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changing errvironmental standards for museums and galleries - where are we now?

Greener museums and sustainable practice

Julian Bickersteth
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t is tempting in the wake of the Copenhagen Climate
Change summit to be overwhelmed by the extent of
the issues surrounding environmental sustainability.
What can we do at a practical local level within the
museums/galleries sector? The answer is a number of

things, and this article looks at one of them: namelv. the
reduction of energ'y usage.

Critical to this discussion are the recommended
environmental standards for display and storage
ofcollections. These currently rely on enormous
amounts ofenergy to keep them constant, so the
museums sector needs to address a number of chal-
lenges: rising energ'y costs; questions over whether
the current supply ofenergy can be maintained; and
community pressures to be more environmentally
conscious. These challenges lead on to two broader
questions - namely, what are the opportunities/
issues around reducing energy use, and what are the
potential impacts on collections (sometimes referred
to as the'preservation equation')?

The current situation
Where are we at present? To answer this question, we

need first to understand where we are coming from. The
current generation ofmuseum professionals has grown
up working to the standards of 22. C + f - 2"C tempera-
ture conditions; and 55% + f- 5 % relative humidity.

There is now general agreement amongst the inter-
national museums community that in fact collections
can withstand conditions within a range outside of
these currently accepted standards. There needs
therefore to be a shift accomplished in environmental
standards that reflects a better understanding ofthe
contemporary conselation needs ofdifferent types of
objects, and the climate in which they are held.

Australia is already piaying its part internation-
ally in these discussions and undertaking a rarge of
studies ofthe needs ofour national collections. For
instance, the Australian War Memorial, Canberra, has
determined with some accuracy the required environ-
mental parameters for safe display and storage of the
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full range of its material types tti - see Fig.l (opposite).
However although this work is important for our

permanent collections, if we want to continue to borrou'
artworks and objects from abroad, we can move no faster
than international lending institutions abroad in revieu-
ing standards currently accepted as the norm. Current
anomalies are clearly illustrated in the wide variance for
loan condition environmental requirements plotted by
the National Gallery of Australia for a recent major inter-
national exhibition, Turner to Monet: The Triumph of
Landscape (March-June 2008) - see Fig.2 ftelow).

Meanwhile some good news is that the museums sector.
particularly in Europe and North America, is determined
to dgsomething about reviewing these standards. More-
over in general, there are considerably more resources
committed to conservation research in these regions, to
examine issues in depth, than are available in Australia.

Further good news is that the issue of acceptable
standards has moved from being a largely technical
discussion between conservators and building manag-
ers to becoming embraced by those in key positions of
decision-making to bring about change.

The UK National Museum Directors Conference
(NMDC) is looking to cement international agree-
ments during 2OlO around a new set ofenvironmental
guideiines. TWo directors in particular have been lead-
ing this discussion.

Mark Jones, Director of the Victorian and Albert
Museum, London, has written extensively on the
matter in such publications as the UK Museums Jour-
nal (November 2O08):

Most museums do not properly understand the
environmental conditions in their buildings, either
because their systems are insufi.ciently sophisticated
or because it is assumed that technical staffwill sort
out problems ds andwhen they arise. This means that
no one in a senior position takes the trouble to under-
stand the signifi.cance of the data in question.tz)

Sir Nicholas Serota, Director ofthe Tate, has also
been outspoken on the matter. He joined a pivotal
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public dialogue hosted by the International Institute
for Conservation (IIC) at the National Gallery London,
in September 2008, stating that the issue of achievable
appropriate environmental levels had to be addressed
- even raising the proposition that visitors to the Tate
might have to wear overcoats in winter due to the
collections being exhibited at lower temperatures.

Both Jones and Serota are members ofthe Bizot
Group, also known as the International Group of
Organizers of Large Scale Exhibitions. Their initia-
tives have helped lead to the establishment by Bizot
of draft guiding principles driven by museums' need
to find ways to reconcile long-term preservation of
collections with reduced energy usage.

Whilst these principles cover the broad area of
reducing carbon footprints, the relevant environmen-
tal guidelines principle reads as follows:

Environmental standards should become more intel-
Iigent and better tailored to clearly identifi.ed needs.
Blanket conditions should no longer apply. Instead
conditions should be determined by the requirements
ofthe individual objects or groups ofobjects and the
climate of the part of the worldwhere the museum is
Iocated. tq

As a result, NMDC has produced the following
proposed interim guidelines for hygroscopic materials
- being the most vulnerable material types - which is
worth stating in fuIl:

For the majority of obj ects contdining hygroscopic
material (such as canvas paintings, textiles, ethno-
graphic objects or animal glue) a stable relative
humidity (RlI) rs required in the range of 40 - 60%
and a stable temperature in the range of 16 - 25 deg C.
More sensitive materials (e.g. scroll paintings on silk,
panel paintings, vellum or parchment) wiII require
specific and tight RH control, specifi.ed according to
the materials.

Less sensitive materials (e.g. stone, ceramic) can
have wider parameters for RH and temperature.

It must be made clear in adopting these guidelines
that HH conditions outside the range are not accept-
able for the majority of hygroscopic materiak, and
that rigour will be needed to ensure that conditions

do not drift outside the specified range. Ifinterna-
tional agreement for loan conditions for aII material
types is to be achieved it must be recognised that the
most sensitive material such as scroll paintings on
silk, paintings of panels, vellum or parchment wiII
always need tight control of conditions, which might
be best achieved through the use of microclimates.
Conversely the needfor, and extent of, parameters for
Iess sensitive materials shouldbe re-considered and
debated.

Whathappens next?
In Australia the issue is being widely debated, though

perhaps not at sufficiently senior levels in museums. The
Austr{lian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural
Material (AICCM) has established a taskforce to develop
a set ofguidelines for Australian conditions. The task-
force is currently gathering data on existing Australian
and international research in this area, and is due to
report back to the next AICCM AGM, late in 2010.

Rather than reinventing the wheel, the AICCM is
using as a starting-point the Canadian Conservation
Institute's Environmental Guidelines for Museums -

Temperature and Relative Humidity (RH), compiled by
two international experts in this area (David Grattan and
Stefan Michalski), and published in August,2OO9. t4l

The planned AICCM Environmental Guidelines for
Australian Museums and Galleries will, it is hoped, be
widely promulgated. Meanwhile the Bizot Group is
developing a long-term strategy to achieve agreement
and ratification ofinternational guidelines for envi
ronmental conditions for all categories of objects - a
project that will inevitably shape further revisions of
the Australian guidelines.

Nevertheless energy usage is not dictated only by
such environmental standards. It also involves, more
broadly, the ways in which museums and galleries
utilise what is generally their major physical asset -

their building. Australian professionals may often be
captive to international trends and unable to make
unilateral decisions at their own behest when it comes
to environmental conditions for loans; however we
can lead the way in showing how buildings can be
managed in environmentally more responsible ways.

Critical links in this process are formed by strategies
that building managers and conservators implement
to foster closer relationships and pursue dialogues on
'green management'issues. A secondary aspect, but no
less vital, is the degree ofsupport provided by senior
management in museums and galleries to advance
such dialogues and their outcomes.

There are encouraging signs that both are well
underway. H

Julian Bickersteth chairs the AICCM Taskforce on environ-
mental guidelines and Managing Director of International
Gonservalion Services, Sydney.
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