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Introduction

What Is Cultural Heritage and the Collection?

The Office of Cultural Heritage (CH) in the 
Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations  
oversees a stewardship program for the  
U.S. Department of State’s culturally,  
historically, and architecturally significant 
properties and collections. 
The collection CH cares for includes  

buildings, archaeological sites, landscapes, 
architectural elements, fine arts, furnishings, 
archival documents, objects, and other items 
of historic and cultural importance. 
This effort is integral to the U.S. diplomatic 

mission abroad, strengthening communal  
ties through a shared cultural appreciation. 
The CH team, headquartered in  

Washington, D.C., with offices in Buenos  
Aires, London, Paris, and Rome, supports  
all aspects of care for the heritage  
collections, from new damage reports to  
routine maintenance and conservation.  
CH conducts site visits and works with local 
specialists to preserve, repair, and restore 
the heritage collections for their safe display 
and continued use and is available at all 
times to assist with any questions and  
concerns regarding the collection.
For daily stewardship, we depend on you. 
The goal of this manual is to provide  

guidance on handling, cleaning, storage, 
and more to help our colleagues around the 
world understand how best to care for these 
important cultural items. Thank you for your 
collaboration.



WHEN AND HOW TO REPORT DAMAGE  
AND DO INVENTORY

Instructions for assessing and recording 
condition and completing the annual  
inventory for heritage items 



It’s impossible for one person or 
group to care for all of these 
valuable cultural pieces.

You’re part of a caretaking community. We need your help 
to make sure the collection lasts for future generations.

The Department of State’s  
Heritage Collection is made  
up of more than 16,000 objects, 
located at over 210 diplomatic 
missions around the world.

The collection 
is valued at over 
US$300,000,000.

When and How to Report Damage and Do Inventory

Carefully inspect drawers and 
compartments of furnishings.

Deterioration can 
worsen over time and 
can cause permanent 
damage and even  
destruction.

Look at the backs of 
frames for loose wires.

Damage can happen anywhere on the 
object and it might not be obvious 
from looking at the front.

Never, ever dispose of 
anything, even tiny little 
broken pieces. They may 
be crucial to repair.

Don’t try to fix 
the item yourself. 

When cleaning or inventorying 
heritage items, keep an eye out for 
stains, chips, cracks, bugs, dust, 
tears, wonky parts, circles from  
wet drinks, fingerprints, or fading.

If possible to do safely, 
look all the way around 
the object. 



It’s important to  
report any damage 
you notice right 
away.

Accidents happen and things 
get damaged. 

The purpose of an incident 
report is not to find fault 
or place blame.  

We just need to know about 
it. Together we can come up 
with a solution.

Damage reports give us a  
record of the life of a piece 
and lets us know if it needs  
to be conserved or moved.

OBSERVE. ASK.

Is that crack 
bigger than  
last week?

Thanks, I’m glad  
I called too!

MEASURE. CALL.PHOTOGRAPH.

Here’s a checklist to help you get 
started on the damage report.

Every year a formal  
inventory should be made 
of all heritage items. 

*�Remember to always use a 
pencil when doing reports.

Make sure inventory photos 
are clear and as close-up 
as possible while still  
seeing the whole piece. 

Please do not reuse 
photos from prior 
years—they don’t 
accurately reflect 
the current state 
of the object. 

Contact:

OBO-OPS-CH@state.gov

Every 2 years, 
take a photo 
of each.

For your annual inventory report,  
begin by scanning the QR code on  
each object and verifying what we  
call the “tombstone information.” 

This includes information like what  
the object is and what it is made of.

Please check to make sure it  
is accurate, complete, and as  
descriptive as possible (for  
example, it doesn’t just say  
“artwork”). 

All of this should be included on the 
annual digital report (ILMS) and the top 
section of conditions assessment forms.

If you’re not sure if something is a 
heritage item or can’t find a tag number, 
please reach out to us and send us  
a photo. We can verify for you.

TYPE OF OBJECT: 

The crack is  
about 10 centimeters 

long...

Reporting Damage
Annual Assessment and Inventory

Reporting Damage
Annual Assessment and Inventory

mailto:OBO-OPS-CH%40state.gov?subject=


AGENTS OF DETERIORATION— 
AND HOW TO STOP THEM

Understand the primary threats to heritage 
items and ways to prevent damage 



Japan, 1600s

Agents of Deterioration—and How to Stop Them
TODAY

PREVENTION IS 
PROTECTION. 

Know the sworn enemies 
of heritage items to keep 
them at bay.

Conservators call 
them agents of 
deterioration.



Be aware of candles, space  
heaters, and fireplaces and  
how close they are to objects. Water damage doesn’t just 

happen in a flood. Moisture 
is all around you. 

It can creep in in small 
ways, like a leaking window 
or sink or a sweaty glass 
put directly onto a table.

Art objects do not belong...

...in bathrooms... ...or near open windows....or kitchens...

Droplets of condensation can happen when air-  
conditioning is on high and someone opens a window.

Move a rug away from a hearth and place 
other objects far enough to be safe from 
smoke, soot, ashes, and sparks.

If something is soot  
damaged or even burned, 
please do not dispose of it. 
It needs to be documented 
and salvaged.

The Department of State 
has a museum-quality 
collection, but we are 
not a museum.

Sometimes people like 
something so much, they 
take it for themselves.

Other times, people vandalize 
something because they don’t 
like it and want to get rid of it.

Our collection is 
intended to be used.

Most are 
sat on...

...slept in...

...and eaten 
from. 

Sometimes during this 
full life, furniture gets 
dragged across the 
floor.

Vacuum cleaners chew up 
fragile antique carpets 
and draperies. Things 
get bumped, chipped, 
knocked, dropped.

Drinks get 
spilled  
on them.

Garden equipment 
scrapes outdoor 
sculptures.

Fire waterPhysical forces theft and vandalism Fire waterPhysical forces theft and vandalism



All light exposure is damaging, 
including visible, infrared, and  

especially ultraviolet. 

Sunlight and spotlights 
can cause fading, which is 
irreversible.

Temperature

Moisture

Infrared light causes items 
to heat up, which can crack 
paint and veneers.

Putting UV filtering film on windows  
or closing the shades can help. 

So can moving objects away from light sources.

Warm air holds 
more moisture. 

When warm air 
cools quickly, it 
releases its liquid 
moisture as  
condensation.

Rapid temperature 
fluctuations should 
be avoided.

This can cause dimensional 
changes in organic objects 
like wood, paper, textiles, 
and baskets.

Moisture causes 
expansion and 
contraction.

Joinery can 
come apart.

Paintings can become 
separated from what they 
are painted on—including 
flaking and chipping. 

Metal objects 
can corrode 
or rust.

High relative humidity and 
leaving doors and windows 
open invites bugs.

