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1 Introduction                                                               

A large number of libraries experienced books falling from the shelves and scattering over the floor 

when the Great East Japan Earthquake occurred on March 11, 2011. Damage caused by the impact 

included torn leaves, broken spines and detached covers. Among the libraries in the affected area, 

there has been much demand for training in practical techniques for the recovery of damaged books. 

This paper gives an overview of the training programs the National Diet Library (NDL) conducted in 

response to requests from the prefectural libraries which worked hard to assist struggling local 

libraries.  

The programs offered workshops on basic repair, protective folder making, drying of water-damaged 

books, and mold removal. It is beyond the power of non-specialist librarians to salvage huge amounts 

of water-soaked materials. But there is a likelihood that they will need to handle a small number of 

damp or partially wet materials due to an air-conditioning breakdown, leaking pipes or other water 

damage resulting from an earthquake. Actual incidents of that sort in the Great East Japan 



 National Diet Library Newsletter 
 

Article 184/844   2 / 6 

 

Earthquake were reported and that was one of the reasons that the programs had workshops on the 

recovery of water- and mold-damaged books.e 

 

2 Training Programs for post disaster recovery                                    
Since July 2011, the NDL conducted training programs for post disaster recovery in Iwate, Miyagi and 

Fukushima. It was the prefectural libraries which played a major role in putting the programs into 

practice. All three of the prefectural libraries made library visits in the affected areas many times and 

saw the local libraries faced with large numbers of damaged books and not knowing what action to 

take, as most of such libraries have no preservation teams or specialists of their own. The prefectural 

libraries then consulted with the NDL, which has a department that specializes in preservation, in 

order to provide training programs to the local libraries. In Miyagi Prefecture, the programs were 

conducted not only for the public libraries but also for the University libraries in the Tohoku region. 

 

 

<<Training for the university libraries in the Tohoku region>> 

 

2.1 Basic repair                                                                     

Among the local libraries, there had been much demand for workshops in practical techniques of 

repairing damaged books with torn leaves, detached covers, etc. To meet the needs, the training 

programs usually contained workshops for basic repair. As most of the participants were 

non-specialist librarians in local libraries, the workshops started with a brief introduction on the 

features of paste, Japanese paper and other materials used for repair, and use of tools. The 

workshops then proceeded to actual repair work on sample books which had been torn and had 

pages detached beforehand. Another example of repair work included in the workshop was of putting 

detached covers back on the spines. A sheet of durable paper folded into a tube shape is used for this 

technique. The tube is glued on the spine of the book first, then the detached cover is glued on top of 

that. The tube creates a hollow between the spine and the cover. That helps the book to open wide 
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and eases the strain on the spine. 

Procedures for repairing squashed book corners and split joints were also demonstrated to the 

participants as possible ways to apply the basic repair techniques they had learnt in the workshops. 

 

        

       <<The tube glued on the spine>>     <<The detached cover to be glued on the tube>> 

 

2.2 General Guide                                                                    

In addition to the basic techniques, there were many requests from participants to learn how to 

determine which books need repair and to what extent that repair work should be done. To cover such 

topics, lectures were given to the participants before the workshops. Regardless of the types, libraries 

are obliged to maintain and keep their collections accessible. As it is not realistic for all libraries to 

retain complete collections at the same level, it is important to set priorities on the collections and 

select materials that each individual library should take responsibility for long-term preservation. The 

lecture highlights this basic concept of preserving library collections as it answers the requests from 

participants to some extent and fits the process of disaster recovery. Damaged materials which have 

enough stability to be handled with care do not require swift action. Materials badly damaged but not 

often used will also be given a lower priority for recovery. Many of the circulating materials can be 

replaced and there is an option of disposal if the materials are not worth spending time and resources 

on recovery.  

There are a variety of repair techniques available for recovery of damaged materials, from ones that 

non-specialist librarians can handle to others that should be undertaken only by well trained staff. 

