
 

 

Environmental Guidelines for loans 

European Registrars Group 

 

1. Introduction  

 

This guideline addresses growing recognition for climate specifications in loan agreements to consider 

energy consumption and environmental impact. In preserving collections for future generations, cultural 

institutions must also consider the impact of unsustainable consumption of energy and resources on those 

future generations. Whilst these documents have been broadly accepted in museums, guidance has not been 

extended to the registrar and collection specialist communities.  

 

As the first point of contact for many loans, registrars must address a range of different issues related to 

loans and consider a range of risks including those related to object preservation. Recent work in this area1 

has prompted a declaration for registrars which is consistent with current shifts but developed for and agreed 

and shared by registrars. 

 

 

1.1 Background 
No numbers or ranges are ideal in every context. Appropriate climate conditions are contextual and related 

to the materials and vulnerability of an object, as well as the climates to which it has been exposed. The 

recommended average of 50 or 55% RH is based on the local climates of those who developed early 

recommendations, and a general meeting point for international agreements. It has long been known that 

“the standard specification of 50 % +/- 5% in RH control is based more on what we can reasonably expect 

the equipment to do than on any deep knowledge of the effect of small variations on the exhibit”2. Several 

studies have shown many objects to be unaffected by fluctuations of 10% RH3.  

 

Historic objects often have past damage which can help reduce future strain from climate fluctuation. If an 

object has not shown climate-related damage in its storage location, the climate conditions in that location 

do not need to be narrowed4. The 50+/-5% ideal can actually be harmful to the very kinds of objects the 

specification is designed to protect, especially moving objects from humid environments (e.g. churches5 or 

other countries). 

 

                                                           
1 Taylor, J. and Spangler-Bickell, C. 2025. 'The Costs of Changing: Factors Affecting Museum Loan Specifications and Their 
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3 Erhardt, D. and Mecklenburg, M. 1994. ‘Relative humidity re-examined’, Studies in Conservation 39(S2, IIC Ottawa 
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against the consequences of ignorance? In: Durability and change: Science, responsibility, and cost of sustaining cultural 
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A specification of +/-5% RH is not achievable without mechanical control6. The differences in energy 

consumption between +/-5% can be twice that of +/-10%7. Energy intensive approaches to meeting narrow 

ranges of RH specifications can lead to greater risks, such as mechanical failure or fire, especially if the 

external climate is very different from those specifications. The reliability and safety of the system 

managing the climate is more important than meeting a specific target range. We cannot ethically expect 

other institutions to install mechanical control or consume energy unnecessarily.  

 

Guidance in allied fields shows an evolution from specific narrow targets to broader or more flexible ranges. 

These include IIC/ICOM-CC Environmental Guidelines (2014), the Bizot Green Protocol (2015 – and 

updated in 2023); EN 19863: 2018; AICCM environmental guidelines (2019); ASHRAE Applications 

Handbook (2019); IIC/ ICCROM/ ICOM-CC Joint Commitment for Climate Action in Cultural Heritage 

(2021), etc.  

 

 

Whilst we acknowledge the scientific complexities and uncertainties of object preservation, we also 

acknowledge that loan negotiation is complex, varied and involves factors beyond material preservation. 

There is no single number or range that can express all of those complexities or all serve material needs.  

 

Most importantly, it recognises the need to acknowledge the responsibilities and energy security of other 

cultural institutions in its global community. Institutions may feel compelled to agree to unnecessary loan 

requests for reasons of diplomacy, relationship building or expedience, especially if the lending institutions 

is powerful or reputable. 

 

 

 

 

2. The recommended ranges 

 

The recommended specifications represent a starting point for negotiation, rather than a fixed set of values. 

A common reference point is important, but also the need to negotiate and co-develop solutions. Instead of 

replacing one set of numbers with another, this range is part of a bigger process that involves 

communication and holistic approaches.  

 

 

Relative humidity (RH) 

40-60% 

No shifts greater than 10% within 24 hours 

 

Temperature (T) 

16-25 ˚C 

Seasonal adjustments within this range are recommended. 
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The starting recommendation is for general collections, and variations are mainly for hygroscopic (water 

absorbing) materials, such as wood. This includes oil on canvas, furniture, wooden sculpture and works 

on paper.  

 

Agreed ranges should be connected to the historic average conditions of the object where possible.  

 

 

2.1 Exceptions and special attention 

 

The recommendations above are for the majority of cases, but there is no range for every object. These 

exceptions and qualifiers below are relevant for any default specification. 

