Current Security Practices in College
and University Special Collections
MARILYN WURZBURGER

"So you want to take a look at Civil War records at the National Archives? Is it
worth a body frisk? That may be the next step as officials at the Archives and the
Library of Congress assess whether tighter security is needed after the apparent
theft of scores of historical documents recently from the two buildings in the
nation's capital. "-("Protecting Rare Documents," U.S. News & World Report, August 31, 1987, p.25)
Security for special collections is a major consideration for all librarians responsible for the nation's finest book and manuscript collections. Numerous
books and periodical articles describe the ideal conditions we should all strive for
to assure security; but few of us work in an ideal world. Among the deterrents to
our efforts to protect our resources are budget restrictions; limited staff; and collections located in old buildings that are not only inadequate for storage of our
materials but also lacking up-to-date surveillance or security equipment.
In an effort to see how my colleagues cope with the realities of their situations,
I developed a questionnaire which I sent to 121 academic librarians in January
1987. Fifty-one percent of these questionnaires were returned within a fourmonth period. (A copy of this survey appears in the appendix.) Because some
librarians responded selectively to the questions, refraining from answering
those they marked "confidential" or " too sensitive," I do not give precise percentages in all tabulations.
On the surface, it would appear that security measures could be improved in
nearly every institution that responded to the questionnaire, yet the incidence of
acknowledged theft is surprisingly low. Despite a lack of sophisticated security
devices and with only minimum staff to oversee operations, many librarians are
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doing an excellent job of protecting the collections. Their answers reveal some of
the ways they manage.

SIZE OF COLLECTIONS
While the collections in the libraries surveyed vary widely in size from 2,000
to more than 200,000 rare books and from 50 to more than 40,000 linear feet of
manuscripts, security practices are not determined by collection size alone.

ENTRANCE/EXIT
More than half the respondents house their collections in the main library on
campus. Seventy percent of the entrances to special collections areas are controlled by key locks; some also have additional alarm systems that must be disengaged at the entrance point. Access is restricted. The curator or special collections librarian in every case has a key or the combination, but only 54 % of top
administrators, including the University Librarian, are given keys. No one gains
entrance unless "key personnel" are on duty. Some institutions make exceptions
for campus security (police), fire marshals, and building superintendents. Many
special collections are able to enforce the rule that janitors work only when staff
members are present because janitors or building personnel are not issued keys.
While this means that janitorial work is done while staff and, occasionally, patrons are trying to work, only one respondent disapproved of such a policy. Most
agree that the added degree of security afforded by such arrangements far outweighs the inconvenience.
No discernible pattern could be determined for frequency of changing door
locks. Some institutions report "occasionally"; others only if a key is lost or when
"key" staff members leave.

BOOK SECURITY
While most research libraries tag books in the general stacks with some type of
security device (such as Tattletape), they usually do not tag books in special collections. Reference books in reading rooms are frequently cited as exceptions and
are tagged. Approximately 66% of the libraries, however, identify their rare
books in some other manner, the most common form being special bookplates;
others add lightly-pencilled call numbers or "secret" markings, or follow the LC
system of stamping books and manuscripts using specially formulated ink.
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Slightly more than 50 % of special collections have a vault or safe in their area.
Interestingly, one respondent stated that their entire bookstacks area was a
"safe," since all stacks materials are stored on compact shelving which is locked
each day at closing time.
No real guidelines could be determined for materials that qualify for storage
in a safe or vault. Respondents mentioned "some artifacts," "some manuscripts,"
or "rarest" items. Only three respondents mentioned price, indicating items
costing as much as $1,000-$1 ,500 would qualify.
Restrictions on access to a "safe" were less than one might expect. In over 50 %
of the responses, not only the curator or special collections librarian had knowledge of the combination of the safe, but also most of the staff as well.
While materials normally kept in a safe are considered "prize" items, only one
librarian reported imposing special restrictions upon their use. Other repositories do
not require patrons to sign special permission forms or provide special identification
when requesting material from the safe. Once brought to the reader, these items are
treated like any other. One respondent did remark, however, that the staff is alerted
when materials from the safe are being used and that this announcement in itself
increases the room monitor's attitude of surveillance.
Approximately 30 % of the reporting institutions have experienced theft at one
time or another, but 30 % of those thefts were not recent: they were incidents occurring before the current curator's tenure. While the incidence of theft appears to be
surprisingly low, it is possible that not all have been discovered or reported. A few
respondents noted that even though items have been reported missing, there is reason to believe that they may be misshelved and will resurface later.
More than one respondent stated that while entire volumes were seldom
stolen, plates might be removed or a book mutilated. One institution reported
several maps removed from atlases in its collection. To discourage further theft,
the curator implemented a policy of more visible stamping of plates and maps in
rare books. Several librarians theorized that most thefts were probably "inside
jobs": only staff members with freedom of access to the collections would be able
to take the missing items. One librarian reported an unusual form of "theft"
where a janitor and bookdealer had traded light bulbs for books. Apparently the
janitor was experiencing difficulty obtaining sufficient funds for supplies and
discovered an unorthodox way to stretch his supplies budget.