Even bugs that aren’t usually 
museum pests become food 
for museum pests when they 
travel in on flower arrange-
ments or seek out food that 
is left out overnight or trash 
left in bins.

Pests are particularly 
attracted to organic 
materials, such as wood, 
paper, silk, and wool. 

Moths and beetles eat 
carpets and tapestries.

Book lice and silverfish eat archival 
documents, books, and prints.

Cockroaches eat leather bindings 
and varnish on paintings.

Sometimes multiple 
agents work together 
to create another  
pest—

—water, bugs, 
and high relative 
humidity can lead 
to mold.

light temperature and  
relative humidity

light temperature and  
relative humidity

pestspests



Sometimes there isn’t enough 
room for all the things in a room, 
and some objects get stored. 

Once out of sight, dust, leaks, 
and pests can attack them 
unchecked. 

Other items can get stacked 
on top precariously.

They can sit forgotten 
for decades, accumulating 
damage. 

No items should be 
placed in storage 
without the Office 
of Cultural Heritage 
knowing and giving 
approval.

Out of sight should 
not mean out of 
mind. Heritage items 
in storage should  
be monitored  
regularly.

Dust can be abrasive and 
the part of dust made up 
of organic material like 
skin cells can become a 
food source for bugs. 

It also holds moisture 
up against the object.

Chemical pollutants, such as car 
exhaust, cause chemical reactions 
and corrosion. 

Your keeping an eye out for any of the 
agents of deterioration is heritage 
items’ best defense. 

pollutantsneglectneglect pollutants



HANDLING, MOVING,  
AND STORING

Guidelines for safely lifting, relocating, 
and storing heritage items



Handling, Moving, and Storing

Beautiful heritage 
items are meant to be 
seen and appreciated.

But they also need 
measures in place 
to keep them safe.

Putting an object on a shelf or 
table doesn’t automatically mean 
it’s going to be fine there.

Sometimes they are moved.

Sometimes the world 
around them moves.

TODAY

Sometimes  
heritage objects 
are subject to 
more than tiny 
bumps and small 
shifts.

In seismic areas, 
please call CH.  
we can suggest  
methods to 
prevent them 
from toppling 
or falling.

Always ask: 

Is it secure?

Make sure items 
aren’t sitting  
precariously and 
that they are far 
enough back on 
a table or shelf.

A full life of being on display 
means they might be subject 
to everyday bumps and shifts. 

Even Cypriot amphoras that 
withstood ancient rolling 
seas need safeguarding so 
they can survive for many 
more centuries to come.

CYPRUS, CA. 500 BCE

...TO PHOENICIA



Before you pick it up...

Any interaction with 
heritage objects needs 
careful consideration 
beforehand. 

Anytime you handle or 
move a heritage object, 
you put it at risk. If it 
is absolutely necessary 
to move, please use the 
utmost care.

Proper safeguarding 
starts in advance of 
ever touching an item.

All the Right Moves Helpful Tips for if You Have to Hold or Move Something

First check your own body. 
Are you wearing anything 
that might scratch it?

Items like lanyards 
with IDs, buttons,  
zippers, rings, watches,  
and necklaces can 
unintentionally scrape 
across an object and 
damage it.

Loose shirt hems and 
belt buckles can catch 
objects.

Long hair should 
be pulled back.

And always, always, 
always think of 
your hands.

Paper and textiles 
do not require 
gloves. Neither 
does stone, such 
as marble.

But before you 
ever touch any 
heritage object, 
no matter what  
it’s made of,  
always wash 
and thoroughly 
dry your hands.

When lifting or holding, 
always use two hands. 

Never handle or 
hold more than one 
object at a time.

Imagine you are picking up 
a baby. Fully support the 
object by its center of 
gravity when lifting. 

Just as you wouldn’t pick 
up a baby by their nose or 
ears, don’t pick up an object 
by their projecting parts or 
decorative handles.

For paintings, photographs, 
or other artwork in frames, 
place one hand on a side of 
the frame and one hand on 
the bottom, or both hands 
on either side. 

The artwork should be  
facing the body.

For textiles,  
roll, don’t fold

Lift up furniture from 
the bottom. Don’t 
drag across floors.

If you need to move 
the object, padded 
plastic bins can help 
keep them safe.

Work in teams, even 
for small objects. 
Even if an item is 
small and light, you 
might need someone 
to hold the door.

Have your pathway laid out before you even 
pick up the piece. Do you need furniture 
moved out of the way? Should the loading 
dock be ready? 

Oils on 
your hands 
settle on 
objects 
and stain 
or corrode 
them.

Fingerprints can 
become permanent.

For metals and painted 
or gilded surfaces, wear 
clean gloves.

Unpowdered nitrile 
or latex are ideal.

Cotton gloves are 
slick and can get dirty.

Cotton gloves with 
rubber nubs are always a 
no-no. They can catch on 
objects and break off 
pieces or leave marks.

Sometimes when lifting 
large or heavy objects 
to move or clean them, 
gloves can help grip. In 
this case, use rubber- 
coated work gloves. 
They need to be clean.



The Department of State’s collection 
is intended to be in use and on display. 
If items absolutely must be placed in 
storage, CH needs to know about it  
in advance. Together, we will create  
a safe storage plan.

In general, objects should be stored  
on dedicated shelving made of inert  
materials, like powder-coated steel  
and aluminum. Wire decking can be lined  
with plastic panels. Heavier items should  
go on lower shelves.  

Also think about off-gassing. Wood 
materials like plywood, particleboard, 
and MDF release acids and are chemically 
treated, so they can accelerate aging of 
heritage items. Don’t store items directly 
on these or without proper ventilation.

Objects should not be on the floor. 
Elevate to make sure they are not 
damaged by flooding and leaks or 
accidental contact with feet.

Rugs should be rolled pile out around  
a plastic tube. If around cardboard, there 
needs to be a protective layer, such as  
mylar, between the cardboard and the rug.

Rugs and furnishings ideally get  
covered with washed muslin. Muslin 
keeps the dust off, absorbs moisture 
so it doesn’t penetrate the object, 
and prevents light damage.

Paintings or framed things should 
be hung or on racks. They can also 
be stacked vertically.

Objects should be stored in their 
original intended or proper orientation. 
Putting them in a different orientation 
can introduce stresses.

For long-term storage: 
Light levels need to be low. 

The area needs to be regularly monitored for leaks 
and pest activity. 

Be alert to shelf bowing or failure. 

Fire detection and suppression needs to be in place. 

Temperature and relative humidity need to be  
relatively constant. Keep relative humidity below  
60 percent or mold can proliferate.

For packed items, plastic boxes  
are preferable to cardboard.

Please contact CH and we can help  
with a long-term storage plan.

