KEEPING THEM FOREVER: A ROUGH GUIDE
TO NEWSPAPER PRESERVATION

WENDY SMITH

This paper looks at some of the issues involved in keeping newspapers ‘forever’,
and at some of the options to help them survive into the future. There is no one
single solution, and owners and custodians of newspaper collections, or even of
single issues of a newspaper, need to consider why they want to keep their
newspapers ‘forever’; how the newspapers are going to be used and cared for;
whether it is more important to keep the newspaper itself or to ensure that the
information it contains is preserved.

Intraduction

There is no doubt that newspapers are important and significant publications,
and the information they contain is likely to be needed by researchers well into
the distant future. At the same time, the chief reason for their existence is to
provide current information - most of us expect to read a newspaper then
discard it. As a result, they are generally produced on the cheapest type of paper
available. Not surprisingly, this paper also has a very short life expectancy
compared to archival quality ‘permanent’ papers. Even if they are well cared for,
modern newspapers are unlikely to survive ‘forever’ because the paper they are
made from contains significant amounts of acidic chemicals which cause the
paper to become brittle and weak.

There are other well-documented enemies of newspapers which make their
survival ‘forever’ an unlkely proposition: exposure to light and to high
temperatures causes loss of strength; high humudity encourages the growth of
mould; animal and insect pests chew or gnaw newspapers to almost total
destruction; and poor storage and handling causes physical damage or loss -
tears, holes, detached and lost pages.

There is another real enemy in the modem electronic world. Some
newspapers are now only being published electronically online. Unlike traditional
newspapers published on paper, they have no physical format to preserve.
Electronic storage s very expensive and involves sophisticated technologies. The
long-term survival prospects for newspapers published online is even more
uncertain than that of our current paper copies.
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Newspapers - What Are They Made Of?

Until online publishing emerged, almost all newspapers were produced by applying
black, or sometimes coloured, printing inks onto a paper base. This combination
has virtually been unchanged since the beginning of mechanised printng,

Paper

The composition of paper is very simple - a web of loose fibres held together by
weak chemical and physical bonds. Paper is mostly made up of the chemical
cellulose, a basic component of all plant material.

Up till the mid-nineteenth century most papers were made by hand from
relatively pure sources of cellulose, including rags. Since cellulose is quite
chemically stable, these papers, if properly stored, could last for hundreds of
years. However, some traditional hand paper-manufacturing processes involved
the use of acids which compromised the potental lifetime of the paper.

By the mid-nineteenth century, rapidly-increasing demands for paper led to
investigations into a more reliable and prolific source of raw matenal. For over
one hundred years, wood pulp has been the most common source of fibre for
Western papermaking. Almost all paper is now made out of wood pulp. Its
quality depends to a large extent on the processes used to extract and punfy the
cellulose fibres, and some chemical pulp papers have as good a potential life as
traditional rag papers.

This is not the case for newsprint, however, which is made from the cheapest
type of wood pulp - groundwood or mechanical pulp. Wood chips are
mechanically ground to a pulp, and the resuktant product contains many
impurities, the most damaging being lignin, which contributes to the acidity of
paper. Paper containing a lot of lignin has a poor life expectancy.

At the same tme, recent developments in papermaking and printing
technology means that newsprint produced tdday is likely to have bewer inital
strength than the newsprint of fifty years ago. Since the stresses imposed on the
newsprint as it passes through modem printing presses are quite considerable,
relatively good tensile strength is needed in the paper web.

Printing Inks
All printing inks are composed of some sort of colouring material in a suitable
solvent, or carrier. Other materials are sometimes added to improve
manufacturing and performance characteristics. All of the components of the ink
need to be stable for the printed image to have a long life.
For the long-term preservation of the printed image there are two questions
to be asked: '
¢ how stable are the colouring materials themselves - will they change
colour or fade with time (particularly when exposed to light), or will they
cause any damage to the paper?
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» how well are they bound onto the paper? will the solvent or carrier binding
them onto the paper fail? can they be brushed or powdered off; erased off,
washed off?

Black printing inks even today are based on carbon pigments, which are very
permanent colours. However, if msufficient pigment is used in the ink, varying
ink densities may be found within the same issue of individual newspapers. In a
recent survey of Western Australian newspapers, it was noted that in some
country newspapers published in the peried 1920-1949 the image was weak,
probably as a result of excessively diluted inks. Weak or varying ink density
causes considerable problems when newspapers are later copied for preservation,
both in microfilming and in electronic imaging or digitisation. -

Coloured printing inks are generally based on dyes, and often fade in time. It
is unlikely that most coloured newspapers will retain into the future the depth
and balance of colour existing at the time they were printed.

