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An outcome of the National Conservation Advisory Council (1970s), Heritage 

Preservation always “thought big”. For over 30 years the organization (formerly the 

National Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Property) worked on initiatives that 

supported conservation and preservation on the national level. Heritage Preservation 

developed programs and publications that we think of as integral to preservation in the 

United States today: the Conservation Assessment Program, the Heritage Health Index, 

the Connecting to Collections community, and others. Four years after the dissolution 

of Heritage Preservation, many of these programs and publications have found new 

homes and with AIC, FAIC, and the Smithsonian Institution. The sustainability and 

relevance of these Heritage Preservation initiatives are a testament to the organization’s 

ability to identify areas of need, pursue diverse funding opportunities and partnerships, 

and provide resources to a large audience of collections care professionals.  

 

The origin of emergency focus 

Heritage Preservation (HP) began 

focusing on emergency preparedness and 

response in the late nineteen eighties. 

Attendees of the 1989 annual meeting 

heard reports from responders to the 

Loma Prieta earthquake in Northern 

California and Hurricane Hugo in 

Charleston, South Carolina (National 

The Loma Prieta Earthquake (1989): 

• Magnitude 6.9 

• Affected the San Francisco 

Bay Area 

• Caused $5.6 billion in damage 
 



Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Property, Inc. 1992). The next year’s annual 

meeting took place on the one-year anniversary of Loma Prieta. It was focused fully on 

emergency preparedness and response. SFMoMA’s Senior Conservator, J. William 

Shank, had this to say about the museum’s response to the earthquake: 

 

Another speaker at the ‘90 conference was 

Deputy Associate Director for the State and Local 

Programs and Support Directorate of FEMA, Richard 

Krimm. Krimm had a personal interest in art and 

preservation, and to have his presence and engagement 

at the conference was a signal to those at Heritage 

Preservation that there was an opportunity for cultural 

heritage professionals to engage with the emergency 

management community (Ketchum 2019).   

Emergencies officially had the attention of Heritage 

Preservation’s President, Lawrence Reger, and the events of 1993 were about to make it 

even more clear that there was work that needed to be done in this area.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Conference publication from 

the 1990 Annual Meeting 

It was a period of great stress for everyone concerned, standing,  

literally, on uncertain and unfamiliar terrain and using our best 

instincts as caretakers of art objects to make wise decisions in a 

situation unprecedented in all of our experience. 

William Shank, 1990 
 



Figure 2: The extent of flooding associated with the 1993 

Midwest Floods (Image by Andrea Booher, FEMA) 

1993 Midwest Flooding 

From April through October 1993 severe flooding in the Mississippi and 

Missouri rivers and smaller tributaries throughout the Midwest caused catastrophic 

damage, breaking levees, halting traffic, 

and even grounding planes, to the tune of 

$15 billion ($26.6 billion in 2019 

dollars).The costliest floods to date, the 

Midwestern floods (Fig. 2) affected 

Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, 

Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, South 

Dakota, and Wisconsin, destroying crops 

and leaving thousands homeless (FEMA 

2003, xiii).  

While flooding impacted many cultural treasures such as the University of 

Iowa’s art museum and historic sites in Hannibal Missouri, much of the damage 

centered on historic buildings. Many Midwestern museums and historic sites were 

understaffed and underfunded, leaving them without resources to implement large-

scale flood defenses and preventive conservation measures. As a response, FEMA 

instituted Hazard Mitigation Grants to provide midwestern towns with resources to 

build preventive measures against flood damage. The small town of Darlington, 

Wisconsin implemented flood-proofing after the 1993 floods  

in order to protect their historic Main Street building with funds from FEMA (FEMA 

2003, 15). 



“In 2000, we could sit back and watch the water rise. Before, when the 

floodwaters came, you couldn’t wait to see if it was going to get as high 

as the front door. We would have been moving our inventory out when it 

started coming up Main Street,” said Jim Mathys, owner of Mathys Ace 

Hardware Store. (FEMA 2003). 
 

  

In the summer of 1993, Heritage Preservation put together disaster recovery and 

response packets with information on salvage information from AIC and the National 

Parks Service, information on post-disaster recovery funding, and tips for homeowners 

with water damaged heritage (National Institute for the Conservation of Cultural 

Property, Inc. 1994). HP mailed out 1,900 of these packets, but initially they received 

pushback. People were distrustful of an organization that they had never heard of in the 

emergency response and recovery context. HP received help from FEMA who made the 

packets available at regional offices, and it seemed that the association of the 

governmental organization made people more receptive to the information (Hess 

Norris 2019). It was clear that cooperation from FEMA could help HP get the word out 

about salvaging cultural heritage.  