OBO-OPS-CH@STATE.GOV

Storage—The Long and Short Term of It

mailto:OBO-OPS-CH%40STATE.GOV?subject=


Guidance for monitoring and mitigating the effects 
of light, temperature, and humidity

ENVIRONMENTAL MONITORING



Environmental Monitoring

boston, EARLY 1770S

today

Beautiful heritage items are meant 
to be seen and appreciated. 

But they also need safeguarding.

Whenever you put an item  
on display, think carefully 
about the environment  
where it will live.

Fluctuations in temperature 
and humidity can destroy  
heritage objects. 

Rapid fluctuations 
throughout the day are 
particularly harmful. 

Light, both natural and 
man-made, can also be 
very damaging.

Copley over  
there is painting  
all the important 
merchants here  

in Boston.

Isn’t that the 
painter fellow 

Copley?

LONDON, 1780S



When cold and warm  
air meet like at windows, 
doors, and around 
air-conditioning vents, 
the cooler air releases 
water vapor that forms 
condensation.

Humidity levels over  
60 percent encourage 
mold growth. Mold is 
especially prevalent 
around areas with  
condensation.

Monitoring and maintaining 
light levels, temperature, 
and relative humidity is 
incredibly important for 
a heritage item’s life span 
and health. 

45-55 percent relative  
humidity is a good rule  
of thumb to shoot for. 

70°F (21°C) is a  
temperature goal. 

Air circulation when 
relative humidity is high 
is also a great help.

Light damage is cumulative. 

The number of hours under  
a bright hot light makes the 
damage progressively worse.

What are the signs  
to look for that light 
or temperature and 
humidity in a space 
need adjusting?

Light of any kind—including not  
just UV light but all sunlight,  
spotlights, lamps, firelight, and  
even candlelight—deteriorates  
veneers, textiles, paper, and paint, 
and can cause yellowing, darkening, 
and irreversible fading.

- �Pay attention to seasonal 
shifts. Use heating and  
cooling as necessary  
to maintain a consistent  
temperature.

- �Employ localized  
humidification or  
dehumidification.

- �Keep objects out of  
kitchens and bathrooms.

- �Move objects away from 
doors and windows.

- �Use fans to circulate  
air—though don’t point  
them directly at objects.

- �If moving objects is not  
an option, keep doors and 
windows closed and use 
alternate entry points  
whenever possible.

Ways to mitigate:

Ways to mitigate:

-� �Light exposure is  
cumulative. turn off lights 
and close drapes when a 
room isn’t being used.

- �Never spotlight items.

-� �Move objects away from 
windows and lamps.

-� �Use lower lumen LED bulbs. 
Other bulbs may emit Too 
much light and heat.

With too much 
humidity:

Paying Attention to Environment

Wood joints can 
open and close.

Works on  
paper warp.

Fading.

Veneers discolor 
and peel.

Paint separates 
from canvas.

Veneers and  
lacquer swell  
and shrink.

Paintings on a 
stretched canvas 
get looser, then 
tighten as air dries.

Organic materials 
like baskets can 
lose their shape.

Damaged or sensitive 
metals can corrode.

Consistency is the 
main objective.

Optimum conditions may  
not always be achievable,  
for example, in subtropical 
and tropical climates. 

In these cases, stability  
is more important than  
a strict range.

With too 
much light:



If you are moving an  
item—whether from room 
to room or to an entirely 
new place—keep in mind the 
new environment. 

Even if you’re moving 
something to a better 
environment, it’s about 
what the item is used to. 

Here are the objects most at risk:

*Composite pieces can be especially 
affected because organic and inorganic 
materials react differently to humidity.  Climate  

(Relative Humidity/Temperature)

Light

Less Sensitive

Less Sensitive

Medium Sensitive

Medium Sensitive

very Sensitive

very Sensitive

Regularly monitoring the environment can  
help prolong the life of heritage objects.

Monitoring technology ranges from 
thermostat panels to digital sensors 
to needle-and-paper machines.

To request installation of  
monitoring equipment or for 
other suggestions on how to 
stabilize your item’s environment, 
please reach out to CH.

Big changes, even good 
ones, can cause problems.

stone, ceramics, glass, metals

stone, ceramics, glass metals, prints and photographs framed with glass, 
paintings, textiles, plastics, furniture

wood, composite pieces, unframed 
works on paper, organic materials

oil paintings, furniture,  
painted and varnished wood

plastics, lacquer, textiles, works on 
paper, photographs, organic materials



Including Cleaning Protocols and Recommended  
Frequency, by Material Type:

∙ Architectural Features, Fixtures, and Finishes
∙ Furnishings and Fine Art Objects
∙ Outdoor Sculpture

HOW AND WHEN TO CLEAN  
HERITAGE ITEMS



TANGIER, 1821

Today

General Principles of Caretaking

How and When to Clean Heritage Items

IF you are working in a  
heritage property listed  
as a historic building, 
the following cleaning 
protocols will always 
apply.

This will be especially true if you 
are working in a representational 
space where diplomatic events are 
hosted within a heritage property. 

*the American Legation in Tangier 
was the first building owned by  
the U.S. government abroad and 
became a diplomatic mission.

Character- 
defining  
architectural 
elements—like 
wooden latticework, 
such as Mashrabiya 
screens, or pierced 
decoration on metal, 
wood, or stone; 
finials or  
ornamentation; 
glazed tiles or  
inlaid stone or 
mosaics—require 
careful attention. 

So do fine art pieces... ...and outdoor sculptures.

The key to the care of our 
heritage collection is a minimal 
intervention approach. 

That includes gently handling 
and touching items only when 
absolutely necessary. 

It also means always trying the 
most gentle method of cleaning 
possible first, no matter the 
kind of object or if it is located 
inside or outside.

The United  
States accepts your  
gracious gift, Sultan 

Moulay Suliman.



Physical forcesThe Right Kind of Cleaning
It also requires looking  
at the item’s environment—
not just the object itself 
but the things that surround 
it and act on it.

It’s incredibly important 
to clean the right way. 

Cleaning itself can do  
damage or make existing 
damage worse if improper 
methods and cleaning  
materials are used.

Familiarity with our collection 
is helpful, as is continuity of 
personnel. 

People who work with the 
objects week after week will 
notice changes over time. 

But even without that level  
of experience, just being careful, 
observant, and sensitive goes  
a long way. 

Take a little bit of extra care 
with heritage objects and always 
use the gentlest methods and 
materials possible. Less is more 
when it comes to heritage  
objects.

In the following pages, 
we detail specific and safe 
methods for cleaning each 
kind of heritage object... 

...but 3 big things to 
remember that apply 
to any kind of heritage 
object are:

Stick to dry cleaning 
whenever possible...

...and never let liquid stand 
or pool on an object. Water 
is one of a historical object’s 
worst enemies.

The patina of age is part 
of a historic object’s life 
and history. 

