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Slow Fires Still Burn: Results of a 
Preservation Assessment of Libraries 
in L’viv, Ukraine, and Sofia, Bulgaria1 

Brian J. Baird and Bradley L. Schaffner 

East Central European libraries face a serious threat of the potential 
disintegration of the vast majority of Slavic publications printed in the 
twentieth century. This loss will come as result of the combination of 
inferior materials used to produce most twentieth-century Slavic publi­
cations and inadequate facilities to house these collections. In an effort 
to gain a better understanding of the condition of Slavic publications, 
over the past two years, the authors have conducted collection condi­
tion surveys and reviewed the preservation operations of three major 
academic libraries in L’viv, Ukraine, and Sofia, Bulgaria. This paper pre­
sents the results of these surveys. 

he summer 2002 flooding in 
East Central Europe, particu­
larly in the Czech Republic, 
and the damage this natural 

disaster wrought helped to underscore 
the preservation challenges facing librar­
ies and archives in this part of the world. 
Luckily, important volumes in the Czech 
National Library, located near the Charles 
Bridge in Prague, were moved to the up­
per floors before the flood hit the city.2 

As a result, much of the damage at the 
National Library was only to the physi­
cal plant and its electrical and heating 
systems, rather than to its collections.3 

Unfortunately, other libraries in the coun­
try were not as fortunate. It is estimated 
that in the Czech Republic, a “half a mil­
lion books in the nation’s libraries were 
damaged, along with irreplaceable archi­
val documents and prints.”4 

Dr. Michal Svatos of the Charles Uni­
versity Archive described some of the 
flood damage: “the Archive of the Czech 
Academy of Sciences in Troja is com­
pletely destroyed. The Archive of Archi­
tecture and the Military Archive at 
Invalidovna suffered great losses; the 
same applies to the archival materials of 
the Prague City Archive that were in the 
depository in Karlin and the archives of 
the Czech Insurance Company outside of 
Prague.”5  Pictures available on the 
Internet illustrate the extensive damage 
to these collections.6 

As tragic as this natural disaster has 
been in terms of library and archival col­
lections, there is the possibility of an even 
greater disaster—the potential disintegra­
tion of the vast majority of Slavic publi­
cations published in the twentieth cen­
tury. It is not a natural disaster that could 
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destroy these important materials but, 
rather, a combination of factors, includ­
ing the inferior materials (paper and bind­
ings, etc.) used to produce most twenti­
eth-century Slavic publications combined 
with inadequate facilities to house these 
collections, that could result in the whole­
sale loss of the published Slavic cultural 
record of the past century. 

Over the past two years, the authors 
have conducted collection condition sur­
veys and reviewed the preservation opera­
tions of three major academic libraries in 
L’viv, Ukraine, and Sofia, Bulgaria. The li­
braries surveyed were the L’viv National 
University Library and the V. Stefanyk 
Scientific Library of the National Academy 
of Sciences of Ukraine, and the Bulgarian 
National Library. This research was per­
formed as part of a larger project that is 
attempting to document, in a thoughtful 
and consistent manner, the condition of 
Slavic publications throughout the region 
and in major collections held abroad. The 
findings from this portion of the research 
are added to the work that the authors 
have already carried out on the condition 
of Slavic materials in the United States. The 
results of their earlier work have been re­
ported in the article “Into the Dustbin of 
History?”7 A detailed description of the 
evaluation questionnaire and procedures 
developed and used for this survey is lo­
cated in the article “Findings from the 
Condition Surveys Conducted by the Uni­
versity of Kansas Libraries.”8  One of the 
great obstacles to the preservation of Slavic 
materials is the fact that most condition 
evaluations of these publications are based 
on anecdotal reports and speculation, 
which are accurate in the fact that most 
twentieth-century Slavic publications were 
produced on poor-quality materials. Be­
yond this however, we really do not fully 
understand the scope and extent of the 
preservation challenge that we face in pre­
serving these materials. The overall goal 
of this research project is to provide a truer 
picture of the current condition of Slavic 
materials based on an organized examina­
tion of their actual condition. Such research 
will provide us with a much better under­

standing of the task we face in preserving 
the Slavic printed heritage. 

This article first provides an overview 
of the three libraries visited, along with a 
short description of the preservation op­
erations at the institutions in an effort to 
provide the reader with a basic under­
standing of the preservation capabilities 
of each organization. It then discusses the 
results of the collection condition surveys 
conducted at each library. The findings 
of this work are rather surprising and go 
against the long-accepted view that in-
country Slavic publications are in poor 
condition and the quality of facilities used 
to house these materials are inadequate. 