READING ROOM OPERATIONS
Patrons using a special collections department for the first time cannot be certain what set of rules will prevail in the reading room. More than half of the
respondents allow handbags, 20 % allow briefcases, and 22 % allow coats and
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the like to be brought into the study area. Most institutions insist, however, that
patrons check these items with the reading room attendant or leave them on the
floor; they are not allowed on the reading room table alongside rare materials.
Many respondents have no facilities to accommodate personal items outside the
reading room area or, if they do, lockers or storage shelves are often inadequate
during periods of peak usage.
Surprisingly, no respondent reported enforcing special restrictions on the use
of materials by people not members of the research institution's faculty or student body. While this might be expected at state-supported institutions, it was
also a rule in privately-funded institutions.
Nearly 90 % of the special collections departments surveyed require patrons to
sign a register before being allowed to request books or manuscripts. In addition,
they also require patrons to complete a call-slip for each item they wish to use.
Information required from each user, whether on the register or call-slip, typically includes address, J.D. number, and classification (i.e., undergraduate,
graduate student, faculty, or "other"). Many require the patron to list his field of
research. Others (occasionally) require a telephone number. Two institutions
report requiring patrons to leave an J.D . on file with the call-slip while using
materials in the reading room; non-students are requested to leave a driver's license or valid passport. The majority of librarians report that they keep registers
and call-slips indefinitely. If there are budding Einsteins or Hemingways using
our collections, we'll have records of their autographs preserved for posterity.
Approximately one-third of survey respondents stated that they impose no
limit on the number of books or documents that can be used at one time. Others,
while they encourage patrons to limit requests, will authorize use of a "reasonable" number of titles. One respondent stated that when a reader is comparing
editions or consulting multi-volume sets, the reading room staff makes no attempt to enforce a rule of one book only. For manuscripts, respondents are far
more restrictive, generally allowing readers only one file folder or one document
box at a time. This practice seems to reflect a basic assumption that book usage,
even when several volumes are involved, is much easier to monitor than manuscript usage.