1 2 3 Always look first and from 
as many sides as you can.

Your best tools are your 
eyes. If something looks like 
it’s going to fall apart if you 
touch it, then don’t touch it!

Preventive maintenance is 
incredibly important to help 
avoid damage and future 
deterioration or loss.

Before you start any cleaning 
or routine care, look closely 
at the object. If there are any 
anomalies or damage, staining 
or flaking, corrosion or mold 
reach out to CH. 

CH can help arrange a site visit 
to assess damage or organize a 
specialized cleaning—and assist 
with funding. 

Avoid overcleaning and don’t 
try to make it look new.



Always clean from top to bottom—
both objects and rooms.

For spills, dab, 
never wipe.

If you’re working at heights and with 
ladders, you shouldn’t work alone.  
Get help from a teammate.

Direct sprinklers away from objects.
Be aware of clippings and 
rocks that can be flung.

Vacuums and dust brushes make a great team. 

Use the soft brush to direct debris into  
the vacuum’s nozzle rather than placing  
the nozzle directly on an object.

Attach cheesecloth or nylon hosiery  
to the opening of the vacuum to avoid 
sucking up loose, small, or delicate  
pieces of furniture, textiles, or artwork 
or loose parts like tassels. 

Do not use a rotary brush.

If wet cleaning is allowed, apply water 
or alcohol to a cloth, never directly 
onto the object.

Swiffers. They can snag and leave  
residues. Try nylon cloths with  
electrostatic properties instead.

Saturated Mops. Most damage to objects 
happens because of excess water. 

Solvents and commercial cleaners. 
Cleaners like Pledge are also wet—and 
contain damaging chemicals. 

If you want to use something 
beyond a dry brush or cloth, 
unless alternate cleaning 
methods are specifically  
outlined in the following 
pages, please ask CH. 

CH can tell you if what you 
intend to use is okay or make 
suggestions.

Feather dusters. Feather spines can scratch. 
Synthetic dusters are a better option. 

Magic erasers. They are laden with  
chemicals that can accelerate aging. 

Bleach Power WaShing Weed whackers

Do

Do

And just because a sculpture or 
other decorative item is outside 
doesn’t mean it isn’t fragile and 
doesn’t need special care.

Pollutants will dictate 
how often something 
needs to be cleaned. 

Reach out to CH and  
let us know about your  
environment to help you 
come up with a schedule 
or plan.

Repair beyond routine 
maintenance requires 
the Cultural Heritage 
office’s involvement. 

Or if the scope of 
work is large, please 
reach out to CH for  
a work plan and  
assistance in funding.

Big doesn’t always 
mean tough. 

avoid

avoid

Techniques: Interiors Techniques: Exteriors

skip fertilizers, which are essentially 
salts and can damage objects.

Ambassador’s residence
Havana, Cuba



Carefully avoid cyclic  
wetting like with sprinklers. 

When that water dissolves  
salts or freezes over and 
over, it can cause damage.

Before you apply a soap,  
prewet porous surfaces. 

By wetting first, the water 
fills up all the pores and 
doesn’t let the soap penetrate 
the object and damage it.

Deterioration may also  
be happening underground. 

For example, plants can  
hold moisture against an 
object and affect drainage 
or roots can encroach  
when planted too close.

Paying Attention to Temperature Outside Supplies and Equipment: Interiors

Pay attention to  
ambient temperature. 

gloves  
(preferably nitrile)

bannister brush or long, 
flat soft brush

air puffers to get debris off 
really fragile surfaces

microfiber cloths or clean 
cotton rags

dust mask or N95 mask vacuum with  
HEPA filter

dust brushes with soft, 
natural bristles 

Bamboo skewers or
plastic tweezers

Make sure the handle is soft 
too, so it won’t scratch either.

Wrap any metal pieces with 
blue tape or chamois to  

prevent scratches.

Always follow OSHA or local 
safety regulations. 

And Before you start cleaning, 
make sure you have the proper 
tools close at hand to keep 
both you and the objects safe:

Soluble salts (de-icing  
products) dissolve in water  
and it carries them deep into  
the structure of porous  
materials where they crystallize 
and cause efflorescence or  
white blooms and corrosion  
to embedded ferrous elements.

Cleaning porous surfaces with 
water outside should only be 
done when there is no risk of 
freezing. 

Freezing can cause cracking 
because of water expansion.

Supplies and Equipment: Exteriors

brooms  
are okay for 
floors—but 
pay attention 
around painted 
legs of  
furniture  
as paint  
can flake.

eraser, either white vinyl  
or kneaded rubber, to remove 

smudges, fingerprints,  
or grime

soot sponge or  
cosmetic sponge

metal bristle brush 
(steel, brass, etc.)

Use like metal to clean like, 
ie., steel bristle to clean 

steel or iron.

colorless 
window 
cleaner  
without 
ammonia— 
to be used 
only on  
window 
glass!

alcohol  
(ethanol and 
isopropanol)

whisk broom

hose and nozzleInline Hose filterScouring pad

leaf blower soft bristle brush

Distilled  
water

mild  
detergent 
that is ph 
neutral

Confirm  
with CH  

before use.

*Collection 
care kits 
are available 
upon request.



stone and tile floors

Sweep or vacuum first to remove 
dust, dirt, and debris.

Only use a vacuum after carefully  
evaluating the condition of the 
floor to ensure loose fragments 
won’t get sucked up and lost. 

May require mopping. Use a damp mop 
only if necessary and don’t allow 
water to pool on floors. If soap is 
needed, use something easy to rinse. 
Do not use chemical agents. 

Don’t polish or refinish 
floors without CH’s help. 

Frequency of cleaning: 
Could be swept up to every day to get abrasive 
dirt off surface before it can be ground in. 

Same as stonework.
Interiors

Remove debris like cobwebs and  
dust by brushing away or vacuuming.

Use an eraser to remove smudges,  
fingerprints, or grime.

If dry methods aren’t 
enough, you can try sponge 
and water. Spit on a Q-tip is 
also appropriate.

Frequency of cleaning:  
once a year; 3-4 times a year for  
horizontal surfaces like mantels 

Equipment: 

Exteriors

Remove organic debris 
like leaves, grasses, or 
dirt with a whisk broom 
or stiffer bristle brush.

Do not 
overpaint.

Power washing or 
sandblasting are 
too aggressive and 
aren’t acceptable. 

Frequency of cleaning: 
As needed; Floors and drains 
more often than facades

Let CH know 
if there is any 
cracking or  
flaking of tiles 
or deterioration 
of mortar joints.

tilework and terra-cotta

Equipment: 

Equipment: 

stone and cast stone 
unfinished or unpainted

things like columns, corbels, stone fireplaces;  
materials like marble, granite, limestone, and sandstone

Cleaning Protocols and Recommended Frequency, by Material Type

Architectural Features, Fixtures, and Finishes



Woodwork
things like boiseries, paneling, bookcases, 
and decorative moldings

Equipment: 

Interiors

Remember to work 
from high to low. 