Traditional newspaper printing inks are oil-based liquids. Such prnting inks
dry in the first instance by absorption where the oily liquid is absorbed into the
porous surface of the paper leaving the colour deposited on the paper surface (or
transferring it 1o the reader’s hands from newly-printed newspaper). The residual
oil hardens as it ages, leaving a more permanent image.

Cil-based inks which use organic solvents for thinning and for cleaning up
after a print run are being replaced to a large extent by modemn synthetic resins,
often acrylics where water is the solvent. These inks dry by polymerisation to
produce a water-insoluble image. As long as the ink is correctly applied and
polymerisation complete, the image should be long lasting,

Online/Electronic Information

Although there are very real implications for the future survival of newspapers
produced only in an online formar, they have no real physical or tangible formar,
so the question “what are they made out of?’ does not really apply. A quote from
Abby Smith puts the problem in perspective:
When all dara are recorded as ‘0s and ‘1’s there is essentially no object
that exists outside the act of retrieval. The demand for access creates the
object, that is the act of retrieval precipitates the temporary reassembling
the ‘0’s and ‘s into a meaningful sequence that can be decoded by
software and hardware. !
Issues of their long-term survival are basically dependent on continuing access to
the software and hardware needed for their access and interpretation.

-

1. Smith, A. Preservation in the Future Tense’ Abbey Newsletzer 22, 2 (1998): 18.




Keeping Them Forever 43

Keeping Newspapers ‘Forever’

Accidentalv. Planned Survival .

Although many newspapers and the information they comtain have survived
almost by accident, planning is necessary to ensure that a full coverage of the
published record is retained 1o the future.

Printed newspapers can survive accidentally for quite a long time by benign
neglect if stored in a reasonably good environment - consider newspapers
accidentally preserved in cupboards or under floor coverings. Even in libraries,
many older newspapers have survived without preservation action.

Benign neglect will not be sufficient in the future 1 preserve
online/electronic information. Without active and planned interventon, the
preservation of online publications cannot be guaranteed.

Artefact v. Information

Is it the newspaper itself — the ‘artefact’ - or the information contained in the
newspaper that should be preserved? Or do both need preserving? It is important
to consider whether it is more important to keep the newspaper itself or to
ensure that the information it contains is preserved. This issue generates much
debate. However, resource implications, economic realities and the impossibility
of preserving newsprint ‘forever’ means that preserving the information by
copying it onto a more stable format is the most effective option.

This does not mean that newspapers should never be preserved in hardcopy,
and for some types of use an excellent case can be made for preservation of the
oniginal material. These cases will be in the minority, however. Strategies for
preserving the artefact will be quite different 1o strategies for preserving the
information. ‘ ,

Responsibilities - Helping Newspapérs Last ‘Forever’
There are three groups of people who have some responsibilities to help
newspapers last ‘forever’. They are publishers; librarians; and users.

The Publisher »

The creator of the newspaper is the first line of defence in ensuring that
newspapers last forever’. The publisher can. do this by producing a good
product, raintaining a full set of the publication in the newspaper office, and,
above all, by ensuring that legal deposit obligations are fulfilled.

Although it is unrealistic to expect the use of ‘archival’ permanent papers for
printing newspapers, the publisher still has some choice in the materials and methods
being used to produce the newspaper. A well-produced, consistent product will make
it easier for the second stage of preservation to be undertaken by libraries.

In the past, some publishers have played a significant role in newspaper -
preservation, particularly in non-metropolitan areas, by: keeping 2 full set of
publications in the newspaper office - fire, flood and other catastrophes
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notwithstanding. The publisher’s set has been used to fill gaps in library holdings
in preservation copying projects. More recently, with change, takeovers and
amalgamations this practice has aimost disappeared. . :
Probably the most imporrant way that publishers contribute to newspapers
being available ‘forever' is by fulfiling their obligations under copynght
legislation. By law, a copy of every issue of a publication is deposited with a
destgnated library at state or national level. The library then has the responsibility to
preserve the material in perpetuity. Legal deposit has been a significant factor in
preserving Australia’s printed newspaper collections. The earliest copyright
legaslation was m Victona in 1869, Although electronic publications are not subject
to the same legal requirements at the moment, the information community is
hoping for a change in legislation which will ensure that the same rules apply.

The Librarian

The hibrarian has several roles: to collect and preserve legal deposit matenials; to
make information about them available to users and researchers; and to create
copies of the original material when it cannot be made readily available or is at
- risk from further use.

The librarian undertakes to provide intellectual control of Australian newspapers
- 1o locate, catalogue and make information available about them. Inmially through
the printed Newspapers tn Australian Libraries, and now through on-line systems like
Kinetica, this information is readily available to all users and researchers.

The second role is more challenging ~ to preserve the ‘information’ that the
newspapers contain. Since it is very difficult to preserve the paper iself, this
means that most newspapers - both those produced today as well as older
historic newspapers - are copied onto a more stable material. The information, if
not the newspaper itself, will then be preserved ‘forever’. Microfilm is the current
accepted way of creating a more permanent copy, and many major current

Australian newspapers are microfilmed for preservation on an ongoing basis.