The Bulgarian National Library9 

Located between Romania and Turkey and 
bordering the Black Sea, Bulgaria is a large 
country of almost 43,000 square miles with 
a highly literate population (98%) of 
roughly eight million people. The annual 
per capita income is approximately $6,200. 
Since 1990, when the Communist govern­
ment collapsed, the people of Bulgaria 
have strived to develop a democratic form 
of government and social institutions.10 

With more than two million volumes 
and seven million documents, the Bulgar­
ian National Library is the largest library 
in the country. Interestingly, the three 
largest libraries in Bulgaria are all located 
within the same neighborhood of Sofia. 
World War II witnessed the destruction 
of the National Library building along 
with many of its collections. Undeterred 
by this destruction, the Bulgarian govern­
ment moved the library to its present lo­
cation in the mid-1950s. 

Since the collapse of communist rule 
in Bulgaria, government support for so­
cial institutions such as libraries has been 
insufficient to meet the needs of these 
organizations. Therefore, libraries are 
constantly struggling to meet their finan­
cial obligations to pay staff and to develop 
and preserve collections. 

In 1994, Sonja K. Jordan visited Bulgaria 
and prepared a thorough report on librar­
ies in that country and the preservation 
concerns they faced.11  This report presents 

http:faced.11
http:institutions.10


 

 

320 College & Research Libraries July 2003 

a good review of the conditions of librar­
ies in Bulgaria in the mid-1990s and pro­
vides an interesting comparison to the con­
ditions the authors found on their visit in 
2002. In 1994, Bulgaria had been free from 
Soviet influence for only five years. At the 
time, the Parliament was divided, and 
there was no support for the president and 
his government. Consequently, progress in 
establishing social and democratic institu­
tions was slow and often unproductive. As 
a result, libraries received no clear govern­
ment support in terms of finance or legis­
lation, greatly inhibiting their ability to 
fulfill their missions.12 

At present, libraries in Bulgaria continue 
to experience difficult times, but despite fi­
nancial challenges, there is optimism 
among library professionals. Over the past 
few years, library leaders have successfully 
introduced fund-raising programs for their 
institutions. Formerly, tax laws frustrated 
these efforts, but now about 20 percent of 
library funds come from donations.13  In 
addition, The Open Society Foundation has 
provided critical financial support to librar­
ies in the country.14 

Established in 1990 by George Soros, 
The Open Society Foundation has actively 
supported the development of democratic 
institutions in countries in Eastern Cen­
tral Europe and the former Soviet Union. 
As part of this effort, the foundation pro­
vides financial support to libraries in the 
region so that they can continue to oper­
ate while the governments and societies 
make the transition to democracy.15 

Preservation Efforts in the National 
Library 
Staff from the National Library played a 
leading role in the creation of a country­
wide library preservation program in 
1997. The initial observations and goals 
of this program are reported in National 
Program for the Preservation of Library Col­
lections.16 As part of the effort to establish 
this program, Reny Marcheva, head of the 
Conservation and Restauration Labora­
tory at the National Library, traveled to 
Andover, Massachusetts, to study paper 
conservation at the Northeast Document 

Conservation Center (NEDCC).17 At this 
time, the National Library also began de­
veloping professional contacts with li­
brary preservation specialists in England 
and Germany in an effort to further the 
preservation program. 

Although the Bulgarian preservation 
program began in 1997, there is a long his­
tory of conservation efforts at the National 
Library. The library set up the Conserva­
tion and Restauration Laboratory in 1960. 
Through the years, the laboratory has been 
home to several talented conservators and 
bookbinders who have developed innova­
tive preservation and conservation tech­
niques. Printing did not flourish in Bul­
garia until after its independence from the 
Ottoman Empire in the late 1870s, so the 
country has a very rich history of manu­
script production. Consequently, many 
manuscripts are in need of treatment. In 
an effort to address this need, Stella Alkalai 
developed a leaf-casting machine in 1965 
and continued to modify and improve it. 
A second model of her machine remained 
in use at the National Library through the 
1980s. As a result, many manuscripts in 
the collection have been skillfully treated 
using leaf-casting techniques. 

The leaf-casting performed at the Na­
tional Library demonstrates excellent 
workmanship. The fills are consistent and 
well made. However, pulp used in these 
restoration efforts was acidic in nature— 
neutral at best. At present, there are no 
serious signs of deterioration, but the fills 
have started to yellow slightly, especially 
the older treatments. Therefore, these fills 
do represent a preservation concern for the 
future, but these problems can easily be 
addressed with deacidification and proper 
storage, and the leaf-casting efforts pre­
served hundreds of important manu­
scripts that were badly fragmented and 
might otherwise have been lost without 
this treatment. 