 

National Summit on Emergency Response  

The disasters of the early nineties were 

bringing to light the need for heritage emergency 

infrastructure and ways to coordinate. Heritage 

Preservation, The Getty Conservation Institute (GCI) 

and the Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA) laid the groundwork for this kind of 

cooperation by co-sponsoring The National Summit 

on Emergency Response in December of 1994. 

Figure 3: The original Task Force logo 



Organized by HP’s Jane Long and John Ketchum (who would go on to work for FEMA) 

and GCI’s Jane Siena, the summit was attended by more than 80 representatives of 

national cultural and historical service organizations and federal agencies (Long 1995). 

The Keynote Speaker, FEMA Director, James Lee Witt, challenged summit participants 

to organize a national effort to reduce the impact of natural disasters on cultural 

institutions (Long 1995). Cultural heritage stewards were thrilled by this show of 

support from Lee Witt, who emphasized a community-based and preventative 

approach to disaster mitigation during his tenure as director (Phillips, Neal, and Webb 

2012). It was FEMA’s Associate Director for Response and Recovery, Richard Krimm, 

however, who proposed the foundation of a national committee (Long 1995). 

The National Task Force on Emergency Response (later the Heritage Emergency 

National Task Force) met for the first time in March of ’94. The 25 members decided to 

prioritize the production and dissemination of information on response and salvage 

methods for cultural heritage institutions affected by presidentially declared disasters 

(NIC 1997).  

 

 Presidentially-declared disasters 

Presidents have declared 4,158 official 

disasters since 1953, from extreme weather 

events to terrorist attacks. After or in 

anticipation of a significant event, governors 

must submit a request to the president to 

qualify for FEMA aid, unless if an emergency 

takes place at a federal property, such as the 

Oklahoma City Bombing, which took place in a 

government building. Requests are approved directly by the president, allowing FEMA 

 
 

Who is eligible for federal assistance? 

All 50 states 

American Samoa 

Federated  

Guam 

Marshall Islands 

Northern Mariana Islands 

Palau 

Puerto Rico 

Virgin Islands 

Washington, D.C. 

 



to disburse funds and aid to the affected area (FEMA 2019).  

The number of presidentially-declared disasters has greatly increased in recent 

decades—from just 94 disasters in the 1950s to 1,265 from 2000 to 2009. The state with 

the fewest disasters is Rhode Island at 22 and the most is California with 305 (FEMA 

2019). 

 

 

Figure 4. Graph showing the upward trend in disaster declarations from 1953 to 2019. Data from FEMA Disaster 

Declarations database. 
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Timeline of Disaster Recovery Legislation 

1932 Reconstruction Finance Corporation is formed during the Great Depression to streamline 

disaster recovery 
1953 The first entry on the federally-declared disaster database is recorded on May 1st 
1974  Disaster Relief Act 
1978 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) created 
1988  Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act  
2000 Disaster Mitigation Act 
2006 Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards Act 

 



 

Figure 5. Graph showing types and number of declared disasters. Data from FEMA Disaster Declaration database. 

Emergency Response and Salvage Wheel 

An early Task Force (HENTF) survey revealed that 

cultural institutions needed concise and accessible salvage 

information on hand after an incident. While searching for an 

appropriate format for this ‘at a glance’ guide, a HENTF 

member with a young child mentioned a Household 

Hazardous Waste Wheel on her home refrigerator. The wheel 

provided information about common household chemicals, 

their toxicity, and safe disposal. Why couldn’t this user-

friendly model work for collections salvage? (Reger 2019). 
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Figure 6: The Household 

Hazardous Waste Wheel that 

was the inspiration for the 

original Emergency Response 

and Salvage Wheel (Smithsonian 

Archives).  



HENTF had their format, and now it was up to Jane Long to wrangle the combined 

experience of 32 conservators into nine small wedges covering photographs, books and 

paper, textiles, furniture, and more (Long 2012).  