MANNING AND SURVEILLANCE
Perhaps the most interesting responses were elicited by the following question:
Do you always insist that there be at least two people "on duty" in your reading room area so that the room is never left unattended when materials are being
paged from the stacks area? If your answer is yes, what procedure do you follow
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if you are unexpectedly left with only one person to monitor the reading room as
well as retrieve materials?
Responses reveal how resourceful librarians have become in trying to maintain
a secure reading room with insufficient staff. Some smaller special collections operate with only two regular staff members; hence they frequently have only one
person on duty with no one available to page materials from the stacks. When
materials are paged, the reading room may occasionally be left unattended. Some
special collections are able to draw upon staff from other nearby departments for
assistance as temporary help; others rely heavily on student assistants for paging or
help in monitoring the reading room. The alternative most frequently cited was
keeping the department open for reference service, allowing patrons to use materials available in the reading room, but refusing to page materials from the stacks
(thus leaving the reading room unattended) until additional help arrived.
One librarian who seldom has assistance to monitor the reading room asks the
patron to step outside the reading room and locks it while retrieving requested
materials. If another patron were also working there, he or she presumably
would also be asked to leave. Once materials are gathered, the patron(s) are allowed back into the reading room to pursue their research. Another librarian
reports that it is often necessary for her to leave patrons alone, unmonitored, in
the reading room while she retrieves materials for them or for other patrons. As a
precautionary measure she activates a warning buzzer that will sound should
anyone leave while she is in the adjacent stacks area.
Some respondents report that, while they do not always have two people
available as monitors, departmental staff may serve in a "back-up" capacity because their offices have glass windows overlooking the reading room area. After
alerting one of the librarians, an attendant is free to page materials from the
stacks and surveillance is maintained.
While the number of reader stations may vary from four to forty , nearly all
stations are reported to be in full view of the reading room attendant. Exceptions, when permitted, are for those patrons using microform readers or nonrare reference materials. Nearly all respondents insist that rare books and manuscripts be used in areas in full view of the room monitor.
The survey revealed that 16 % of the respondents have a permanent position
designated solely as reading room attendant, and the classification level of that
position varies from Library Assistant I to IV, including each level in between.
The remainder have a rotating assignment where librarians, classified staff, and
even student assistants may serve in that capacity at some time.
Three-fourths of the respondents permit the room attendant to type while on
duty at the desk; only one-fourth indicated that typing would not be allowed.
The majority response seems to reflect the fact that most special collections areas
have a minimal number of staff members and employees have too many assign-
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ments to allow them to sit and monitor patrons exclusively. Even though the
noise of a typewriter may be disruptive and an attendant's attention may not be
devoted entirely to room supervision, most departments, of necessity, allow
reading room monitors to perform other work. Ninety-seven percent permit
reading room attendants to sort and file cards and 91 % permit work at a computer or word processor, if available. Other approved tasks include arranging
and processing manuscripts and archival materials, reading professional literature, cataloguing, conducting research, answering correspondence, reading
and checking dealers' catalogues, and sorting mail.
While some respondents observed a tendency for staff members to become lax
in performing their monitoring duties, they noted that when exceptionally valuable materials are being used, staff members tend to be particularly attentive.

CARRELS

Nearly 50 % of the respondents support reserving a carrel or study desk for a
researcher and permitting materials to be kept there for a specified period of
time. Yet only 15 % stated that carrels were available in their special collections.
Suggested alternatives to providing carrels included: reserving a book truck for a
researcher's materials; holding materials in a reserve area or in a designated office; reserving a large table for research; or locking materials in special cases.
According to one respondent, much would depend upon the researcher and how
well he or she was known by the staff. Sixteen respondents indicated that they
would make special arrangements for a lengthy research project involving a
great num ber of special materials.

PHOTOCOPYING AND REPRODUCTION OF MATERIALS

Fewer than half of the respondents have a photocopy machine within their
special collections department. The majority have to make some other arrangements, such as using copy machines nearby or in their library's copy center. Most
departments require that special collections staff perform all copying for patrons. While the general rule is to schedule routine copying to be done by classified staff and students, most add that "anyone available" will help if needed.
Only 25 % report allowing patrons to do their own photocopying, and those
were chiefly from departments having their own copy machines. Moreover,
even these permit patrons to photocopy only non-rare reference materials but
nothing of a rare nature. Only one respondent permits no photocopying of rare
books in the collection for which he or she is responsible.
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Sixty-five percent of responding libraries provide microfilming service and
75 % have facilities for photographing books for prints or slides. Usually these
services are performed by media services within the college or university. Many
libraries charge fixed fees in addition to direct costs for these services. Fees help
offset indirect costs of the staff time involved. In some institutions non-students
and non-faculty are charged higher fees than are students and faculty as a means
of generating revenue. Higher copying fees help to discourage large photocopying requests and encourage users to be more selective of items to be copied. Thus
they serve as indirect security/conservation measures.

SECURITY FOR MATERIALS OUTSIDE THE READING ROOM
Ninety-one percent of respondents stated that when they permit materials to
be used outside the special collections area a member of the staff must accompany the materials. In many cases students are trusted to be guardians of the
materials being transported, but in select cases only the curator may assume such
responsibility. Most curators insist that materials be returned to the department
for safekeeping each night, but some would allow an item to remain in the photographic department, for example, in a locked cabinet or in the care of someone
who can be trusted if an approved project were not finished in one day. While 19
respondents stated that they allow professors to use materials in their classrooms,
14 modified their responses by adding qualifiers such as "occasionally,"
"rarely," or "depending upon the value of the book." One stated that only "nonrare" materials could be taken to classes, and another added the qualification
that ability to "trust the professor" is requisite in making such a decision. Most
librarians preferred that classes be held in the special collections area. Others
stated that while they would prefer having classes meet in their departments,
facilities were inadequate to accommodate most requests. Some departments,
while not permitting professors to take materials to their classes, will allow a
special collections staff member to transport materials to the classroom and remain there to monitor usage. Weather conditions would be taken into consideration when making each decision.