The National Library has benefited 
from the work of experienced and tal­
ented bookbinders over the years. The li­
brary utilized an apprenticeship arrange­
ment to train employees in the art of book­
binding and other conservation practices. 
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However, the last knowledgeable binder 
at the National Library refused to share 
his knowledge and skills with a succes­
sor, so for nearly twenty years, the library 
languished without the skills of a talented 
binder. Consequently, many treated 
manuscript text blocks are in need of 
binding. 

At present, the National Library has 
recovered from this loss and has an expe­
rienced and talented binder on staff who 
performs consistent work. Unfortunately, 
she has been unable to obtain additional 
training that would allow her to develop 
her skills to the next level. She focuses her 
efforts primarily on twentieth-century 
materials similar to collections conserva­
tion efforts in the United States. Based on 
her skills and experience, it would not 
take much training to raise her to the next 
level so that she could function as a high-
level conservation technician. 

Except for the binder, the majority of 
the staff in the Conservation and 
Restauration Laboratory spend their time 
on paper-related conservation. The paper-
mending technicians are talented. They 
primarily wash documents and text 
blocks, and perform mends with Japanese 
paper and paste or heat set tissue they 
make in house with lens tissue and an 
adhesive they learned to make in Ger­
many several years before. They use this 
heat set tissue primarily to strengthen 
embrittled paper, often lamenting entire 
brittle books. They also produce various 
types of portfolio enclosures and phase 
box–type enclosures. 

The National Library has had a long tra­
dition of binding materials for its general 
collections as well and still operates an in­
house bindery to process all serials and 
many paperback monographs. The bind­
ery staff is incredibly productive and ca­
pable but lack adequate supplies to produce 
high-quality bindings. The department 
serves as a strong preservation resource that 
the National Library could expand upon. 
With additional training, the bindery staff 
could learn book repair and paper mend­
ing, and make boxes for damaged materi­
als in the general collections. 

Preservation Efforts in the L’viv 
National University Library and the V. 
Stefanyk Scientific Library of the 
National Academy of Sciences of 
Ukraine18 

Just over ten years have passed since 
Ukraine declared its independence from 
the crumbling Soviet Union. The decade 
has not been easy for the Ukrainian people 
as they strive to create a democratic state, 
a free-market economy, and a civil society. 
As in Bulgaria, this transition period has 
been extremely difficult for libraries and 
librarians who now have far less financial 
support from the government for collec­
tions and general library operations than 
during the Soviet period. 

The authors had the opportunity to 
spend May and part of June 2001 in L’viv 
visiting the preservation operations and 
conducting collection condition surveys 
at the L’viv National University Library 
and the V. Stefanyk Scientific Library of 
the National Academy of Sciences of 
Ukraine.19,20  Both libraries are major re­
search institutions with the National Uni­
versity Library holding approximately 
three million volumes and the Library of 
the Academy of Science owning about 
seven million volumes. The University of 
Kansas (KU) Center for Russian and East 
European Studies sent the authors to L’viv 
as part of the U.S. State Department’s 
Newly Independent States College and 
University Partnership Program grant 
that was awarded to KU and L’viv Na­
tional University.21  This partnership pro­
gram funded faculty exchanges between 
K.U. and L’viv National University for 
three years.22 

Ukraine is located between Russia, 
Poland, and the Black Sea. As the second 
largest country in Europe, it is slightly 
smaller than the state of Texas with a 
highly literate population of almost 49 
million people. In 2000, the estimated per 
capita annual average income was $3,850 
per year, with more than half the popula­
tion living below the poverty line. 
Ukraine declared its independence from 
the Soviet Union on August 24, 1991. Al­
though more than a decade has passed 
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since its independence, the country is still 
struggling to create a truly democratic 
form of government.23 

One of the authors first visited Ukrai­
nian libraries in 1995. At this time, he 
noted that for libraries, “budgets for ac­
quisitions and daily operations are insuf­
ficient and there is little money for capi­
tal improvements and systems modern­
ization. In fact, several librarians men­
tioned that administrators are often 
forced to decide whether they should use 
their library’s limited resources for acqui­
sitions or to pay employees.”24  The elimi­
nation of Soviet-era government “perks” 
for libraries, including free postal privi­
leges and reliable deposit copy laws, ex­
acerbated the poor financial situation in 
the newly independent state. 