Microfilming, or for that matter any copying project, is very resource-'
intensive. Australian libraries recognise this, and, through mechanisms such as
the Distributed National Collection and the National Newspaper Plan, cooperate
to ensure that resources are not wasted by unnecessary duplication of copying
projects. Each state has assumed responsibility for preserving one set of its own
printed newspapers in original format, and for organising the copying of the
information onto an alternative format for long-term preservation.

The User

Readers and researchers sometimes forget how vulnerable the materials they are
using actually are - at all times they should treat the materials with respect. As
users of newspapers, they have another important role - to identify and report
any gaps or problems found when using the materials to the librarian or officer in
charge of the materials.
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Individual users sometimes want to preserve their own copies of newspapers.
Such papers are saved because they are important to the individual, but they
rarely have any monetary value. There will almost always be a Library somewhere
- Australia that will has a copy of the paper, either in original or microfilm
format. If there is a likelihood that a particular paper might be unique, it should
be checked with the relevant state Jibrary to confirm it.

The same principle apples to smaller research collections in university
faculties and elsewhere. Often they duplicate collections held in deposit libraries.
As noted above, because preservation by reformatting is resource- intensive, any
proposed copying project should be referred to a state or national library to
confirm its necessity, 1o establish copying standards and, if possible, to cooperate
in a joint cost sharing project with the library.

Preserving the Artefact

Conservation Treatments

An intensive conservation treatment of a newspaper is rarely an option. Although
‘single item salvation’ of an individual newspaper can be undertaken, it is not a
very effective or economic option. Because of the materials of its construction,
there is no existing method of treatment that can return 2 NEWSpaper back to 1ts
original strength and condition. A conservation treatment is most likely to be
undertaken for some special reason, such as for exhibition.

Encapsulation, which basically involves interleaving the individual pages-of a
newspaper between two sheets of transparent polyester film {‘mylar) is easy 1o do
nd switable for a small number of items, but rather expensive for a large collection.
Note that encapsulation is not the same as lami ation, Lamination is an irreversible
process which mvolves bonding or sticking clear plastic sheets directly onto a sheet
of paper. Lamination 1s not recommended for any material intended for long-term
preservation, despite what some suppliers might lead you to think.

In Australia almost no newspapers are routinely given conservation
treatments. One purpose behind the National Newspaper Plan is to agree that
only one preservation set of hardcopy newspapers needs 1o be retained Australia-
wide once a preservation copy has been made to approved standards.

Options for Mass Storage

If it is necessary to retain newspaper as artefacts, then most effort is generally
given 1o improving storage and housing conditions, not treating individual items.
Decisions as to the most appropriate methods will depend on factors such as
what resources and space are available and how much use they get.

1. Appropriate storage and housing

Newspapers should be stored where possible opened cut and flat, wrapped or
boxed to protect them, kept in a dry, ool and dark environment and protected
from animal and insect pests, from fire and flood.
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2. Boxing :
Newsprint automatically becomes brittle with age. Boxing rather than binding of
newspapers is recommended since it is a much less invasive procedure. It is the
option increasingly being used by major libraries who want to keep their
newspapers ‘forever’. A range of good quality plastic or cardboard boxes is
available, although even a poor quality box 1s generally berter than no box at all.

3. Binding

Binding is not recommended now, except for security reasons. Although it may
be thought that a well-bound book is the best way to protect paper materials, this
is not always as true as it appears at first, particularly for newspapers. Rather than
protecting the book, the binding can cause considerable damage to the contents.
If this is coupled with britle paper, then binding can be a recipe for disaster.
Many deposit libraries are now disbinding older volumes of newspapers to
microfilm them, then storing the unbound original material in paper or plastic

wrapping.

Preserving the Information

In the majority of cases, preserving the information rather than preserving the
artefact will be the most effective solution for traditional printed newspapers. For
electronic publications, the information is all there is to preserve.

Printed Newspapers

There is no single answer to the best way to make copies of newspapers. For large
library collections microfilming is the current preferred option. Some other choices
include photocopying, traditional photography, scanning or digital photography.

1. Microforms and microfilming,

Microform is the general term for photographic copying methods where the
information copied is too small to be read easily with normal eyesight. 35mm
format roll microfilm is the medium of choice for preservation microfilming of
newspapers, A good microfilming bureau will adhere to recognised international
standards which ensure the material is filmed and processed correctly. A well-
processed and properly used and stored microfilm wall last for hundreds of years.
Several copies or generations of preservation microfilm need to be created, one
of which, sometimes called the master negative, is housed in cold storage. A
copying master is used to generate multiple copies for reader use.