Dust in the direction 
of the grain. 

Use a soot sponge 
or makeup sponge 
for smudges.

Frequency of cleaning: 
as needed, likely 1–2 
times a year

Frequency of cleaning: as needed

painted (interiors)

Okay to use a damp sponge, unless it 
has a water-soluble finish. Test in an 
inconspicuous place to make sure the 
paint doesn’t come off.

For tenacious marks, stains, or  
flaking paint, reach out to CH.

Do not be overzealous in your  
maintenance and repaint. You risk  
losing the original character.

Royal sala
bangkok, thailand

gilded (interiors)

Use only soft brushes like 
pony hair or sheep hair, with 
debris directed into a covered 
vacuum nozzle.

Do not use water. It may 
cause gilding on interior 
surfaces to come off. 

Frequency of cleaning:  
Carefully sweep dust into a 
vacuum as needed to remove 
abrasive debris before it can 
be ground in.

Equipment: 

Exteriors

Water and detergent 
may be used on finished 
exterior woodwork.

don’t flood with water 
when rinsing.

varnished
Dry clean as a rule, but 
a damp sponge may be  
used if necessary.

Pay attention to the  
condition of the wood 
itself. Finishes that are 
cracked can trap water. 

Wood floors  
Parquet or decorative inlay 
and original to the house 

Vacuum or sweep debris first. 

May require occasional  
mopping with a damp mop. 

Do not use chemical agents.

Do not allow water to pool 
on floors. 

Interior floors may be waxed, 
using felt buffing pads. 

Don’t get overzealous and 
polish or refinish floors 
without CH’s help.

Equipment:



Metalwork 
things like stair railings, doorknobs, and knockers 

If there is significant oxidation or 
darkening of high polished brass 
or bronze, use a commercial polish 
or polishing compound specifically 
intended for use on brass or  
copper alloys.

Apply according to label.

Contact CH to discuss  
before addressing any of 
these conditions, particularly 
for decorative metalwork. 

Oxidation

Corrosion

Polish resdiue must be completely  
removed using ethanol or  
isopropanol on either cotton 
balls or microfiber cloth.

Make sure you get 
into all the crevices.

Take care to not get polishes 
or solvents on any of the 
surrounding materials

Active corrosion of 
metalwork needs to be 
abrasively removed with 
a metal bristle brush. 

Make sure to use 
like metal with like 
metal. For example, 
for bronze and 
brass, use a bronze 
or brass bristled 
brush. 

Can use scouring pads 
or sandpaper with any 
of the types of metals.

If iron or steel, once 
all loose rust has 
been removed, use 
rust converters to 
stabilize. Should be a 
phosphoric acid–based 
solution.

Check with CH for materials 
to treat against further 
corrosion, a process called 
passivating.

Once you have a stable surface, 
iron or steel objects must be 
repainted to prevent further 
corrosion.

First prime with a  
corrosion-inhibiting 
primer, then put a 
topcoat on.

Use paints specified 
for ferrous metal 
surfaces. 

Protect adjacent 
surfaces while 
painting.

Never paint on a 
loose, flaky surface. 

match existing 
surface color or 
reach out to CH for 
recommendations.

Repainting iron or steel

Interiors

Equipment:

Equipment: 

Exteriors

Don’t leave standing 
rinse water to puddle  
on metalwork. After final 
rinse, blot with paper 
towels or cotton terry 
towel. 

The majority of iron  
metalwork in an architectural 
context is painted because 
exposed ferrous metal will 
corrode.

If the surface 
is waxed, it can 
be buffed with 
a microfiber 
cloth.

For unfinished surfaces, 
reach out to CH to see if it 
should be waxed, varnished, 
or otherwise protected.

If any exterior 
brasswork or  
copperwork, such  
as a hinge, needs  
to be lubricated,  
use liquid graphite  
or graphite lubricant.  
Avoid lithium or  
WD-40.

Frequency of cleaning:  
as needed, probably once a year



Interior Walls
things like plaster, paint, and textured wallpapers

Use a light hand, 
as wallpapers 
can scratch.

Flat, vertical wall 
surfaces require 
only infrequent 
dusting.

Do not get paper and  
fabric wall coverings wet!

Contact CH in the event  
of a spill or tear.

Note: Sometimes plaster was made to 
look like other things, like wood or metal, 
for example, for decorative purposes.

For decorative plasterwork,  
ornamentation, or boiseries, 
use a pony hair or hake brush 
to get dust out of crevices.

Erasers can be used to reduce 
smudges, scuffs, and fingerprints 
on repainted surfaces. Do not use 
erasers on historic or decorative 
finishes.   

A damp rag can be used only  
on non-water-soluble painted 
surfaces in case of spills.

Equipment:

Carefully observe any objects  
to make sure they are the material 
you think they are! 

Wallpapers or fabric 
wall coverings only 
need dusting about 
once a year with a  
wide bannister brush.

Textured wallpapers 
may require more  
frequency. 

If biological staining (mold, etc.)  
is present, can use a commercially  
available biocide for spot cleaning. 
Please contact CH for recommendations.

Opt for cleaning first. 
If you feel like the wall 
might need painting,  
consult with CH. 

If decoratively painted  
(patterned or fresco),  
contact CH for help  
creating a cleaning plan. 

For large-scale projects 
like whole facades, CH  
will schedule and help  
coordinate funding.

Equipment: 

U.S. Embassy
Ljubljana, Slovenia

Exterior Walls
things like brick, stucco, and decorations 
like friezes and frescoes

Walls with too many paint layers 
can’t breathe and trap moisture. 
Heritage materials are often 
damaged by conditions related 
to moisture.



Windows

Interiors

exteriors

For window frames, defer 
to protocols for the types 
of materials (such as steel,  
painted or varnished wood).

A commercial window  
cleaner can be used for 
exterior window panes, but 
it should never be sprayed 
directly onto the glass. 

If you are going to use soap 
and water, make sure that 
openings around the window 
are protected so that water 
doesn’t leak into the interior. 
Use minimal water.

Brush off debris 
from frame before 
wet cleaning.

Metal hardware 
can be treated 
like metalwork 
for lubrication 
needs.

For decorative glass 
or leaded glass, use 
a soft bristle brush 
or microfiber rag.

A commercial window 
cleaner without  
ammonia can be used  
for window panes,  
but it should never  
be sprayed directly  
onto the glass. 

Avoid getting the  
cleaner on the  
surrounding wood  
or metal or draperies.