It appears that the financial situation is 
slowly improving. The government is 
drafting new deposit laws to ensure that 
appropriate libraries will obtain copies of 
Ukrainian publications gratis. Ukrainian 
librarians no longer complain, publicly at 
least, that they are not getting paid for 
months on end. Unfortunately, salaries for 
library staff are unremittingly low. All of 
the librarians interviewed last spring also 
mentioned that a limited amount of money 
was now available for the acquisition of a 
few new publications. Yet, financial re­
sources available to fund the operation of 
libraries continue to be insufficient to meet 
the needs of the institutions. 

Regardless of the financial situation, en­
hancements of library services are being 
instituted. Both the L’viv National Univer­
sity Library and the V. Stefanyk Scientific 
Library of the National Academy of Sci­
ences of Ukraine are using “smart cards” 
to control access into the library and to 
monitor a patron’s use of library materials. 
In the past, patrons had to have a passbook, 
similar to a passport, to enter a library. Se­
curity at libraries was labor intensive, with 
guards checking everyone who entered and 
left the building. Now, libraries in L’viv 
have similar security devices that one 
would see in most research libraries in the 
United States. In addition to smart cards, 
the libraries are working to create online 

catalogs and to provide access to additional 
electronic resources, things most users in 
the U.S. take for granted. As with Bulgaria, 
limited financial resources are hindering 
progress. However, librarians are deter­
mined and progress is being made despite 
great difficulties. 

Upgrading the physical plant appears to 
be the biggest challenge facing many librar­
ies in Ukraine. In the realm of facilities, li­
braries in L’viv are making slow improve­
ments. For example, the main building of 
the L’viv National University Library has 
undergone limited renovation, but much 
work remains to be done. Most important, 
the roof over the main section of the build­
ing that houses the stacks is badly in need 
of repair. There has been a long-standing 
problem of water leaking through the sky­
lights that provide natural illumination for 
the stacks. This, of course, damages the 
books, many of which were published in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
The university and government acknowl­
edge the problem and, as resources become 
available, they are working to solve it. 

Ironically, additional financial resources 
for construction also could have a nega­
tive impact on collections. New buildings 
and improved heating systems could ad­
versely affect the condition of publications 
housed in the libraries. About twenty years 
ago, the L’viv National University Library 
constructed a building to house some tech­
nical service operations and to provide 
additional stack space. The building has a 
modern heating system that is, unfortu­
nately, not able to optimally regulate the 
climate of the building. Because of the fluc­
tuations in temperature, hot and dry in the 
winter and humid and hot in the summer, 
the publications in this building are becom­
ing brittle much more quickly than books 
stored in the main building—an old build­
ing with thick stone walls. This design, 
particularly in the stack areas, results in 
fairly stable climate conditions. Both tem­
perature and humidity remain reasonably 
constant throughout the year. As a result, 
the books do not become brittle as quickly 
as in the new building. Although the cli­
mate in the old building is conducive to 
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the preservation of printed material, it is 
often uncomfortable for the library’s em­
ployees and patrons. Installing new heat­
ing systems in the old building may make 
it more pleasant for the human occupants 
but will negatively impact the collections 
housed in the building. At present, the 
temperature in the old building remains 
at about 55 degrees Fahrenheit. Raising the 
temperature to 70 degrees Fahrenheit will 
hasten the deterioration of books and re­
duce the usable life of the collections by 
more than half. 

Both libraries utilize large old churches 
confiscated by the Soviet government and 
given to the organizations to use as remote 
storage facilities. The Ukrainian govern­
ment is in the process of returning these 
buildings to their rightful owners. Al­
though this is the correct and just action to 
take, it will place additional financial hard­
ships on the libraries now searching for 
new storage facilities. Like the old main 
building of the L’viv National University 
Library, these churches provide environ­
mentally advantageous conditions for the 
storage and preservation of materials. The 
temperature and humidity in these build­
ings remain fairly constant throughout the 
year. If new buildings are constructed, ex­
pensive HVAC systems will need to be 
installed to match the preservation capa­
bilities of the current buildings. Of course, 
the biggest challenge will be finding the 
funds to purchase or upgrade appropri­
ate buildings for the libraries. 

The V. Stefanyk Scientific Library has a 
well-developed conservation program. 
The program has been operating for nearly 
fifteen years, even during the difficult fi­
nancial times of the early post-Soviet pe­
riod. It employs more than a dozen people, 
including two paper conservators 
and a bookbinder. The professional 
staff receive their training by attend-

securing adequate funding to purchase ex­
pensive conservation materials. Luckily, 
the staff is resourceful and makes good use 
of local craftsmen to create needed tools 
and equipment. 