2. Photocopying

Photocopying is an easy and cheap solution for a small amount of materials. It
needs access 10 a photocopier, but no additional equipment or machinery to read
the information copied. Photocopying is very useful for making long- lasting
copies of information, particularly for single pages, or a small number of pages -
such as a single issue of a newspaper or a collection of newspaper clippings. If
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good quality, long-lasting paper and a carbon black-pigment toner are used and
the photocopied image is properly processed, then black and white photocopies
can last for hundreds of years. Colour photocopies are more likely to fade. Some
earlier photocopying ‘wet process’ copies have faded to an almost unreadable
state. These need 1o be re-copied.

3. Traditional photography

Traditional photography is useful for making copies of newspaper lustravons. A
good photographer can make copies, and if necessary restore the copy. A well-
processed photograph, stored and cared for properly can last for hundreds of
years.

4. Scanning or digital photography

Scanning and digitisation are gaining popularity as methods of saving or copying
\nformation. Scanned or digitised images need to be stored and preserved in
some electronic form, such as in a computer system or on CD, or else transferred
to a paper copy. Paper copies or prints have similar problems 0 those of
photocopies ~ they need to be properly processed using good quality materials
~nd stored and used with care. Generating paper copies is really only viable for
omall collections. Scanning and digitisation are being applied to large-scale
newspaper copying projects — of the original hardcopy or of the microfilm.
Digitised images can be mounted online on the Internet and made available
worldwide. Although digitisation is an excellent method for disseminating
information, in its current format its potential for long-term preservation is not
good. Electronic storage is very expensive and involves sophisticated
technologies. With the rapid changes in computer technology and electronic
information storage, most experts expect that in the not-too-distant future,
current electronic information iwself will need moving over or migrating to
another electronic formiat. A five- to. ten-year time-frame for migration 1s
suggested. Collections digirised using current systems may not be accessible in

the future unless they are migrated to the next generation of computer storage.

Electronic Information

- Electronic methods of storing and providing access to published informanon
have created a whole new range of problems for preservation. At the momer,
there is no equivalent of legal deposit for such materials.

One problem is how to preserve the materials that are used to record the
informarion — the actual tapes or disks, Another problem is how to make sure
that the signals continue to be readable and do not get destroyed or corrupted.
Flectronic information storage take up a lot of disc or computer storage and
images may get deleted if they are not considered important.

Electronic publications now in existence will need 1o be migrated in time 10
wharever new systems replace the current ones. Electronic information will only
contimue 1o be accessed and interpreted if all of the following four criteria are satisfied.
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1. Survival of the physical carrier

Although it may not be as obvious as a printed newspaper, most electronic
information is held, at some stages of its life in a physical format ~ on computer
tape or disc. These tapes or discs have to remain in good condition for the
information 10 be accessed. For most electronic information, the life of the
physical carrier is not an issue because technological obsolescence is the
controlling factor, not physical decay.

2. Access to hardware

Some sort of equipment, usually 2 computer, 1s needed. And it has to be
compatible with the mechanism used to record the information - for instance
earlier PCs used 5% inch discs; then it was 3% inch discs, and now some new

PCs only have CD drives, with no facility for reading floppy discs at all,

3. Operating system software

The computer needs some internal software that allows it to operate. For
instance, PC and Mac operating system software are different - a PC may not be
able to access informauon recorded on a Mac system. Operaung system upgrades
can cause problems and incompatibilities.

4. Interpretive software

There needs 1o be a software program available to interpret and reconstinste into
meaningful text the information recorded electronically - word- processing,
spreadsheet, database etc. Again software upgrades can cause problems. A major
problem with many digjtising projects has been that they have used non-standard
software, The software has to be saved alongside the digitised images if there is
1o be any chance of access into the future.

Conclusions

Whar are the chances of Australian newspapers lasting ‘forever”? In original
format, there is lile doubt that existing printed newspapers will eventually
become unusable. However, a combination of legal deposit and an active
program of preservation copying or reformatting newspapers in state and
national libraries means thar the information is being preserved. Continued access
to the information into the distant future is relatively certain. By making multiple
copies and creatng good bibliographic records, access is further enhanced,
particularly for historic materials.

- The problems of making electronic pubhcanons or digital copies available
into the future is only just beginning, Changes are still awaited to the copyright
legislation that will give electronic publications the same status as print ones.
However, a legally deposited electronic copy will not survive by benign neglect as
its print counterpart can. From the time of its deposit it is going to need active
preservation - of its content, its source code, and any other related software and
hardware needed for its interpretation. Unlike prnt publications where the
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prospect of ‘one last use’ if only for copymg is almost always a possibility, the
failure of electronic recordings are sudden and catastrophic. At best a random
collection of 1’s and ‘C’s may be the only information that SUrvives.

Canberra, A.CT.




