
SITE RECORDS IN THE SOUTHEAST: AN OVERVIEW 
OF PRESERVATION EFFORTS AND CHALLENGES 

RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION 171 

© 2001 by Chicora Foundation, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted, 
or transcribed in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or othelWise without prior permission of Chicora 
Foundation, Inc. except for brief quotations used in reviews. Full credit 
must he niven to the authors_ nuhlisher_ ;:inrt nrolect snnnsnr_ 



SITE RECORDS IN THE SOUTHEAST: 
AN OVERVIEW OF PRESERVATION EFFORTS AND CHALLENGES 

Prepared for: 
National Park Service 

Interagency Archaeological Services Division 
Atlanta, Georgia 

Michael Trinkley 

Chicora Research Contnbution 171 

Chicora Foundation, Inc. 
P.O. Box 8664 • 861 Arbutus Drive 

Columbia, South Carolina 29202-8664 
803n87-6910 

Email: chicoral@aolcom 

September 20, 1995 



Five years ago Chicora Foundation sent a detailed, six page questionnaire regarding the preservation 
of site forms, field records, and photographic materials to 17 institutions in 10 southeastern states. Sixteen 
institutions, representing all 10 states, responded, including nine of the 11official11 repositories for site data. This 
survey formed the basis of the first (and as far I know, only) evaluation of preservation efforts in the 
Southeastern archaeological community (Trinkley 1990). Based on the findings of this 1990 study, a siruplified 
four-page questionnaire was designed to follow-up on previously identified issues. It was distributed to the 11 
states and territories participating in the National Park Service Site Files Management Workshop in Athens. 
Seven of the 11 states (64%) responded to the questionnaire. Before continuing, I want to thank those who 
took the tirue and effort to participate in both studies and bare their collective souls for scrutiny. 

The 1990 Findings in Brief 

The 1990 study found, for example, that only about a third of the repositories maintained duplicate 
records either on- or off-site. The remaining iustitutions had no procedures backiug-up these irreplaceable 
records. Only one of the institutions was usiug acid-free enclosures. None of the institutions required the use 
of exclusively "archival" writiug media. Only 22% of the institutions reported any consistent environmental 
controls, with some institutions reportiug relative humidity readings iu their paper and photographic storage 
areas as high as 75% RH (well withiu the range associated with mold and iusect iufestation). None of the 
iustitutions had developed any disaster plans to insure the protection of their records from either natural or 
man-made disasters. Only two states were using acid-free, or permanent, papers. Most of the site forms were 
evaluated as haviug a life expectancy of 50 years or less. 

Photographic collections, iucludiug both color transparencies and black and white negatives, were 
exposed to equally hazardous conditions-iruproper enclosures, fluctuatiugtemperature and relative humidity, 
lack of duplicates, and unstable processiug. Non-site form records were perhaps even less well preserved, with 
many collections iuadequately filed, located iu unsuitable facilities, and consistiug of unstable materials. Only 
a quarter of the institutions had any policy regardiug regular iuspection of their paper holdings, so most 
couldn't evaluate how bad conditions might be. 

I remarked at the tirue that it was clear the archaeological record iu the Southeast was iu jeopardy. 
Simply put, very few of the site records, which contain the basic infonnation of each state's cultural heritage and 
on which our science is based, were likely to survive to the year 2030. Some items would likely not survive even 
another 20 years of benign neglect. 

I suspect that this hardly came as news to site records managers, who are typically understaffed and 
underfunded by agency heads who see little glamour in "archival" or "hbrary" work. Regardless, there was an 
ethical iruperative for professionals and iustitutions to adequately fund, and iruplement, preservation programs. 
I suggested that if archaeologists would devote as little as 1 % of their budgets - a very modest sum - to the 
preservation of their records and documents for future researchers some of the current crisis could be resolved. 
Coupled with this, however, I suggested that repositories must begin lobbyiug for more satisfactory physical 
plants and that those responsible for these records, from the top down, must begin to better understand basic 
preservation issues. 

Certaiuly the issue was being clearly formulated by others iu the profession at the same tirue. 
Followiug what might be described as the ground breaking work of Mary Anne Kenworthy and her colleagues 
at the University of Pennsylvania (Kenworthy et al. 1985), every archaeologist had access to simple, concise, 
and accurate information on preservation issues. The same year as our study, colleagues in the United 
Kiugdom Institute for Conservation, Archaeology Section published the equally concise, Guidelines for the 
Preparation of Etcal'ation Archives for Long-Tenn Storage (Walker 1990). 

The Current Study 
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Certainly the issue of preservation continues to be at least occasionally discussed in archaeological 
circles. Just this year the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research published an overview on 
preservation issues (Silverman and Parezo 1995 ), offering it free to those interested. Chicora Fonndation 
publishes a free preservation newsletter. And preservation literature has significantly increased over the last 
five years. There are, for example, exciting new techniques for calculating how greatly a collection's lifespan 
will be shorten by improper storage and environmental controls (Reilly 1993; Sebera 1994 ). 

With this in mind, how has the condition of the Southeast's field records and site forms changed in 
the last five years? Has there even been a change? Is there a greater awareness of preservation needs? 

To discover the answer to these and other questions, I developed a simplified four-page questionnaire 
which was distnbnted to the 11 states and territories participating in the National Park Service Site Files 
Management Workshop in Athens. Seven of the 11 states (64%) responded to the questionnaire. 

