduced to several
libraries including those of National Acguatic Re-
sources Authority. The British Council and the
National Institute of Education. This material is
very delicate and could get easily damaged by careless
handling. Unlike printed matter, damages caused to
these materials cannot be readily detected and therefore
special care has to be taken for their preservation and
conservation. It is imperative that both users and
library staff should be properly expesed to the conser-
vation problems involving these materials so that they
will take adequate care in handling such delicate
materials.

Strategies for the Promotion of Conservation Awareness
The National Library of Sri Lanka can play the leading
role in the conservation awareness programme in the
country, As the institution which provides leadership
to the island’s library system it is the responsibility of
the national library to promote conservation awareness
through its educational and training programmes.
Since the National library is responsible for the training
of teacher-librarians of the country it will not be a
difficult task to convey the conservation message to the
tudent population through teacher librarians.

Non Governmental organizations such as learned
societies, non-formal education centres and various
voluntary organizations have a very high potential in
promoting conservation awareness in the country under
the leadership of the National Library.

Preventive Programme

It is essential to have well thought out preventive
programmes. Tt is better to take quick action in re-
storation, But unfortunately the librarians in our
country do not have much knowledge of how to pre-
serve and conserve. Though preservation and conser-
vation is included in the teaching programmes of
library science in the country, a well thought out and
inexpensive methodology is necessary. Much danage
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¢an be done to library materials by untrained librarians
by using sensitive tapes to repair torn pages of books;
use of highly acid paper to wrap bocks in order to
protect them from dust, wrong repair methods and
bad storage.

No routine or regular checks are carried out in our
country for isect or other enemies library material.
Tt is necessary to exercise regular checks so that preven-
tive measures could be taken to halt the damage that
can be irreparable at the commencement of the
deterioration.

Readers too should be advised as to how to handle
books and other materials as carclessness can lead to
the damaging of books, and other library materials.

A problem faced by the librarians in a tropical
country is the preservation of library material against a
polluted environment. Qur library materials are
stored in rooms which are damp, hot or cold or dry and
are subject to variable weather conditions. Cities are
polluted with carbon dioxide, sulpher dioxide, ammonia,
etc. The exposure to light, especially ultra violet
radiation can be very serious. Heat also promotes
deterioration of library materials. The higher the
temperature, the faster the library materials will deterio-
rate. Extensive heat can dry the material and embrittle-
ment can set in which could result in warping. Leather
binding can warp and paper can become brittle.
Moisture is also very bad for library materials.
Pilot Project

The National Library Services Board is deeply
concerned with the preservation of collections. Tt
intends to carry out a pilot project or survey to assess
methods and procedures that would be necessary.

Evaluation

Evaluation can be donc by a questionnaire. The
surveyor can identify the place and date of publication,
the physical nature and the conditions of the volumes
sampled, eg. the binding condition and strength of the
inner part of the volume. Checks also shouid be made
to see whetehr any obvious physical characteristics of
the volumes being checked would preclude microfilming
as a preservation option. Other options available would
be rebinding and repair.

Data on the date and palce of publications would
give a profile of the ageand source of the collection
which would help in the preservation.

Brittle or weak paper can pose serions problems in
preservation. Checks should be made to see the
internal condition of the publications whether pages
are damaged leaf attachments broken, etc. :
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Increased use of acid free paper and a mass deacidi-
fication programme are necessary for the preservation
of library materials.

The need for extensive conservation treatment
tncluding deacidification, leaf repair, and strengthening,
fine binding and custom box making is more difficult
to quantify in terms of treatment time per volume.

Protective enclosures are useful for deteriorated
items that cannot be treated immediately. :

The preservation problem is a large one, for any one
institution to solve. Tt should therefore be a coopera-
tive endeavour if it is to suceed. It is also important
to give shape and direction to cooperative efforts.
Prescrvation signifies all protective measures that help
to reduce the rate of deterioration of material.

Bibliographic records of materials that have been
microfilmed should be prepared and be made available
so that other institutions could have access 1o them
and identify what has been filmed so than duplication
of efforts could be avoided.

Identifying Priorities

Libraries should be requested to identify their priori-
ties for conservation and preservation. As no library
material is safe from light, heat and moisture and from
the impurities in the air, attention towards the protec-
tion of materials becomes moreimportant thanrepairing.

Air conditioning though expensive is most effective
in controlling biological and chemical enemies.

The Sri Lanka National Library Services Board isthe
focal point for research on library techniques. Tt is
concerned with planning policy guide lines for adoption
in the field of information technology ; designing train-
ing courses for library personnel who would be competent
in handling moderninformation techniques, conservation
and preservation methodology, etc.

Central Authority

The Board can act as the Central Authority in the
preservation and conservation of library materials.