 

There is nothing problematic about specific requirements when they are necessary. Understanding and 

communicating why they are necessary is important. 

 

If objects are stored outside moderate condition (hot and humid, or dry climate, damp stores or buildings)  

Extra care should be taken when moving objects from a very humid area – castles or churches or it could 

be from an extreme humid climate to an extreme dry – to a default range climate. ‘Ideal’ climates can be 
damaging in such situations. Always consult with a conservator, collection specialist or a scientist in these 

cases.  

 

-Specific materials and identified vulnerabilities or needs will defer to specific conditions. These should 

be determined by a conservator, scientist or collection specialist. This can include: 

Low temperatures, such as camera film8 

Lower RH levels, such as archaeological iron9 

Narrow RH ranges, such as unstable glass10 

Specific RH values, such as minerals11 

 

 

 

3. Recommendations 

 

In order to support this updating of the mainstream default loan specifications, we make the following 

recommendations. 

 

Discuss internally 

-Discuss recent developments within your institution. If colleagues have appeared opposed in the past, 

this may not be the case. 

-Broadened parameters such as the Bizot Declaration and IIC/ICOM-CC guidelines have been known for 

a long time by conservators, facilities managers, curators, directors and registrars.  

-Engage all those involved in the loan process, including legal and facilities staff. 

-Look at your internal process together (information on websites and documents, notifications, roles) 

from one another’s perspective and from a lender’s perspective 
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10 Koob, S.P., van Giffen, N.A., Kunicki-Goldfinger, J.J. and Brill, R.H. 2018. Caring for Glass Collections: The Importance of 
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11 Waller, R. 1992. ‘Temperature and humidity-sensitive mineralogical and petrological specimens’. In: The care and 

conservation of geological material: Minerals, rocks, meteorites, and lunar finds, 25-50. F. Howie, ed. Boston: Butterworth-
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Discuss externally 

-Foster relationships between institutions, and cultural diplomacy extends beyond climate specification, or 

single roles or institutions.  

-Communicate the updated specifications to other institutions, especially those with whom you 

collaborate often. 

 

Outgoing loans 

-Changing your outgoing loan agreements can have more benefit to global energy reduction than 

negotiating incoming loans. 

-Requesting narrow specifications may not affect your institution but can have a significant impact on 

another institution’s resources. Collaborating institutions save energy, and institutions and people 

remember the specifications they received from you when they receive requests. 

-Numerous resources exist for determining needs of different materials (CCI website), but a conservation 

professional should be consulted when possible. 

-Resources exist for technically complex decisions (HERIe website), which should still include a 

conservator or conservation scientist. 

-Do consider the power dynamics between your institution and the borrowing institution, and if all of 

your expectations are necessary. 

 

When evaluating requests: 

-The reliability of a control (HVAC) system is more important than precision of control. Sudden, sharp 

drops in relative humidity can have much more effect than fluctuation.  

-Consider the current climate the object is kept in – the conditions to which it is acclimatised – as more 

important than a target range. 

-Many historic objects have been exposed to less controlled environments, and existing damage may 

reduce the impact of changes.  

-Consideration for climates outside Europe should also be a factor which may involve acclimatisation or 

extra time to develop solutions. 

 

Incoming loans 

-Strict parameters for a single object can affect exhibition galleries and also storage environments  

-On incoming loans (temporary exhibitions), the same resources can help communicate the current default 

range. In most cases, lenders will accept this when being explained the circumstances.  

-Do not let a minority of fragile objects dictate climate for an exhibition space. Try to rethink this. Use 

microclimate solutions if needed.  

-Microclimates can achieve highly stable RH control in spaces where climate is not mechanically 

controlled (e.g. historic houses) and where loan specifications differ. 

-Honesty, transparency and clarity about what climate ranges can you actually provide at your own 

institution. Investigate where you measure these conditions and if this makes sense.  

 

General 

-Meaningful communication between institutions can avoid many of the problems that can arise in loan 

specifications. 

-Connect changes to the broader sustainability goals of your institution. 

-Adjusting to seasonal differences in temperature have long been recommended12. Considering timings 

for loans can help reduce differences. 

-Reviewing environmental practices in galleries with conservators and facilities managers can lead to 

simple changes that reduce need for climate control. 

                                                           
12 Thomson, G. 1978. The museum environment, 1st ed. London: Butterworths. 