Collection Evaluations 
Although the collection evaluations con­
ducted in L’viv and Sofia focused on 
Slavic publications, the authors did not 
exclude publications from other countries 
when they fell into the random sample. 
Each of the samples included a number 
of eighteenth- to twentieth-century pub­
lications from a variety of foreign coun­
tries, primarily Europe. As table 1 illus­
trates, Slavic materials comprised the 
majority of the publications surveyed. 

Procedures Used to Conduct the 
Condition Survey 
The collections condition survey entailed 
evaluating a combined 900 volumes from 
the two libraries in L’viv, Ukraine, and 451 
volumes from the Bulgarian National Li­
brary. The survey instrument used was 
based on the one developed at the KU li­
braries when evaluating their general col­
lections and Slavic collections.25,26  Consis­
tent data-gathering techniques greatly 
enhance the value of the surveys and al­
low data gathered from Ukraine and Bul­
garia to be easily compared to the data 
acquired in early surveys. 

Data-gathering techniques followed 
the procedures developed for the KU li­
braries’ general collection survey for de­
termining the number of sample items 
needed and for randomly selecting the 
sample volumes. To ensure random sam­
pling from the entire collection, the fol­
lowing formula was used: 

TABLE 1
Percentage of Slavic Materials

ing workshops in Europe. 
The paper conservators and 

bookbinders are talented and 
knowledgeable craftspeople. One of 
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their greatest challenges is obtain­
ing appropriate preservation sup­
plies. Perhaps even more difficult is 

Slavic
Materials 71.83% 61.54% 62.53% 
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n = Number of shelves in a location ÷ 
number of sample items needed 

Counting from the left side of the shelf, 
the survey sampled the fourth volume 
from every nth shelf. If a fourth volume was 
not on the shelf, the first available volume 
to the left was selected. If no volumes were 
on the shelf, the next available shelf hold­
ing volumes was sampled. To guarantee 
that all volumes had an equal chance of 
being selected, the sampling technique in­
volved counting shelves rather than ranges 
because many of the stacks have different 
numbers of shelves per range. 

Because there was no expedient way to 
determine the exact number of shelves in 
the libraries, rough estimates, based on a 
quick review of each library’s stack area, 
were used to determine collection size. 
These estimates were conservative to en­
sure that at least 400 volumes in each library 
were surveyed. Survey samples of 400 vol­
umes from each library were large enough 
to allow for the statistical comparison of 
each institution with the other and with the 
data previously gathered at KU. Other than 
the exceptions stated below, the data gath­
ered show that the conditions of the three 
collections were similar to one another. 

Palm Vx handheld computers and 
HanDBase database software designed 
for handhelds were used to conduct the 
survey.27  This expedited the data-gather­
ing process by allowing the authors to 
survey the items in the stacks rather than 
gathering them to a central location where 
the data could be entered onto a laptop 
computer. Using the handhelds was par­
ticularly advantageous for some of the 
stack locations where there were poor 
lighting, cramped stacks, and no work 
areas. It is estimated that without the 
handhelds, the surveying process would 
have taken at least twice as long. 

Not all of the data collected in the origi­
nal KU survey were relevant for the Slavic 
project and did not readily apply to 
Ukraine and Bulgaria. For example, ques­
tions about circulation records (because 
the collections do not circulate), shelving 
condition (because they are closed-stack 
collections), and library binding issues 

(because most of the binding options 
available in the U.S. are unavailable in 
Ukraine and Bulgaria) were not germane. 
Therefore, the survey was modified to 
collect data that would be of interest to 
these libraries in helping them further 
their preservation plans; and to assist in 
shaping a national preservation agenda 
for Slavic collections held in the United 
States. However, modifications to the sur­
vey were not so drastic as to inhibit the 
ability to compare these data to those 
gathered previously at KU. 

Results from the Condition Survey 
Based on previous conditions surveys, vis­
its to other East Central European libraries, 
and published anecdotal reports, the au­
thors expected to find the collections in a 
serious state of disrepair.28  Therefore, the 
results of the survey were rather surpris­
ing. Overall, the condition of the collections 
in the libraries surveyed was quiet good, 
despite the many challenges (storage con­
ditions, financial support, wars, etc.) they 
have faced throughout the years—chal­
lenges that are far beyond anything experi­
enced in U.S. research libraries. 

Most of the following tables present 
data gathered from both the general sur­
vey and the Slavic survey at the KU librar­
ies as well as the results of the surveys in 
L’viv and Sofia. This comparison provides 
important context from which to interpret 
the data for Ukraine and Bulgaria. 