Only use commercial cleaner on 
glass it if it does not have a UV 
film. For windows with UV film, 
may use a water-dampened rag.

old legation
seoul, south korea

Equipment:

Equipment:
Leaded glass can get mineral 
deposits or streaks. These 
can be removed from glass 
with nylon scouring pads. 
Test an area first to make 
sure the pads don’t scratch 
the glass.



Doors
Clean using the protocols for 
the material the door is made of, 
such as wood, metal, or glass.

Make sure to prevent liquids 
from seeping into the interior.

Call CH for help in  
creating a cleaning plan. 
We’re here to help.



Equipment: 

Plaster
things like cast busts and figurines

Equipment: 

Frequency of cleaning: once every 6 months at most

When cleaning 
stone, First ask: 

is it smooth  
or is it rough? 

Stone can last for centuries,  
but improper cleaning can 
damage and deteriorate  
important artifacts and art.

George Washington was 
a hardy sort. His plaster 
bust is decidedly less so.

Stone should never  
be left wet. 

The acids in something 
like spilled wine will  
deteriorate the stone. 

If something is spilled, 
absorb with a cloth, by 
dabbing, never wiping.

Spills need to be  
addressed immediately. 

Absorb with a 
cloth, by dabbing, 
never wiping.

Frequency of cleaning: every 3 months

Plaster is very  
sensitive to abrasion 
and tends to be fragile, 
so use only a soft 
brush to direct any 
debris or dust into  
a vacuum.

Polished
For polished, smooth 
stone, dust with a  
soft cloth or spot 
clean with a dry 
sponge.

Rough
For rough stone,  
use only a soft brush  
to direct any debris 
or dust into a vacuum.

Horti Sallustiani, Rome 
1st Century ce

archaeological dig  
of Horti Sallustiani
1921 

Washington 
crossing the  
delaware River
1776

stone
things like Marble busts, statuary, and Granite obelisks

Furnishings and Fine Art Objects



Frequency of cleaning:  
dry clean up to once every 3 months;  
wet cleaning once a year

Okay to use water,  
preferably distilled,  
applied with a soft  
cloth and immediately  
dried. can use a 1:1  
ethanol to water mix.

glazed

Frequency of cleaning:  
every 6 months or 
when visibly soiled

Frequency of cleaning:  
every 3 months or as needed. 
Only clean sensitive materials 
if necessary.

Frequency of cleaning:  
every 3 months or if dust builds up, or the 
item sits near a kitchen, window, or fireplace

Only dry  
cleaning. Use a 
soft brush or 
cosmetic sponge 
only. Cloths can 
snag.

unglazed

Multi-material pieces 

For pieces made of several kinds 
of materials, it’s best to think of 
the materials separately as well 
as a whole. 

With lamps, it’s not 
just a compound 
piece, but electrical 
machinery inside.

Make sure items are in stable spaces, 
and consider the incremental moves 
every time you turn a lamp on or off.

Ceramics
things like Urns, vases, and figurines

Glass
things like Mirrors and chandeliers

Equipment:

Can use a 1:1 mixture of water  
and ethanol/alcohol for vases 
and other objects that are in 
more contact with dirt and  
debris, but never use commercial 
glass cleaners. 

Hanging glass bits are delicate, 
and they are also mobile. 

Be aware of how stable you are 
and what you have on your body 
that might bump and destabilize 
the object.

Be aware  
of multiple 
components 
like lids.

Any decoration 
including handles 
should be cleaned 
with something 
gentle, like a soft 
bristle brush. 

Don’t jam a cloth 
around decoration.

Any wiping is a 
two-handed endeavor: 
stabilize with one hand, 
wipe with the other.

Only clean lamps or 
chandeliers when the 
light is turned off.

Chandeliers are a 
specific concern.

Mayan burial cave
1st millennium CE Murano, italy

Early 1900s

Equipment: Equipment:



Metals 
things like brass candlesticks and broze sculptures

Furniture 
things like desks, beds, chairs, and tables

Never touch metals 
with bare hands. 
Oils on your hands 
can corrode metal.

Note any color 
change—not just 
rust, but greens, 
whites, blues, or 
slight lightening—
and let CH know.

Treat each piece of the furniture 
according to the material. 

For example, a marble top on  
a table is treated as stone.

If rough or has an 
inlay, use a soft 
bristle brush to 
avoid snagging 
with a cloth.

For upholstery, a vacuum 
with an attached cloth 
screen on an upholstery 
attachment is okay.

No waxing, polishing, or 
commercial cleaners. Alert someone if you 

see lifting or loss of 
inlay or there are water 
rings.

Frequency of cleaning:  
every 3 months or as needed

Frequency of cleaning:  
every 3 months

Horizontal surfaces with plexi protection 
can be cleaned with a damp rag, but don’t 
put water directly on the surface, as that 
can get underneath the plexi protection 
and get trapped.

If a spill happens… 

Absorb spills as soon as 
possible. Dab, never wipe.

inlay workshop, Syria
20th century

Gauchos, Argentinean pampas
19th or 20th century

Equipment: 

Equipment: 



Frequency of cleaning: every 3 months

Frequency of cleaning: 
in high traffic areas, up to 
once a month, as needed

Equipment:

Clocks 

Textiles are inherently  
fragile, so support them 
in your hand as you clean 
and use a vacuum with  
an attached cloth 
screen on an  
upholstery brush 
on a low setting.

For tassles and fringe, 
groom with a skewer or 
a toothpick and use your 
finger to untangle. 

Look out 
for insect 
activity, 
holes, or 
other 
losses.

As with any  
multi-material  
piece, it’s best  
to think of the  
materials separately 
as well as a whole.

Never send 
away to a  
dry cleaner  
or laundry  
service.

Vacuum as soon as possible 
when there is noticeable 
dirt or dry spills.

Carpets

Casing
Treat exterior elements 
according to material 
type (for example,  
marble, wood).

A damp cloth is okay  
for glass faces.

Frequency of cleaning:  
for exterior components, 
every 6 months, or as 
needed according to 
material

Pendulum and weights
Always wear gloves. 

Clock machinery needs 
to be treated as gently 
as possible. Use a soft 
brush to direct any dust 
or debris into a vacuum.

Frequency of cleaning:  
probably not more than 
every couple of years 

For wet spills, blot 
(never wipe) and 
allow to fully dry.

Don’t use a 
stand-up vacuum 
or rotary brush.

flanders, belgium
Early 1500s

Friesland,  
the netherlands
1850

When winding, use 
gloves, be careful not  
to overwind, and move 
slowly and carefully.

With clocks, it’s not 
just a compound 
piece, but complex 
machinery inside.

Textiles 
things like tapestries, rugs, and draperies Equipment: 



Paintings Sculpture 
Treat according to material 
and whether the surface is 
painted or not.

Do not lift by  
protruding parts,  
and be careful around 
protruding parts and 
extremities—things 
like noses, ears, and 
fingers—which are  
inherently more 
fragile.