The Emergency Response and Salvage Wheel 

was published in June of 1997. With funding 

from the National Endowment for the 

Humanities, The St. Paul Companies, and an 

anonymous foundation (NEH Office of 

Communications 1997), 45,000 copies of the 

wheel were distributed to libraries, museums, 

and archives free of charge during that first 

printing (Getty Conservation Institute 1997). “The Wheel”, as it has become 

affectionately known, has been translated into ten languages, distributed internationally 

in more than forty countries, and has been formatted into an app (which is 

unfortunately not compatible with most up-to-date operating systems) (Wiley 2012). 

The wheel is an iconic Heritage Preservation project. Present in collections throughout 

the world, the wheel represents Heritage Preservation’s ability to create meaningful and 

creative partnerships, and to produce resources that reach huge audiences. English and 

Spanish versions of the wheel are still available for purchase on AIC’s website.  

 

Early Task Force Responses 

In the years following the formation of HENTF, the taskforce and Heritage 

Preservation worked towards developing response protocols and producing resources. 

HENTF provided information on salvage and post-disaster aid to cultural institutions 

affected by Hurricane Floyd (1999), Tropical Storm Allison (2001), Hurricanes Isabel 

(2003), Charley (2004), Gaston (2004), Frances (2004), and Ivan (2004), as well as 

What’s in a name? 

In October of 1997, the National 

Institute for the Conservation of 

Cultural Property changed their 

name to Heritage Preservation. 



California Wildfires in 2004. HP produced 

Cataclysm and Challenge following the September 

11, 2001 terrorist attacks. The report outlined the 

diverse material cultural holdings in and around 

the World Trade Center prior to the attacks. 

Additionally, HP connected FEMA to 

representatives from the Society of American 

Archeology who were able to communicate with 

first responders to remove archeological artifacts and documents housed in the 

buildings before they were sealed (Long 2012). 

In the 1990s, Heritage Preservation had focused on disseminating information 

about emergency response and salvage, and post-disaster aid. Cataclysm and Challenge 

began to reveal that cultural institutions did not have much communication with local 

first responders and emergency managers prior to dealing with disasters. This lack of 

connection would be further revealed through the 2005 hurricane season, and Heritage 

Preservation would shift focus towards facilitating local response and recovery 

networks. 

Hurricane Katrina 

Hurricane Katrina is synonymous 

with the pitfalls and limitations of natural 

disaster response and recovery. A Category 

3 hurricane when it slammed into New 

Orleans, Katrina broke levees, plunging 

80% of the historic city under water. 

Katrina has the distinction of being the 

deadliest and most expensive hurricane to 

HENTF released Resources for 

Recovery in 2000. The booklet 

offered information on post-

disaster federal aid. 

Hurricane Rita hit the U.S. Gulf 

Coast less than one month after 

Katrina, worsening the damage 

from Katrina in Louisiana and 

Texas. 



ever hit the United States. Approximately 1,833 people lost their lives. Katrina caused 

$125 billion worth of damages and forced millions of people to leave their homes in 

Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas. FEMA was widely criticized for 

their response and local governments were unprepared for the devastation of the storm 

(CNN 2013). 

Beyond its unfathomable human toll, Katrina wreaked havoc on museums and 

cultural sites throughout the Gulf Coast, despite best efforts to prepare for the storm’s 

impact. Employees at the New Orleans Museum of Art did their best to move outdoor 

sculptures inside before the storm hit. One sculpture in particular, “Virland Tower” by 

Kenneth Snelson was not able to be moved and suffered irreparable damage (Hales 

2005). The New Orleans African American Museum closed (Puente 2005). Paintings in 

the Walter Anderson Museum of Art’s archives in Biloxi, Mississippi were severely 

Figure 7: Damage to the Ohr-O’Keefe Museum, which was hit by a barge (Image from the Hurricane 

Digital Memory Bank, http://hurricanearchive.org/items/show/1262) 



damaged by floods (Puente 2005). A barge crashed into the Ohr-O’Keefe Museum of 

Art in Biloxi (Fig. 7), which was under construction (Heal 2005). The Mardis Gras 

Museum, also in Biloxi, was completely destroyed (Herman 2005). The storm even 

damaged the USS Alabama, a retired World War II battleship (Cosgrove-Mather 2005). 

Subsequent power outages subjected objects to high temperatures and relative 

humidity. 

Heritage Preservation responded 

to the disaster to provide guidance and 

resources to cultural institutions 

affected by the storms. HENTF 

convened weekly conference calls with 

government and cultural institutions in 

an attempt to coordinate relief efforts. 