BONDING
The one topic on which all respondents agree is that bonding is not required
for any staff members. Some writers, however, do recommend bonding. Timothy Walch, writing about archives and manuscripts security, states that "employees should be bonded under a theft insurance plan,'" and the Guidelines for
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Security of Rare Book, Manuscript and Other Special Collections state that
"Bonding of the staff should be considered. ,,'
Representatives of several bonding companies, however, told me that trying
to purchase insurance to cover the mysterious disappearance of materials from a
library's special collections would not be practical. Were any company to write
such a policy, no one could afford it. Each agent affirmed that bonding is a "tool
of advertisement" for a commercial firm: it serves to instill public confidence in a
company's ability to measure up to claims made in its advertisements or promotionalliterature. Bonding does not appear to offer a solution to library security
problems. A library must hire reliable personnel in the first place rather than
insist employees be bonded to compensate for poor hiring practices.
As an alternative to actual bonding, a library might ask a prospective employee to fill out a bonding company form along with the library's regular employment application blank. Anyone with a previous criminal record would fear
that investigation by the bonding company would uncover such a record and
report it to the library. Rather than have such information revealed, the prospective employee would probably not complete the forms and would withdraw
as a candidate for the position. 3 Another possible safeguard, in lieu of bonding,
would be to consider fingerprinting employees. Certainly the price is right. For
only $3 per application city police departments in Arizona will fingerprint an
employee or potential applicant and, if requested, will also provide a "letter of
good conduct" within 48 hours indicating in writing that the person
fingerprinted has no local criminal record. If a letter is not requested, prints are
merely kept on record at the police department.

MAINTENANCE SERVICES

As previously noted, approximately 84 % of the respondents require janitorial services to be performed while staff members are present in the department. These
institutions also attempt to maintain the same level of control over maintenance
chores, including changing light bulbs and minor repairs. Exceptions are permitted
when special repair crews are scheduled to work night shifts when the library is
closed, to avoid disrupting patrons. In order to retain some form of control under
such circumstances, one library insists that maintenance workers sign in and out on
a special register whenever they enter and leave the department.

ALARM SYSTEMS
Seventy-five percent of the respondents have some form of security alarm sys-
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tem. Sixty-two percent have smoke alarms, usually connected to a central campus system. Fewer libraries report special alarms such as infrared sensors, water
alarms, or intrusion (sound/motion) detectors, but several report that they are in
the process of increasing the num ber of alarms in service or upgrading their
present alarm systems. Despite occasional malfunctions, which produce false
alarm signals and disruption of departmental routines, respondents express universal agreement that adequate alarm systems are an absolute necessity.
Respondents analyzed some "alarm problems" as staff communication problems. In one situation, for example, the last person leaving the department at
night may be responsible for setting the alarm; however, if communication
proves faulty and a staff member doesn't realize that he or she is the last one to
leave, the alarm is not always set.

