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 Historical images - Preservation and accessibility measures

Specific measures  
Archived images are susceptible to age-related deterioration processes. Nitrate negatives 
become self-igniting as degradation increases, and the nitrous gases that are released with 
ageing react with humidity to form nitric acid and can attack nearby images. Acetate negative 
films release acetic acid, which causes the film to shrink and the layer containing the image to 
decompose. In the case of glass negatives, silvering often occurs, and this can result in 
separation of layers. With colour slides, some colours can bleach more quickly than others, 
depending on the production method, and this can cause colour distortion. 

For the purpose of drawing up a list of preservation measures, the first step involves analysing and 
evaluating each item in the collection. For scheduling purposes the various preservation factors have 
to be taken into account. If an image has already been damaged due to age-related deterioration, it 
can no longer be digitised and made accessible.

Implementation of the preservation plan 

Cataloguing  
Together with digitisation, identifying and classifying the items 
in the collection ensure that they can be made readily 
accessible. For users, the images can only exist if they have 
been properly catalogued.  

Provision of digitised images  
The medium-term goal is to be able to offer the entire 
collection of digitised images via the swisstopo web site 
as products that can be obtained with the aid of user-
friendly applications. 

Preservation  
swisstopo is committed to preserving all originals so that future 
generations will be able to access the original data. Broadly 
speaking, the term “preservation” refers to all possible measures 
to protect the items in the collection, including digitisation in 
order to safeguard the originals against excessive use and to 
preserve those items that are susceptible to age-related 
deterioration. It also includes measures to ensure that items are 
archived in suitable containers and in favourable climatic 
conditions. Measures aimed at protecting and stabilising an 
entire segment of the collection are of the highest priority

Acetate and nitrate negatives have to be stored in acid-free 
cardboard boxes in protective envelopes made of special 
archiving paper. Acid absorbers are placed in each box to 
absorb harmful gases that are released, and litmus strips have 
to be used for monitoring the acid content of the enclosed air. 

Glass negatives have to be carefully cleaned and repackaged in 
special sleeves and then stored in boxes. The condition of each 
plate has to be documented. 
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Digitisation  
In order for swisstopo to achieve its declared objectives for 
2015, a large proportion of the entire inventory of analogue and 
interim products needs to be digitised within the next few years. 
Transforming the analogue material into digital form will make 
the images more readily accessible for everyone. Assuming 
certain conditions are met, digital data can furthermore be 
reproduced as often as required without resulting in any losses 
in terms of quality, and they are also not susceptible to physical 
deterioration. swisstopo is digitising the material with the aid of 
special distortion-free aerial image scanners. 

From the point of view of their preservation, the availability of 
historical images in digital form is also desirable, since in this 
way the originals can be protected against the effects of frequent 
use and exposure to harmful environments. Nonetheless, the 
digitisation process is primarily intended to facilitate data 
management, and cannot suffice as a strategy for the long-term 
conservation of image data. 

Long-term conservation  
From the point of view of conservation, the digitisation of acutely 
endangered negatives cannot act as a substitute for the 
preservation of the originals. In view of the short life of data 
mediums, systems, software and formats, digital archives need to 
be frequently migrated. Any interruption of a backup or migration 
process can result in the loss of the entire data set. 

For this reason, the aim is that those originals which could be 
lost forever within the space of just a few years due to their 
unfavourable ageing properties (in particular nitrate and acetate 
negatives) are also to be reproduced in analogue form on 
modern microfilm. This way, in the event of any loss of digital 
data it would be possible to digitise them again. 

Digital information lasts forever — or five years, whichever 
comes first!  
Jeff Rothenberg, computer scientist  (1999) 