With the devolution of power from the centre to the
periphery the provincial councils will have to play an
important role in the functioning of libraries. Fortu-
nately the National Library Services Boardin its adviso~
ry capacity can influence these councils in the proper
setting up of libraries and their control. The Board
15 in the process of preparing guidelines for the forma-
tion of an Authority which will provide technical support
for the proposed provincial libraries, promote coopera-
tion botween libraries, institutions, ete. This Central
Authority will not only co-ordinate but help to set up
plans and monitor the services and acti vities with regard
to preservation and conservation of alllibrary materials.
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Resources of the
National Library of
Sri Lanka

Nalini de Silva

Deputy Director (Actg.), Sri Lanka National Library
Services Board

The National Library of a country such as ours with
a cultural heritage over 2500 years has triple major
functions to perform in the context of resource develop-
ment. For instance to collect and preserve literary,
historical and social heritage, to assist local and foreign
scholars, researchers, planners, decision makers
with current and retrospective bibliographic information
related to Sri Lanka, to establish relations with local
and foreign libraries. In this process the National
Library hasto pay attention to resource sharing,
avoid duplication of efforts and resources especially
being in the capacity of a Third world Country.

Nevertheless through an evolutionary process, insti-
tutions such as the Government Record Office now
known as the Department of Natinal Archives, the
Government Oriental Library, Colombo Museum, The
Roayal Asiatic Socicty (Ceylon Branch) and other
Academic and Research Institutes in national level
have contributed to the above functions of the NL to
a considerable extent,

Although the NL was inaugurated in 1990, on the
recommendations of the National Library Committee,
resources have been developed since the establishment
of the Sri Lanka National Library services Board in
1970. However, resource development during the
first decade was rather slow due to inadequate staff,
storage and legal provisions.

On the recommendations of the NL committee, the
scope or resources to be collected and developed were
manuscripts, non-book materials, periodicals, newspa-
pers, unpublished reports, audio visulas, paintings,
maps, oral traditions, postage stamps, currency notes,
material related to heraldry, honour, etc., of Sri Lanka,

18

In relation to resource development of the NL the
mechanism of obtaining materials is based on the
following methods:

Legal Deposit
Copy right

Gifts and exchange
Purchases

il kel e

The present strength of the NL Collection consisting
of 1,50,000 items will form the nucleus of the future
collection, which eventually expand to millions. The
NL purchases 3 copies of each publication one of which
is set aside for photocopying and inter-library loans,
the other for reference, and the third is kept as the
permanent deposit copy.

The resources arc well preserved, systematically
arranged and grouped into 13 subdivisions comprising
of

Main Sri Lanka Collection

Legal Deposit Collection

Periodicals Collection

Newspaper Collection

Main Reference Collection

Foreign Literature Collection
Manuscripts and Rare Books Collection
Audio Visuals Collection

Maps Collcetion

10. Unesco Publications Collection

11: Special Collection

12, Library and Information Scince Collection
13. Folklore Collection

Voo 3tk D=

Main Sri Lanka Collection

This contains material publishedin Sri Lanka on
Sri Lanka and by Sri Lankans. It has been developed
since the inception of the Board and presently consists
of 17,432 bound volumes, 125 microfilms and 4,602
microfische. History, Literature, Government Publica
tions are the areas of notable strength. The Sri Lanka
Collection is enriched with private collections of veteran
scholars such as D.E. Hettiarachchi, Tikiri Abeysinghe,
This material has been catalogued and classified. The
catalogue makes it possible for the user to obtain a
publication from five minimum access points ; the
Author, Title Subject headings, Class Number, Serics,
etc. Moreover catalogues of the Royal Asiatic Society
{Ceylon Branch), the Sri Lanka Collection of the
Colcmbo Public Libary, the Archaeological Depart
ment Library, the Leslic De Seram Collection of the
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Peradeniya Ubniversity Library, and part of the
Museum Library have been duplicated in cards and
arranged systematically and made available to the
users to  enable them to obtain  bibliographic
information of - resources contasined in the above
libraries.

Legal Depaosit Collection

The Printers and Publishers ordinance (1885)
amended in 1976, made legal provision for the
National Library to receive a copy of every publica-
tion published in Sri Lanka; and this has augmented
the resources of the NL to a great extent.

Generally this includes printed material such as
Government Gazettes, Hansards, Acts and Bills,
Newspapers, Periodicals, Handbooks, Monographs,
Pamphlets, Annual Reports, Administration Reports
published locally. The current Legal Deposit law is
inadequate to ascertain material such as Cassettes,
Video Tapes, Films, Maps and unpublished literature
to achieve the objectives of the National Library.
Therefore a new legislation should be drawn up to suit
the new outlook of the National Library.

The Legal Deposit Collection which has been acquired
upto 1991 July, has been sorted, catalogued. and
classified. The cumulative card index or the National
bibliography will help the reader to locate the material
by author, title, series, class number and subject
headings.

Periodicals Collection

Where research is concerned periodicals are of great
importance. The National Library has decided to
cover S & T periodicals in addition to the Social
Scienices and humanities, commencing 1990. In the
field of social science, effort has been taken to acquire
both current & back issues of important titles. Due
consideration is given to suggestion of readers and other
academic and research institutions when ordering foreign
periodicals. Inter library loans, exchanges and gifts
are methods of procurement besides purchases. India,
Japan, China, Korea have contributed immencely by
means of exchanges towards building up our collection.
Our holdings comprise of 469 periodical titles, out of
which 237 are local. These are accessible throngh a
title index arranged alphabetically. Compilation of a
cumulative title index of holdings of major academic
and research libraries is also in progress.

gEmne gl

Manuscript and Rare Books Collection

The Manuscript Collection of NL is quite small.
It holds about 150 ola manuscripts in Sinhalese, Pali
and Sanskrit languages on Buddhist sutras, Sinhalese
classical literature, Ayurveda, Occultism, few examples
are Kosamba Varnanawa, Sidath Sangarawa, Pansiya
Panas Jathaka Potha, Ketakirili Sandesaya, Arista
Shathakaya, Prasutha Vidyawa.