Deciding which option to apply to a material can also be influenced by how long the material is to be 

retained. The lectures put emphasis on the importance of choosing appropriate options derived from 

the projected lifespan of the materials and how they are used. 
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2.3 Recovery of water- and mold-damaged books                                         

According to statistics from the Iwate Prefectural Library, five libraries in the prefecture were 

devastated by the tsunami. The approximate number of damaged materials belonging to those 

libraries would come to more than 206,0001

It is beyond the power of non-specialist librarians to salvage huge amounts of water-soaked materials. 

Extensive assistance of specialist groups and volunteers was crucial, and salvage at the initial stage 

in areas struck by tsunami and subsequent recovery projects have been led by such assistance. But it 

can happen to any librarian to have to handle a small number of damp or partially wet materials, 

possibly infected with mold, during an air-conditioning breakdown, pipe leak or other water damage 

resulting from earthquake. Training in first-aid treatment for water- and mold-damaged books will help 

librarians to take appropriate action in good time. 

. That is about 4.2% of the total number of materials 

housed in the whole prefecture.  

The program held at the Iwate Prefectural Library included a workshop on drying wet materials. The 

simple air-drying method using interleaving paper and fans was introduced. The workshop also 

covered mold removal. Participants learnt procedures to treat infested materials with disinfectant 

ethanol and brushes. Dummy books were used for this practice. The health hazards and allergic 

reactions caused by molds, and the mechanism of mold outbreaks, were mentioned and emphasis 

was put on the importance of ensuring safety of people and environmental control.  

 

         

<<Book stood on its end and interleaved>>             <<Circulate the air with fans>> 

（colored water has been used to wet the demonstration book shown above） 

 

2.4 Protective enclosure                                                              

Protective enclosures keep out dust, dirt and light. Housing materials into enclosures provides a buffer 

against changes in temperature and relative humidity, and provides protection from improper handling. 

Not just protecting materials from causes of deterioration and damage, they also act as a buffer 

                                                   
1NDL Research Report No.13 " The Great East Japan Earthquake and Libraries" p64  4.2.2 The State of 

Damage (Japanese only) 
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against the impact of natural disasters. 

A handy, easy-to-make enclosure was introduced at the workshops because protective enclosures 

can be used to prevent materials which cannot be repaired from further deterioration. 

 

        

<<Four-flapped folder introduced at workshops>>       <<Four-flapped folder opened out>> 

 

2.5 Collaborative Partnership                                                          

The training programs for post-disaster recovery were conducted as a part of relief activities for local 

libraries, and the three prefectural libraries led those activities. Libraries are entities which have been 

cooperating with others on a daily basis. There has been a cooperative framework in the library 

community to call for help and respond to the call, from local libraries to prefectural libraries and from 

prefectural libraries to the national library. Interlibrary loan, reference service and many other tasks 

libraries undertake are based on this framework, and it did work to some extent even at the time of 

disaster and in the process of recovery. The training programs are only one example of activities 

promoted through the collaborative partnership that the library community had developed over a long 

time. The participants from local libraries were encouraged to share what they had learned in the 

workshops with their colleagues by providing workshops in their own and neighboring libraries so that 

many more librarians could benefit. It also shows how the collaborative partnership of the libraries was 

practiced. 

 

3 Review of learning tool                                                      
The NDL is now revising the learning tool we used in the programs based on feedback. It is supposed 

to reflect the needs and requests of participants such as editing handouts to be as simple as possible 

so that they can be used as quick guides when disaster does strike. Introducing video clips is also 

being discussed as it will help participants understand work procedures more easily, wherever they 

are. 
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4 Future issues                                                              
The Great East Japan Earthquake caused severe damage to many libraries. But it is also true that 

many of us learnt a lot through this experience. 

The following are examples of the knowledge that many libraries gained from the experience: store 

books slightly inside the edges of shelves, avoid storing heavy books on the top shelf, and place a 

batch of thin books in one storage box to make the whole stable on the shelves. All the measures 

described above will prevent books from getting thrown down when an earthquake occurs. There 

were libraries which had experienced large earthquakes before the Great East Japan Earthquake and 

were prepared for the next ones to come. Reports from such libraries proved that the 

countermeasures against earthquake disaster they had introduced were effective. This is information 

that should be included in programs for disaster planning. 
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