Over 1,000 copies of the Emergency 

Response and Salvage Wheel were distributed along the Gulf Coast, and online 

resources were consolidated into HENTF’s “Hurricanes 2005” webpage (Heritage 

Preservation 2005).  

 

The Field Guide to Emergency Response 

Still reeling from the aftermath of the 2005 hurricane season, Heritage 

Preservation staff worked to create resources for planning and preparedness that could 

help to bridge the gap. Sharon Bennett, a librarian at the Museum of Charleston told 

Jane Long that they needed a “Wheel Plus” (Long 2012). That idea for a “Wheel Plus” 

would result in the Field Guide to Emergency Response. 

Published by Heritage Preservation in 

2005, The Heritage Health Index 

revealed that 80% of cultural 

institutions lacked an emergency plan 

with staff trained to carry it out. 



         Heritage Preservation had an 

NEH grant to create the Field Guide prior 

to 2005, but the historic hurricane 

season and response meant that the 

perspective gained from the response to 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita could be 

included. Published in the summer of 

2006, the guide gave step-by-step 

instructions for handling the first few 

hours of a disaster. With an emphasis on health and safety, documentation, and 

working with emergency responders, the guide was designed to be easy to navigate 

with a spiral format and descriptive tabs. In addition to the physical guide, videos 

demonstrating basic salvage techniques were included as a DVD. The salvage 

“training” videos were narrated by a paid actor, but everyone else in the videos were 

HP staff (Fig. 8) (Rogers 2019). 

         The Field Guide was distributed to 5,000 non-profit institutions after publication 

free of charge (Heritage Preservation 2006). Updated in 2017, the Field Guide can be still 

be purchased from FAIC, and the accompanying videos, supply list, and assessment 

forms are available for free online. 

          

Lessons Learned 

In a 2019 interview Mary Rogers remembered the mood in the Heritage 

Preservation office after Hurricanes Rita and Katrina. Rogers, who was a Programs 

Assistant at the time remembers HP’s President, Lawrence Reger, pacing up and down 

the halls saying, “We just need to do something. We need to create and do something 

that will be helpful.”  

Figure 8: Jane Long on set while filming salvage videos 

for the Field Guide 



A group of tools were developed by HENTF following the 2005 season as a result 

of the Task Force’s “Lessons Applied” initiative. “Lessons Applied: Katrina and 

Cultural Heritage” was an initiative that brought HENTF members together to address 

the concerns brought to light by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Tips for Working with 

Emergency Responders, Guide to Navigating FEMA and SBA Funding, the expansion of 

MayDay, and Recommended Professional Emergency Management Training all came out of 

this initiative, and all of those tools were made available for free download on the 

website (Rogers 2007). 

A Shift to Local Focus 

         Heritage Preservation had been focusing on a national approach to disaster 

response since the formation of HENTF in 1995. 

Resources produced by the organization were meant to 

be general enough to be useful to a large audience, and 

HENTF used the national organization FEMA to 

disseminate information to communities affected by 

disaster. The Alliance for Response program was a 

departure from this “wide net” approach to response in 

that it was specifically designed to connect cultural heritage professionals with their 

local emergency managers and first responders. By the 2000s, Jane Long had a long 

growing theory that cultural heritage professionals had little familiarity or 

communication with their local emergency agencies. Questions were placed in the 

Cataclysm and Challenge survey about how much contact museum professionals had 

with their emergency responders prior to September 11. The survey supported Long’s 

theory, and HP began working towards supporting local connections. 

          



  Alliance for Response was launched in 2003 in Dallas, Texas1.  The program 

facilitated one-day forums that brought together heritage leaders and their local 

emergency management professionals. From the beginning, AFR was designed to create 

the initial point of connection in the hopes that new partnerships and local connections 

could form. AFR, which is now managed by FAIC, has resulted in the formation of over 

20 cooperative disaster networks across the United States.  

 

 In 2008, Heritage Preservation launched the Risk Evaluation and Planning 

Program (REPP). Based on the format of the Conditions Assessment Program (CAP), 

REPP was designed to facilitate risk assessments of cultural institutions carried out by a 

conservator and a local emergency 

manager or first responder. The 

risk assessments could then be 

used to write or update emergency 

plans. Fifteen museums in 

Mississippi, Ohio, and Texas took 

part in the REPP pilot program in 

which HP facilitated the 

assessments. Tools for 

standardization and planning of 

risk assessments were developed as a part of the pilot program, and made available for 

free download online. The REPP program allowed for a case-by-case understanding 

 

1 Alliance for Response received financial support from the Fidelity Foundation from 2003-2009, 

and has received funding from the NEH since 2009. 