SUMMARY
The answers given by respondents to my survey show what accommodations
or adjustments rank and file librarians are making to meet the exigencies of daily
departmental operations. These findings may be useful to librarians trying to
enforce stricter security practices in their libraries. At Arizona State, statistical
evidence that most janitorial work at other special collections libraries is performed only when staff is present added weight to a request to establish such a
policy. Furthermore, once the new policy was implemented, these same figures
helped rebuild rapport with custodial staff, one member of which had viewed
the change as a personal vote of no confidence against her. She accepted the
change more easily after learning that this policy was in effect in the majority of
academic libraries, both larger and smaller in size.
Almost without exception, survey respondents declared that an increase in
staffing levels would improve the security of their collections. Presumably, more
fully staffed departments would experience fewer occasions when reading room
attendants were left without backup to page materials from the stacks, and additional personnel could help to monitor the reading room during periods of heavy
patron demand. Some respondents, unable to add additional staff, hope to acquire TV surveillance cameras to serve as mechanical assistants. One respondent
indicated a need for an emergency call button to summon help should a serious
breach of security or some form of violence occur in the department. Another
respondent noted that frequent use of a special collections department for receptions, dinners, or fund-raisers poses unique problems of security. Many of these
events are conducted after reading rooms are closed and regular security practices suspended. For political reasons, however, it is difficult to refuse to host
these events. No respondents indicated that their library had a security officer;
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only one mentioned that appointment of a security officer is a top priority.
A.M. Scham wisely observed that "a certain spirit, a very special quality, formerly taken for granted in special collections has suffered because of the precautions we have been forced to take, and yet we have no choice.'" While many
librarians are exceedingly creative in developing ways to maintain security in
the face of adverse conditions, they still need all the help that modern technology
can provide. Few would be willing to accept body frisks as the accepted treatment of patrons. However, it is no longer enough to rely on the hope that, as one
respondent remarked, "the Curator will intimidate demanding strangers"!
Given the current state of the economy, the head of a special collections department may have little hope of adding staff members to augment or strengthen
his or her program for monitoring the reading room and for closely supervising
patrons. As a result of the survey, however, my own staff is more alert to potential problem areas. We regularly discuss security issues, and all members are
charged to be watchful for weaknesses in our operations and to suggest ways of
improving them.
While each department head will pinpoint certain areas where security might
be improved, he or she must bear in mind that alert and dedicated staff members
provide the key to maintaining good security. No matter how good the physical
facilities are, security will break down if staff members fail to enforce established rules and regulations.
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SECURITY FOR SPECIAL COLLECTIONS IN ACADEMIC RESEARCH
LIBRARIES: A SURVEY

COLLECTIONS,
1. Approximate size of your Special Collections:

a) Number of volumes of rare books?
b) Approximate number of linear feet of archives and manuscripts?
2. How are these collections housed?
a) In one designated area within the main library?
b) In separate rooms (Le., not contiguous)?
c) In a separarate building?
d) Other? Please describe:
ENTRANCE/EXIT,
1. Type of lock:

a) key?
b) electronic?
2. Who has keys or code access?
a) Special Collections Librarian?
b) Staff member(s)?
c) Library Administrator(s)?
d) Janitorial staff?
e) Other? Who?
3. Do you regularly change keys or combination?
If yes, how often?
BOOK SECURITY,

1. Does your library have a security system for regular stacks books (e.g. TattIetape, KNOGO, etc.)?
a) If yes, do you tag books added to Special Collections?
b) Any exceptions? What are they?
2. Do you have any other means of identifying rare books belonging to your collection (such as marking in an obscure place, bookplates, etc.)?
If yes, what?
3. Does your Special Collections have a vault or safe?
a) What materials are stored there?
b) Who has access?
c) Do you impose any special restrictions for using materials stored there? If
yes, what?
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4. Have you ever experienced theft or mutilation of any of your materials?
a) Describe briefly.
b) Did you change any of your established procedures as a result? Describe
briefly:
READING ROOM:

A. OPERATION:
1. Do you allow patrons to bring the following items with them to their study
tables when using Special Collections materials?
a) handbags/purses?
b) briefcases/bookbags?
c) coats, jackets, accessories?
2. If your answer is yes to any of the above, what precautions are taken to ensure
that these items aren't used to aid in removal of materials from the reading
room?
If your answer is no, what provisions do you make for checking or storing
these materials for the patron?
3. Do special restrictions apply to use of materials by anyone not a member of
your institution's faculty or student body?
If yes, explain briefly.
4. Do patrons sign a register upon entering the reading room?
If yes, what, if any, information is required in addition to the person's name?
a) Address?
b) I.D. number?
c) Classification (Le. undergraduate, graduate, faculty)?
d) Other? What?
e) How long are these call slips retained in your files?
5. Do you restrict the number of books that a patron may use at one time?
a) If yes, what limits are imposed?
b) Do you limit the number of document boxes or files a patron may have at
one time? How many?
6. Do you have a special form for using manuscript materials that differs from
that used for books and other printed materials?
7. Would you please enclose a copy of the form(s) and rules of your reading
room?