Perhaps of most significance to the na­
tional preservation efforts in Ukraine and 
Bulgaria is the percentage of embrittled vol­
umes found in the libraries surveyed. In­
terestingly, the percentages of brittle books 
were similar to those found for the Slavic 
collections at the KU libraries. It was antici­
pated that, given the poor storage condi­
tions, the lack of air-conditioning in the li­
braries, and the inferior quality of the ma­
terials used in publishing Slavic books, the 
brittle rate would be well over 50 percent. 
However, as described earlier, many of the 
collections in Ukraine were stored in old 
citadels, cathedrals, or other old stone build­
ings that naturally moderate the environ­
mental conditions of the materials stored 
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inside. In Bulgaria, the collections were 
housed in a similar stone library that also 
naturally moderates the environmental con­
ditions. Environmental observations for 
these surveys were both anecdotal and sci­
entific. The Academy of Science’s conser­
vation department at L’viv holds over ten 
years of environmental-monitoring data il­
lustrating that many of the buildings main­
tain very stable conditions with only mod­
erate seasonal fluctuations. The relative 
humidity remained fairly constant at be­
tween 50 and 60 percent. The temperature 
remains between 50 and 65 degrees Fahr­
enheit. This has had a very dramatic effect 
on the percentage of brittle materials in the 
collections and demonstrates the important 
role environmental conditions play in pre­
serving collections. As a result of these fa­
vorable environmental conditions, the com­
bined L’viv collections have a brittle paper 
problem similar in magnitude to the Slavic 
collections at KU. Upon first examination, 
this may seem logical, but, in reality, KU 
has a much lower brittle book problem than 
many other research libraries in the U.S., 
which often find that as much as 25 per­
cent of their overall collections are brittle. 
Table 2 shows the results of a fold test test­
ing for brittleness. 

As suspected, the survey shows that 
nearly all of the materials housed in these 
collections were printed on acidic paper that 
will eventually become brittle. This result 
is similar to what was found for the KU 
Slavic collections. Table 3 shows the survey 
results with regard to paper acidity. 

Nearly one in five books in the com­
bined L’viv collections need preservation 
treatment of some type. This is nearly three 
times higher than what was found for the 
KU Slavic collections. There are several 
factors that contribute to this greater need 
for restoration. First and foremost is that 
there has been very little book repair, con­
servation treatment, or even binding pro­
vided for these collections over the years. 
In contrast, KU has utilized various bind­
ing and repair programs for over fifty 
years. The cumulative effects of these pres­
ervation efforts make a big difference over 
time. Furthermore, few shelf preparation
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activities have been conducted in the past 
at the libraries in L’viv. Thin pamphlets are 
placed in the stacks without support, jour­
nal issues are housed unbound for years 
at a time, and damaged or fragile items 
receive no special protection or enclosures. 

In contrast, the Bulgarian National Li­
brary has a long tradition of binding ma­
terials before placing them in the stacks 
and has conducted limited repair work 
throughout the years. Therefore, even 
though materials in the Bulgarian Na­
tional Library receive much higher use 
than the collections in the L’viv libraries, 
they are in better condition. This demon­
strates the importance of regular binding 
and repair practices. Table 4 shows a 
comparison of overall condition of the 
materials in the L’viv, Bulgarian National 
Library, and KU libraries. 

What Do These Results Mean for the 
Future? 
As mentioned before, the relative good 
condition of the collections surveyed in 
Ukraine and Bulgaria was a pleasant sur­
prise. During the twentieth century, the 
city of L’viv was the territory of five dif­
ferent nations, each one placing special 
demands on the libraries regarding what 
they collected and how materials were 
processed and cataloged. The two librar­
ies surveyed had both been bombed and 
plundered during World War II, each los­
ing valuable collections. The Bulgarian 
National Library also was heavily im­
pacted by the war when the original 
building was destroyed during a bomb­
ing raid, resulting in the current 
building’s construction in the 1950s. 

The consequences of these events, 
combined with the quality of materials 
used to produce publications in the 
twentieth century, could have had a 
devastating effect on the collections. 
However, the condition of collections is 
not as bad as one would anticipate and 
the results of the survey are encourag­
ing. Unfortunately, these collections will 
not have much of a future without pres­
ervation treatments. Currently, there is 
a window of opportunity in which sig­
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TABLE 4

Overall Condition


 
 

 Bulgarian
Combined National

L'viv Collections Library 
KU Russian
Collections 

KU Polish KU
Collections Collections 

In Good
 condition
Send to
 stacks as is
Needs
 preservation
 treatment 

61.06% 

21.68% 

17.26% 

69.84% 

20.18% 

9.98% 

60.71% 

34.03% 

6.72% 

84.13% 

9.82% 

5.54% 

83.28% 

10.06% 

4.34% 

nificant progress can be made to pre­
serve these valuable collections before 
they are lost forever. 