Note any  
places of  
wear or 
damage. 

A nose worn 
down by rubbing 
for luck, for 
example.

Frequency of cleaning:  
not more than once a year

Unframed 

Try never to touch  
the painted surface.

Only use a soft 
bristle brush.

Frequency of cleaning: every 6 months

Framed without glass 

Use a soft bristle brush  
or microfiber cloth for 
smooth frames.

FRAMED WITH GLass 

For glass only, dampen  
a microfiber cloth with  
a 4:1 mixture of water 
to isopropanol. Dry  
afterward.

Wood

Stone

metal

plaster

glass

Studio of Charles 
SNeed Williams, england
Early 1900s

pacific northwest, usa
1970

Equipment: 

Equipment: 

Equipment: 

Note if there is any damage  
to the painting itself—any 
chipping, cracking, losses, 
fire damage from being above 
a fireplace, or any changes 
to paint surface or frame.



Prints, drawings, and photographs Books and paper

Hold with one hand 
to stabilize on wall, 
clean with the other.

Never, ever use wet 
cleaning methods.

Pay attention, as paper might 
be part of other objects. 

For example, Japanese  
screens are often covered  
in decorated paper.

On shelves, book exteriors can 
be dusted with a soft brush.

Be Alert to any  
changes in binding  
or the presence  
of pests.

Do not interact with flat  
archival papers. 

This work should be handled 
by a trained conservator.

Books and archival 
documents are often 
used. Handle with care.

Don’t let books fall open. 

Support spines.

For carved or elaborate 
frames, use a pony hair 
or hake brush. 

Use a microfiber cloth 
for smooth frames.

For glass only, dampen 
a microfiber cloth with 
a 4:1 mixture of water  
to isopropanol. 

Dry afterward.

Frequency of cleaning: every other month

Note if there are 
undulations in the 
paper...

Be aware of loose 
wires or hangers.

...if the art is slipping 
in the frame...

... or if there is fading. 

Ansel Adams in  
Yosemite, California
1944

Alexander Hamilton pamphlet,
American Colonies
1774

Equipment:

Equipment: 



Organic Materials, including cultural art 
things like feathers, fibers, basketry, beans, and gourds

Plastics, rubbers, composites, and modern material artworks

Cultural objects may have other 
care concerns beyond the material, 
including intangible heritage and 
cultural significance. 

Please be sensitive when 
caring for these items.

Chemicals or solvents will degrade 
and destroy these materials. Use 
only a dampened microfiber cloth.

Frequency of cleaning: as needed

Surfaces can get sticky as they age. 

Don’t panic.

In general for any piece of art  
or decoration, if you don’t know 
or are nervous about it, call CH 
for help creating a cleaning plan. 

CH is here to help.

If you notice a  
surface has become 
sticky, reach out and 
CH can help create a 
cleaning plan.

Cultural items 
are fragile 
and often old. 

Clean and touch  
as little as possible. 

Materials

Bean

Gourd

BASKETRY

Feather

FIber

May be cleaned with air 
puffer once a year, if that.

Consider calling in 
professionals to 
clean and care for. 
Call CH to organize.

Dan Masquerade, liberia  
19th to mid-20th century

“LA CHAISE,” EAMES 
STUDIO, LOS ANGELES
1948

Equipment: 

Equipment:



Use the smallest amount 
of detergent possible that 
is effective, dissolved in 
water. You should see suds, 
but not have so many suds 
that it’s difficult to rinse.

Prewet surface,

wash from  
top to bottom,

rinse really well.

For stubborn stains or  
biological growth, contact 
CH to help you come up with 
an appropriate solution.

It’s best not to chemically 
treat the water in fountains. 

Do not use chlorine.

Instead,  
when dirty,

drain,

scrub,

and refill.

stone and masonry

Equipment: 

fountains

Equipment: 

For mold or other biological  
growth, a commercial restoration- 
grade biocide may be used. 

Before using, send product data 
sheets to the Cultural Heritage office 
for approval first or contact CH for 
recommendations.

If you have a flaky or 
easily crumbled surface, 
avoid scrubbing even with 
a soft brush.

Periodically removing debris 
and rinsing is sufficient.

Though stone is found in 
nature, once it is carved— 
like these burial markers, 
possibly dating from ancient 
Tunisia—surfaces become 
less able to withstand  
erosion and damage.

Do not bleach or 
power wash, which 
can break off fragile 
pieces or damage 
surfaces.

stone sculpture

2nd punic war
200s bce

Back in carthage...

Equipment: 

Outdoor Sculpture



Equipment:

Metal sculpture

After washing from top 
down with mild detergent, 
blot water after rinsing. 

Don’t let standing 
water sit on metal 
sculptures.

Don’t fill in  
chips with paint.

Do not apply rust  
prevention or metal 
treatment. 

If rust treatment is  
required or bronze  
needs a coating, please 
coordinate with CH.

Make sure objects 
are not in the path 
of sprinklers or 
wet and rewet  
in any way.

Clean same as  
exterior woodwork.

All wooden sculpture 
started as trees, including 
things like this mighty kwila 
wood totem.

But without their natural 
defenses, wooden outdoor 
sculptures need protecting.

wood sculpture

Do not refinish 
in any way, or fill 
in chipping paint.

Kwila wood forest,
papua new guinea
late 20th century

Do not saturate 
with water.

Priorities are 
keeping wooden 
sculptures dry 
and keeping  
debris off them.

Equipment: 



PESTS, AND WHAT  
TO DO ABOUT THEM

Recognize the signs of insect and rodent 
activity and learn how to limit their  
impacts to heritage items  



 Pests, and What to Do About Them

PRAGUE, LATE 1930S

Jewish banker  
Otto Petschek’s 
house survived 
Nazi habitation...

...and Soviet soldier  
occupation during WWII.

...much smaller, 
but still insidious, 
inhabitants lurk.

Today...



You might not see the pests, 
but you will see the signs 
that they’ve been there.

The Dirty Dozen below are our heritage collection’s 
most common and destructive pests. 

Here’s how to know them if you see them.

Adult

Adult Adult

Adult

Adult

Adult

Adult

Adult

Larva
Larva

Larva

Larva Larva

Larva

Larva

Larva

unusual dust WINGS Dead Bugs Droppings Small holes

Black carpet beetle

Silverfish & Firebrat

House Mouse

Varied Carpet Beetle

Cigarette beetle &  
Drugstore Beetle

Cockroach

case-making clothes moth

Warehouse/cabinet beetle

Powderpost Beetle

Webbing clothes moth

Hide beetle & Larder Beetle

Drywood termite

You can help prevent permanent damage to art and artifacts 
by looking out for signs the dirty dozen have paid you a visit:

ACTUAL 
SIZE



Closing the Doors to PestsClosing the Doors to Pests

If rugs and tapestries aren’t 
cleaned regularly, they are 
more vulnerable to larva 
damage. 

