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preparators, will focus on a holistic approach to stabilization and 
will help participants in determining when preventive or inter-
ventive measures are necessary.

For more information visit the SPNHC 2012 website 
http://peabody.yale.edu/collections/spnhc2012/home or 
contact Catherine Hawks, hawksc [at] si __ edu (oral session); 
and Rachael Arenstein, rachael [at] AMArtConservation __ com 
or Lisa Goldberg, lgoldberg [at] stny.rr __ com (poster session) 
with questions.

Health & Safety
Rare But There
While most conservators are aware of the dangers inherent in 
the chemicals we use, health hazards presented by microorgan-
isms like bacteria, fungi, parasites, and viruses are often over-
looked or simply unknown. In general, these hazards are more 
difficult to define because their survival is dependent upon key, 
but uncommon, environmental factors. However, although 
their ability to cause significant illness is rare, it is there. 

Aside from mold, which is addressed at length in many other 
publications, it is unlikely that most conservators and museum 
professionals will ever be exposed to some types of microorgan-
isms during their entire career. Nevertheless, it is important to 
be aware of their existence in areas and on surfaces that may 
not be immediately obvious, especially because microorgan-
isms are adaptable when they are given the right environmental 
requirements. People working with collections such as those 
found in natural history museums (including ethnographic, 
archaeological, taxidermy, wet specimens, and botanical), living 
museums (live animals and plants), and outdoors are more 
likely to encounter possible exposure than others. Consider for 
a moment museum specimens such as swords or arrowheads 
that may be contaminated with intentionally placed poisons or 
dried residual blood and perhaps air-borne pathogens on their 
surfaces, human and animal mummies that may harbor ancient 
dormant viruses and other diseases, or newly fabricated drums 
with animal skin and hides that might host anthrax spores. 
Conservators and museum professionals need to be armed with 
an awareness about the possible, albeit remote, existence of these 
hazards among our collections and work spaces; knowledge 
about their habits and characteristics; resources for information; 
and an understanding of human health, safety concerns, and best 
practices for personal protection.

Some excellent publications listing characteristics of specific 
microorganisms and the accompanying health and safety guide-
lines are readily available, many on the internet. The National 
Park Service Museum Handbook, Part I (2005) and Health & Safety 
for Museum Professionals (C. Hawks, et al, 2011) are just two of 
the comprehensive resources available. 

Hundreds of tiny seemingly invisible pathogens exist on our 
planet. Be aware and take appropriate action to protect yourself. 
A sampling of the rare organisms to be aware of (but are not 
limited to) are listed in table 1 (see pages 14–15). 

—Cheryl Podsiki, Conservator in Private Practice 
and members of the Health & Safety Committee
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