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Lecturers and students are welcome to reproduce this case study for 

classroom use provided the copyright statement appearing at the foot of 
each page is reproduced and any reference to the INFORMATION ETHICS 

database is acknowledged.  However, the editors would appreciate 
knowing if you use this case study.  Please email them at 

jonathan@gordon-till.com and sylvia@inforesponse.co.uk. 
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Sector: Academic library (HE/FE) 
  
A disastrous fire and the 

missing disaster recovery 
plan 
  
Does a librarian’s duty to ‘protect 

and preserve material’ include 

monitoring the disaster recovery 

plan? 
  
Summary: A unique collection tracing 

the development of the theory of fibre 

optics was housed outside the main 

library in an old building on the edge of 

campus. During renovations, a fire 

caused extensive damage. Researchers 

worldwide were devastated by the loss, 

but then questioned the apparent lack 

of a disaster recovery plan. The Library 

expressed regret, blamed the Estates 

department and factors beyond its 

control, and denied responsibility. 
  
NOTE: This Case Study is fictitious.  It is informed 
by experience in the information world, but it does 
not claim to represent a scenario of actual events or 
relate to individual people or organisations. 
 

Case Study: Academic libraries 

operate under increasingly conflicting 

pressures for staff, storage and 

resources for materials and users. In 

this case a unique, mainly historical, 

archive had been built up from the 

early period when the theory of fibre 

optics was developed before wider 

commercial applications were 

recognized. The collection was initially 

housed in the main library but was 

moved to the fifth floor of a little-used 
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building on the edge of the campus, on 

the working assumption that ‘the 

collection was hardly used’. 
  
During building works, an electrical fire 

caused extensive damage to the 

basement of the building where the 

archive was housed and many 

documents suffered water and smoke 

damage. Immediately after the fire, 

messages of sympathy and support 

arrived from universities and colleagues 

around the world. But later, on 

reflection, questions were asked about 

the lack of a disaster recovery plan. 

The University Librarian expressed 

regret but blamed the Estates and 

Buildings department for not having 

warned the external contractors. The 

collection’s librarian and curator, whose 

hours had been cut and worked only 

part-time, was devastated by the fire, 

and the almost total destruction of a 

quarter of a century of cataloguing and 

library work. She suffered a nervous 

breakdown and was granted six 

months’ extended sick leave. A firm 

with specialist skills in preservation and 

conservation was called in to attempt to 

recover some of the least damaged 

material. A part-time periodicals 

librarian was seconded to the archive to 

liaise with academic libraries worldwide 

who had offered to co-operate in 

building up the collection. A leading 

telecoms company (which had made 

profits from fibre optics) offered to 

sponsor the re-siting of the collection 

within the science park, under new and 

secure conditions. 

____________________________ 

____________________________ 

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________ 

 

References 

To recommend resources related to this Case, please contact the editors 

of INFORMATION ETHICS. 

This Case relates to the following sections of CILIP’s Ethical Principles and 
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