B. MANNING AND SURVEILLANCE:
1. Do you always insist that there be at least 2 people "on duty" in your reading
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room area so that the room is never left unattended when material is being paged
from the stacks area?
2. If your answer is yes, what procedure do you follow if you are unexpectedly
left with only one person to monitor the reading room as well as retrieve materials?
a) close the reading room?
b) offer reference service and keep the reading room open but refuse to page
stacks materials until another staff person is available?
c) other?
3. Number of reader stations in your reading room area?
a) Are all reader stations in full view of the Reading Room Attendant?
b) If not, what exceptions are permitted?

C. PERSONNEL:
With insufficient staffing being a common problem for most Special Collections
areas, staff members often must fill two roles at the same time-monitoring the
reading room as well as engaging in some other meaningful task. What activities
do you consider appropriate for someone who is serving as a reading room attendant?
a) typing?
b) sorting/filing cards?
c) working at a computer or word processor?
d) other?
Is your Reading Room Attendant considered a permanent position or do various
staff members rotate service in that position?
a) If permanent, what classification level is it assigned?
b) If rotating, what classification levels serve in that capacity? classified staff?
students? librarians?
CARRELS:
1. Whether or not your institution provides them, do you approve of the "carrel
concept" wherein scholars undertaking extended research projects, using materials in your Special Collections, are given a reserved study carrel for several
weeks or months during a year?
2. If your answer is no, what would you offer as an alternative arrangement?
3. Does your Special Collections offer carrels for researchers?
a) If yes, can these carrels be easily monitored by the Reading Room Attendant?
b) What precautions are taken to ensure that materials in the study carrels are
being used properly?
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PHOTOCOPYIREPRODUCTION OF MATERIALS:
1. Do you have a copy machine in your Special Collections?
2. If your answer is no, what arrangements do you make for providing photocopy service for patrons?
3. What level of staff do you assign to do photocopy work?
4. When photocopy requests are made, do you ever allow patrons to do their
own photocopying?
If yes, under what conditions?
5. Are you able to provide the following services:
a) microfilming of books/manuscripts?
b) photographing of books/manuscripts (for prints/slides)?
6. Do you charge additional fees for all copying services in addition to direct costs?
7. If additional fees are charged, do you justify this practice as a form of security/
conservation measure?
8. Are these photographic services offered within your Special Collections area?
9. Who is authorized to perform copy/filming of rare books and manuscripts?
SECURITY FOR MATERIALS OUTSIDE OF THE READING ROOM:
1. Must a member of the Special Collections staff always accompany any item
being transported out of the department for any reason?
2. If yes, what level staff (i.e. classified staff, student or librarian)?
3. If, for example, a photographic project is not completed within a work day
and the work is being done outside Special Collections, do you insist that materials be returned to Special Collections by closing time?
4. If not, what arrangements do you make for the book's or manuscript's security
until it is returned?
5. Do you allow professors to take any rare books/manuscripts to their classrooms for use in their lectures?
a) If yes, under what conditions?
b) If no, do you
i) Insist classes be held in Special Collections area that are using rare materials for lectures or presentations?
ii) Allow staff members to take materials to professors' classes and stay during lecture to monitor usage?
iii) Other?

BONDING:
Is bonding required for Special Collections staff members?
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a) What positions?
b) For student assistants?
JANITORIAL SERVICES:
1. In your department is regular trash pick-up, tidying up and dusting done
when staff is there? Vacuuming of carpet?
2. If yes (to either or both parts) is this also a time when patrons are in the room
studying, using references, etc.?
3. If these services are performed when either staff or patrons are in the area, do
you feel that the security of having janitors work only when regular staff is
present outweighs the inconvenience and disruption caused by such activity?
4. Who is considered "authorized" to be present (Le. to open the area) for janitorial staff to work?
a) librarians?
b) classified staff?
c) other?

MAINTENANCE:

Do you insist that maintenance work (Le. changing of light bulbs, minor repairs,
etc.) be done in your area only when a regular staff member is present?
If yes, who is considered "qualified" for such duty?
ALARM SYSTEMS:
1. Do you have any special alarm system(s) for your Special Collections area?
a) Infrared sensor (for intruder, heat andlor motion)?
b) smoke alarm?
c) other?
2. Are any of these tied into a central (campus) alarm system? Which ones?
3. Good points?
4. Problems?

General comments on security procedures-what you'd like to see implemented (Le. systems, procedures, etc.) in your area to improve security.
Thanks for reading this far and for answering any or all of the questions posed.
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