However, the window of opportunity 
is small. The changing economic condi­
tions in Ukraine and Bulgaria have, for 
the most part, been favorable for their citi­
zens. But these economic improvements 
also will result in changes in the libraries 
surveyed that will greatly threaten the 
future of their collections. At this time, the 
collections are housed in old stone build­
ings that help preserve their holdings. 
However, many of the collections will 
have to be moved out of these old his­
toric buildings in the coming years and 
placed in newer facilities with much 
poorer environmental conditions. This 
has already occurred at the L’viv National 
University Library. The main library is an 
old stone building with fairly stable en­
vironmental conditions. Materials also are 
housed in a newer building built during 
the Soviet period. This building has no 
air-conditioning and poor temperature 
controls, often resulting in overheating in 
the winter. Although L’viv has a very 
moderate climate, the effects of the less-
than-ideal environmental controls can 
readily been seen. The materials in the 
new building are very similar in makeup 
to the collections in the main library. The 
items housed in the new building have 
been there for less that thirty years, but, 
despite that, the brittle rate for the mono­
graphs and periodicals in this building is 
twice as high as the rest of the libraries 

surveyed in L’viv with a more than 32 
percent brittle rate. 

Even the materials remaining in old 
stone buildings will still experience drastic 
environmental changes in the future as re­
sources become available to improve their 
heating systems to make the buildings more 
comfortable for human occupants. The end 
result will be that within a few years, the 
vast majority of the collections will rapidly 
become brittle unless financial resources are 
made available to install comprehensive 
climate controls in the buildings to regu­
late heat and humidity. Given the current 
state of the economies in Bulgaria and 
Ukraine, this is unlikely. 

It is difficult to overstate the negative 
impact of these environmental changes on 
these collections. Hopefully, research 
projects such as this one will help make 
the libraries aware of the need for good 
environmental conditions in order to stem 
the problem; but in the end, it is clear that 
some of these improvements will have to 
be made without adequate resources to 
fully upgrade the heating system to ad­
dress the environmental demands of the 
libraries’ collections. 

In addition to the environmental 
changes, the future promises dramatic 
reconfigurations in how the collections are 
used. Currently, the stacks are closed, items 
do not circulate, and bibliographic access 
to the materials is relatively modest, par­
ticularly in the L’viv libraries. However, 
this will change. Efforts are under way to 
develop electronic catalogs for the collec­
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tions, and the library staffs are consider­
ing a change in circulation policies to bet­
ter meet the needs of their patrons. These 
represent important access issues that li­
brarians value, but they will have an im­
pact on the condition of the collections. 
Both increasing access and allowing ma­
terials to circulate will result in damage to 
thousands of items every year. Currently, 
there are no facilities available to cope with 
the influx of damaged materials in the gen­
eral collections because all conservation 
efforts are directed toward the libraries’ 
special collections materials. The Bulgar­
ian National Library could provide some 
binding and book repair services through 
its current binding procedures, but this 
would require a significant increase in 
staffing and supplies, and funding is tight. 

In short, the collections are in fair con­
dition at present because they are stored 
in favorable environments, bibliographic 
access to the materials is limited, and the 
materials generally do not circulate. All of 
these factors will change in the next few 
years. Any one of these changes would 
introduce major preservation challenges 
for the affected library, but the combina­
tion of these factors will cause preserva­
tion problems to increase exponentially. 

What Needs to Be Done 
This leads to the question of what should 
be done to preserve these collections. To 
answer that question, one must first step 
back and look at the needs and resources 
of both Slavic countries and countries out­
side the region, particularly the United 
States. The U.S. has strong preservation 
and library expertise and experience with 
the infrastructure and technology to deal 
with large reformatting projects. The coun­
try is wealthy, and funding agencies within 
the country acknowledge the importance 
of library preservation and are willing to 
support such activities. Slavic countries 
have materials in their collections that 
would be of great research value to schol­
ars both in the region and beyond. They 
have a skilled, well-educated workforce 
that is underemployed, and they are faced 
with the likelihood that a large portion of 

their research collections will not survive 
another generation. 