It was a focus to get cultural resources on the radar of state 

emergency management agencies, firefighters, and even police.  

Mary Rogers, 2019 

HP released Getting Ready in Indian 

Country in 2010. The report identified the 

specific risks to tribal cultural heritage as 

it related to emergencies and offered 

resources for emergency preparedness 

and response specific to Native 

American cultural heritage. 



and communication between a cultural institution and their local first responders or 

emergency managers.  AFR and REPP (both are now operated by FAIC) ushered in a 

new era of emergency programming at HP. Through the development of those 

programs, Heritage Preservation was able to act as a national organization that 

supported local emergency response. 

 

Hurricane Sandy 

Hurricane Sandy proved a test of the post-Katrina Heritage Preservation 

programs and initiatives. A category 3 hurricane, Sandy slammed the Caribbean, and 

the Gulf and Atlantic coasts of the United States from October to November of 2012, 

reaching as far as Canada and killing at least 220 people. All told Sandy caused about 

$70 billion in damages and raised concerns that climate change had contributed to the 

strength and wide reach of the storm. Sandy proved especially devastating to New 

Jersey and New York City, both places unprepared for storm surges caused by 

hurricanes (Gibbens 2019).  

Major cultural institutions like MoMA, private collections, artists’ studios, art 

storage facilities, performing arts organizations, and national parks, such as Ellis Island, 

faced flooding and power outages.  

 

 

 

 

“It’s been quite a scramble,” said Ms. McCarty [an artist], who plans to send the work 

to a conservator in Cleveland for repairs she can’t manage herself. In the meantime, 

she wears latex gloves and gently massages a confetti of dry eraser particles into the 

paper. She learned the technique to remove surface dirt at the Cultural Recovery 

Center in Brooklyn, which was opened in December by the American Institute for 

Conservation’s Collections Emergency Response Team (Wallis 2013). 

 



The New York City Alliance for Response, formed in 2004 by Heritage 

Preservation, sprang into action, setting up the Cultural Recovery Centre in Brooklyn 

soon after the flood waters receded (Albertson 2013). Lessons learned from Katrina 

combined with the high concentration of conservators on the east coast, as opposed to 

the relative lack of conservators in the Gulf Coast region, probably contributed to the 

organized recovery effort. A joint-venture between FAIC, Alliance for Response NYC, 

an Heritage Preservation grant, the NYC Department of Cultural Affairs, the New York 

Regional Association for Conservation, Industry City at Bush Terminal, and the 

Smithsonian Institution, the Cultural Recovery Center was staffed by volunteers who 

treated objects from over 120 small collections, galleries, and artists (Vartanian 2012). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: A conservator works at the Cultural Recovery Centre (Ruth Fremson, The New York Times). 



Conclusion 

The phenomenal impact of Heritage Preservation’s emergency response 

initiatives can be clearly traced to the people who passionately advocated for disaster 

planning in museums. The work of Jane Long, Larry Reger, and so many others, 

fundamentally shaped the way that museums, cultural heritage institutions, and 

libraries continue to think about planning for disasters, draw up action plans, and 

respond to disasters of all kinds.  

The Midwest floods and other disasters of the early 1990s compelled Heritage 

Preservation to hold the National Summit on Emergency Response, highlighting the 

need for a nation-wide infrastructure to deal with natural disasters. However, 

September 11th and Hurricane Katrina exposed the vital importance of connecting with 

local organizations and first responders. From partnerships with FEMA to training a 

pool of local first responders in the Alliance for Response, Heritage Preservation 

recognized that museums needed help not only recovering from disasters but putting 

plans in place to safeguard cultural property before disasters happen. 

On June 30, 2015, Heritage Preservation officially dissolved. Many of its 

groundbreaking emergency planning and response programs, including the Alliance 

for Response, the Risk Evaluation and Planning Program, and the State Heritage 

Emergency Partnership, as well as publications like the wheel and Field Guide were 

absorbed by the Foundation of the American Institute for Conservation of Historic and 

Artistic Works (FAIC). The Heritage Emergency National Task Force transformed into a 

joint-program co-sponsored by FEMA and the Smithsonian Institution. Heritage 

Preservation’s legacy of commitment to emergency planning and recovery lives on in 

these programs. 
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