The collection covers the period from the nineteenth
to the beginning of twentieth century. It is well pre-
served and maintained for research purposes.

The printed rare book collection reflects on nationally
important topics such as politics, economics, cultural
and social affairs, etc. Some examples are, “Ceylon
Vol.” I and III published in 1860, “Ancient Inscriptions
in the library of the British Museum 1901, Catalogue
of Sinhalese manuscripts in the British Museum 1900.
Publicity has been given through the printed media
requesting for such materialawith a view to expand the
present collection.

Audio-Visual Collection

The collection building of audio-visual material
started a decade after the establishment of the Board.
Presently the library holds 125 micro films including
post-graduate theses and dissertations on Sri Lanka
submitted to local and foreign higher Educational
Institutions. In addition to cassettes & gramaphone
records, the video tapes and slides cover teaching aids
and documentary films on NL activities. Steps should
be taken to make producers to deposit a copy in the
NL of all slides, video, etc., to facilitate the users to
obtain unacessible suck materials. In this context
priority should be given to the materials contained in
the SLBC, Film Corporation and Rupavahini.

News-paper Collection

Attaining legal deposit status the NL receives all the
local newspapers irrespective of language and periodicity
since 1976. Present stock includes 286 titlesin Sinhalese,
57 in English, 07 in Tamil and 07in foreign languages.
This collectionis arranged according to the chronological
order and an index is maintained. The NL has nego-
ciated with the Associated News Papers to acquire
during the course of this year a large collection of their
back issues prior to 1976.

Moreover the NL ha: commenced building up a news
paper clippings collection on feature articles on social
science and humanities.

19



Main Reference Collection

Besides general reference sources such as Encyclopedias,
Dictionaries, Bibliographies attempts have been made
to purchase valuable special reference sources in
great damand such as the Social Science Citation
Index (SSCI), Bibliographies of other countries,
Science Citation Index, Chemical Abstracts, Biological
Abstracts, Current Conlents.

Foreign Literature Collection (Overseas Publications)

This collection has been enhanced by materizl
received under the exchange programme, and by gifts
and purchases. The stock consists of books and other
materials on Sri Lanka published overseas together
with factual publications of individu:l countries such
as Australia, U.S.S.R., UK., US.A., Malayasia.

Map Collection

The map collection of the NL comprises of satalite
maps, Contour maps, World maps, Road maps,
Historical maps, etc. The NL holds 808 maps related
to Sri Lanka. Maps counld be accessed through
the title index.

Unesco Collection

With the amalgamation of the Unesco National
Commission Library in 1983, the strength of the Unesco
collection has increased to 8293 inculding monographs,
reports, etc. It is classified and the Unesco Thesaurus
has been used for subject headings. There is a constant
flow of publications and the NL plans to develop this
as the Centre for Unesco Publications.

Special Collections

In addition to the Martin Wickramasinghe Collection
this includes collections on Buddhism, Hinduism,
Ayurveda, ISBN deposit copies and copies of the Book
Development Project. A Seperate catalogueis available
to access the Martin Wickramasinghe collection. If
there is a sufficient demand inany other field the NL
will endeavour to develop such special collections.
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Library and Information Science Collection

As theleading authority in this field the NL maintains
a comprehensive collection on this subject. It consists
of professional journals, monographs. conference
proceedings, etc.

This collection is available for perusal to library
science students and is also in the process of being
computerised.

Folklore Coilection

This is a very important collection where the oral
literature is presented in the form of writings and
audio visual media, There are 672 manuscripts alone
written by Mr. Peter Wijesinghe an eminent foiklorist in
Sri Lanka. Folklore, Folk poetry, cnstoms, folk beliefs
and worship, culinery habits, gods and godesses, constru-
¢tion of ancient irrigation tanks, agricultore traditions
names of villages and bee keeping are some of the topics
in the collection. Moreover * ¢oed gz (Uve
Janakavi) is a printed anthology of folk poetry which
is based on the material contained in the NL Collection.
Further attempts have been made topreserve folk songs
such as Nelum Kavi, Kamath Kavi, Music of Asia
Asian cultural heritage in the form of audio visuals.
The entire collection has been catalogned and made
available for unse.

In view of the above resources it is evident that there
is a void of fugitive materials such as unpublished
reports, memoranda seminar & conference proceedings
and local audiovisual products in the NL. Tt is rather
a difficult task to obtain these material under the existing
procurement methods. Therefore it is vital to device
a scheme to ensure regular flow of such material to
enrich the NL resources and in this context, priority
should be given to formulate a new NL legislation.
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