By combining the needs and resources 
of the Slavic countries and those of the 
United States, for example, it is possible to 
create a win-win solution for all parties in­
volved. Librarians from the United States 
and East Central Europe can work together 
to select materials of mutual interest to 
scholars and libraries. Grant funding and 
library acquisition funds at U.S. institutions 
could be used to reformat these volumes 
digitally, allowing individual libraries to 
secure copies of the text in the format of 
their choice, whether electronic, paper, or 
microfilm. The Slavic libraries would pro­
vide the labor for putting together lists of 
titles and making them available to U.S. li­
braries via an electronic discussion list simi­
lar to the SlavCopy program run from the 
University of Kansas Libraries.29  U.S. librar­
ies could sign up for copies of the titles they 
want. When a volume is copied, grant funds 
could be used to cover the costs of shipping 
the book to and from the U.S. and for digi­
tization and reproduction of one copy of 
the volume for the Slavic library from which 
the original was contributed. 

Thus, U.S. libraries would be able to 
acquire Slavic materials previously un­
available in this country, East Central Eu­
ropean libraries would begin to address 
some of their preservation concerns, and 
the costs could be kept low by working 
cooperatively and taking advantage of 
lower labor costs in East Central Europe 
and cost-saving technology from the U.S. 

Another important step in preserving 
these library collections is to utilize the 
conservation expertise that exists in both 
countries to further preservation efforts. 
Both the Bulgarian National Library and 
the V. Stefanyk Scientific Library in L’viv 
have trained conservators with moder­
ately well-equipped laboratories. What 
they lack is funding for additional equip­
ment, supplies, and training. With a mod­
est amount of funding for training and 
supplies, these libraries could greatly ex­
pand their conservation efforts in their 
own libraries and could begin outreach 
programs in both countries. 

http:Libraries.29
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Conclusion 
The findings of the preservation assess­
ment of collections in the Bulgarian Na­
tional Library and the L’viv academic li­
braries do not generally apply to all East 
European libraries but, rather, are the first 
step in developing a comprehensive un­
derstanding of the challenges faced in 
preserving these important collections. 
Many cities in East Central Europe are 
much more polluted than L’viv or Sofia 
and have harsher climates. Many library 
collections are not housed in environmen­
tal moderating stone buildings. Further 
research needs to be done in other Slavic 
research libraries to fully understand the 
preservation issues at hand. It is reason­
able to speculate that most libraries will 
have collections in much worse condition 
than the collections in Sofia and L’viv. 
The findings from the current surveys 
clearly illustrate the absolute importance 
that environmental conditions play in the 
long-term preservation of a collection. For 
years, it has been known that maintaining 
stable environmental conditions is the 
single most important factor in preserv­
ing a collection. But most of the evidence 
for this argument was based on lab re­
search and anecdotal information. These 
survey results now present real-world data 
that clearly validate the lab research. The 
lesson to learn here is that libraries should 
go to extreme lengths to improve and 
maintain good environmental conditions 
for their collections. These endeavors are, 
in the long run, the most cost-effective 
preservation efforts that can be made. 

In addition to confirming the impor­
tance of environmental factors on the 
preservation of publications, the results 
of this research demonstrate the impor­

tance of using a consistent survey tool so 
that information acquired can be com­
pared to work completed in other loca­
tions using the same tool. This allows for 
the development of a comprehensive 
view of preservation needs as we work 
to save important Slavic publications. 

The survey instrument developed for 
this project was based on the one created 
at the University of Kansas and used suc­
cessfully many times to evaluate various 
collections in KU libraries and other U.S. 
institutions. It was slightly modified for 
use in Bulgaria and Ukraine. Because of 
the use of an established survey in a con­
sistent manner, the data reported here can 
readily be compared to other condition 
surveys conducted in the past and future, 
as long as the same procedures are fol­
lowed. This research is needed in order 
to develop a baseline of knowledge on the 
condition of library collections in East 
Central Europe similar to what we have 
for research libraries in the United States. 

In conclusion, the results of the condi­
tions surveys conducted in L’viv and Sofia 
clearly indicate that there remains a slight 
window of opportunity in which we can, 
by working cooperatively, meet both the 
acquisition needs of research libraries in 
the U.S. and address some of the press­
ing preservation needs of research librar­
ies in East Central Europe. It is important 
to seize this opportunity by establishing 
a proactive, cooperative program, such as 
the one presented above, to begin ad­
dressing the access and preservation 
needs faced by Slavic and U.S. libraries. 
Only through such cooperation can sig­
nificant progress be made in addressing 
the long-term preservation and scholarly 
research needs for Slavic materials. 
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