The study found that all of those responding still use paper site forms as their primary site 
identification record. Of these, three institutions ( 43%) are not using permanent (pH neutral, alkaline 
buffered) paper and one institution (14%) isn't sure what kind of paper is being used. Two institutions using 
permanent paper actually test the product aud can confirm that it meets minimal preservation standards. Only 
three of the seven responding institutions ( 43%) have any backup of the paper copies. While in all three cases 
the back-ups are stored off-site, these duplicate copies are usually made less often than monthly, suggesting 
that loses could still be significant. As earlier, there is still no real effort to require that forms be completed 
using an archival media and a broad range of writing instruments are allowed. Four institutions still use highly 
acidic commercial office folders for the storage of their site forms, one institution uses binders, one didn't 
specify how they were stored, and a third reported a novel preservation approach using tyvek envelopes. 

Four of the seveu states or territories reported some degree of site form computerization, which 
provides very mixed blessings. The percent of forms computerized varies from 100% to something in the range 
of 74 to 50%. Two use personal computers as their platform, while one uses UNIX (the fourth did not provide 
this information). The records themselves are on floppies, tape, hard drives and the records use both 
proprietary and in-house programs. Backups of the files range from daily to monthly. The three institutions 
responding reveal that these backups are maintained off-site and two of the three specify that there is at least 
one person on-staff specifically responsible for system security (including authorization of use, protection from 
viruses, and debugging). One institution, however, had no one assigned to system continuity and disaster 
recovery, certainly one of weakest chains in computer use. 

Five of the seven institutions report that they have no constant (24-hour, year-round) environmental 
control in their site form storage area. One which reports consistent environmental controls actually monitors 
the conditions using a recording hygrothermograph, while the other relies only on a thermostat. Other 
environmental controls, such as restrictions on eating, drinking, and smoking seem to be consistently specified 
and enforced. 

In the last five years two of the seven institutions have apparently developed programs to periodically 
examine their paper records. Yet only one of the seven institutions has a disaster plan which incorporates the 
site files. The remaining collections are at risk of everything ranging from hurricanes to earthquakes to fires. 
The one disaster plan reported was written more than a year ago and there is no known provision for either 
updating the plan or testing it. 

Four of the seven have no fire detection system at all, two have smoke detectors, and one has only 
heat detectors (which are hardly better than nothing at all). Two, or 29%, report having sprinkler systems -
clearly the most appropriate fire suppression device available, while two others report only portable fire 
extinguishers. These, of course, are only of use if the fire occurs during the building's occupancy and if the staff 
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is trained to use them successfully. Although none of those responding had used an extinguisher in the past 
year, two did report some form of training. However, one individual scoffed at training, comparing it to the 
use of a pencil. I can only point out that however true this may be in principal, in practice the National Fire 
Protection Association has found that a trained individual can extinguish 2112 more fire with an extinguisher 
than an untrained individual. This may be the difference between containing a fire and having it destroy the 
site files. Institutions are little better secured with only two reporting any form of intrusion detection. 

Photographic collections are stored in very much the same conditions as the paper records. Typically 
the storage enclosures for black and white negatives are good, with four of the seven institutions using inert 
materials such as mylar or polyester. Three, however, are still using paper envelopes, which may or may not 
be appropriate (depending on design and the paper used). None of the responding institutions checks black 
and white negatives for proper 11archival11 processing and only one reports that prints are processed to 
permanent standards (although even that institution couldn't specify what sort of test was being used to 
confirm the archival processing). In only three cases are negatives and prints stored separately and in only one 
case are duplicates stored off-site. Storage enclosures for color transparencies are also generally satisfactory, 
although one institution is using vinyl pages, well known for their damage to slides. No institution has 
established requirements on the type of film to be used to maximize preservation and six institutions have no 
policy on the use (ie., light exposure) of slides in their collection. In all cases the environmental controls, fire 
safety, and security for photographic materials was identical to those of the paper collection. 

This survey also requested information on the amount of funds used on the preservation of site forms 
and associated records. Only three of the seven reported any direct expenditures (although clearly all funds 
either serve to foster, or hinder, preservation efforts). One institution reports spending less than $1000 a year, 
while two others report spending less than $500. Clearly preservation is not a big ticket item for most site file 
managers. One institution candidly remarked that "processing and maintaining originals is only primary issue 
due to [our] lack of manpower." 

This study reveals that there are positive changes - the number of institutions using permanent paper 
has increased, the number maintaining back-up copies has increased, and several institutions are beginning to 
periodically examine their files for inventory and preservation purposes. Computerization, when appropriately 
backed-up, is also another significant step to ensure that records will not sitnply be more accessible, but will 
be safer. 

In other areas, however, there is virtually no change. For example, still less than a third of the 
repositories have appropriate environmental controls and only one is actively monitoring its conditions. There 
has been virtually no change in disaster planning - in spite of Hurricane Hugo or Hurricane Andrew. There 
has been no substantive improvement in protection against fire -the single greatest threat to these collections. 
Security, an increasing concern focusing on the entire spectrum from terrorism to disgruntled staff to random 
vandalism, is still largely ignored. 

The Near Future 

There is compelling evidence that preservation, while gradually itnproving, is still underfunded, 
understaffed, and, to some degree, misunderstood. 

Considering the funds which have flowed into archaeology it is difficult to understand why site records 
have not received a much more significant allocation of available resources. It is absolutely essential that in 
archaeology - like in museums, archives, and hbraries - support for preservation begin at the top. There must 
be institutional support manifested in the allocation of reasonable resources. There can be no excuse for the 
failure to provide appropriate care and preservation of primary archaeological site data. 
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