Spilled juice, coffee, wine or 
little morsels and crumbs 
also tempt pests, which lay 
their eggs and their larvae 
eat the nearest food source 
– the object!

Be aware of hidden moisture sources, 
like condensation on a window or air 
conditioner. Moisture invites mold, 
as well as pests looking to hydrate.

Look behind draperies, too. The carpet 
behind draperies can capture moisture 
from leaking windows and can hide 
pests’ activities. 

Look out for gnawing marks,  
or fluffy materials pulled out.  
Rodents use this to make nesting.

Pay attention to birds  
or bats that come to drink  
water in fountains. Their  
feces are quite corrosive.

Check windowsills 
for dead bugs.

For exteriors, look out for places 
birds like to sit and think how 
they can be made less attractive 
roosting spots. 

You’ve Seen Signs of a Pest. Now What Do You Do?

Your next steps are 
incredibly helpful.

Send us a photo if you think 
something looks off about 
an object or the area around 
it. We can help gauge risks  
to the item.

If you see some bugs,  
set a sticky trap nearby.

These can help 
monitor the size 
of a population 
and collect a 
sample of the 
pests for  
professional 
review.

After photographing,  
vacuum up any piles of frass 
or wings or dead bugs. If 
left, these can become food  
sources for other pests.

Also vacuum spiderwebs. 
If you have spiders, you 
have the insects they eat 
somewhere inside—and 
some of those might be 
art-hungry.

Don’t forget storage spaces, 
which can be damp and dusty, 
offering great hiding places 
and homes for bugs and other 
pests.

If possible, inspect 
items monthly.

Weather stripping 
and threshold 
barriers block 
entryways for 
pests.

Pesticides can  
damage gilding, 
paint, and other 
appliqués and  
are hazardous  
to humans. 

Pesticides are 
used only with 
great caution 
after careful 
consultation with 
specialists who 
work with us.

You don’t need to be the  
entomologist, you need  
to be the conduit to the  
entomologist.

Please contact us. 

Together, we’ll come up  
with a plan to stop damage 
by pests.

1/4 INCH
1/2 INCH

You’ve Seen Signs of a Pest. Now What Do You Do?



CULTURAL HERITAGE IN TIMES OF CRISIS
How and when to include heritage items in Emergency Action Planning 

Including tip sheets for:

∙ Evacuating Collections
∙ Sheltering Collections in Place
∙ Handling, Packing, and Moving Heritage Objects
∙ Wet Salvage Techniques



Cultural Heritage in Times of Crisis

Sometimes, diplomatic 
missions come under 
threat. 	

Human safety 
is paramount. 

Information 
security is a 
second priority.

If there is enough lead  
time, consider safeguarding 
important cultural items.

Contact: 

OBO-OPS-CH@STATE.GOV

Preparation and planning, implementation, and response and recovery.

Emergency Planning

The following 
pages will take 
you through the 
three stages of  
an action plan 
for collections:

It starts with doing an  
inventory and assessment 
of all heritage items and 
identifying which are  
vulnerable and which are  
top priorities for cultural 
reasons well before any 
threat might present itself. 

CH can help. 

The goal is to create a plan 
that can be implemented 
quickly and safely.

Incorporate these  
scenarios into your post’s 
biannual evacuation drills.

Contact CH for guidance on 
safeguarding items that you 
can build into your post’s 
Emergency Action Plans for 
both evacuating and sheltering 
in place situations,  
supplementary to what is  
included in 12 FAH-1, annex K,  
addendum 2 and posts’  
individual emergency  
action plans. 

In the event of a U.S. embassy 
or consulate closure, please 
contact CH. 

The Office of Cultural  
Heritage can offer information 
that can be helpful in such 
stressful moments. 

We have heritage items  
of cultural significance  
we are safeguarding. 

How do we do that  
in an emergency?
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Most of the work should 
be done in the preparation 
and planning stage. 

This takes place well 
before an event, and even 
when no event is on the 
horizon. Think of it as a 
“just in case.”

Consider having levels of priority, 
to take into account how much time 
you have (for example, 1, 2, 3).  
CH can help prioritize.

Make a checklist of objects, including 
both where an item is now and where 
you intend to put it for safeguarding. 

Assign each item a priority number.

When prioritizing, you are not just  
assessing physical risk to items but 
also assessing significance. 

Is there a high value or important story 
attached like with this ancient amphora?

Is the item irreplaceable?

For each item, do 
a vulnerability and 
risk assessment. 

Look around you 
and think about 
all the ways the 
changing environ-
ment could affect 
objects. Refer 
to the agents of 
deterioration and 
think about how 
each might affect 
an item. 

Are they going to 
get... 

wet?

stolen? 

bumped around?

It starts with taking a 
close look at inventory 
and prioritizing what are 
the most important items. 

Think about what type of risks 
are in your geographic area—both 
natural disasters and civil or 
societal unrest. This requires 
thinking like: 

If this room 
were to flood, 
which items are 
the most  
vulnerable to 
the water? 

In the  
basement?

Is the object 
on the floor?

Is it near  
a window? 

Near a door? 

Think critically:

How can I  
protect this?

Should I  
elevate this?

Should I cover 
this somehow? 

Should I  
secure this?

Should I  
move this?

This type of risk 
assessment can 
also be done in 
the moment if 
you haven’t been 
able to do it in 
advance. 

If the time ever comes  
and you need it, having  
a kit in hand to pack or  
store items can save  
valuable time. 

Assemble an emergency 
supply kit that aligns  
with what you need to  
protect—including not 
just the heritage items  
but yourself. 

Include a flashlight and  
batteries, paper towels,  
pencils, polyethylene sheeting, 
packs of newsprint, bubble 
wrap, boxes, cardboard in 
sheets, Sharpies, dust masks, 
and nitrile gloves. 

Also include items like cleaning 
supplies for when it is safe to 
reenter and reinstall objects.

Print documents that you might 
need to reference in case you 
lose power. 

Include checklists and inventory 
lists with priorities. 

Also, make and print a list of  
contacts who you can reach out 
to after an event to help in  
restabilizing your post.

Prepare and Plan



No, we’re  
evacuating collections. 

Let’s start with  
priority 1 items.

Something is happening and it is time 
to act on your preparation plan. 

First consider yourself:  
Your safety is of utmost priority. 

But if you have advance notice of 
an event and can safely address 
safeguarding heritage items, here 
are some action items to implement 
in the moment.

The response phase occurs in 
the first 48 hours to 2 weeks 
after it has been deemed safe 
to return to the post. 

Beyond that is what is called 
recovery: the longer-term 
addressing of damage and 
resuming normal operations.

Even though you  
have been cleared for 
reentry, don’t rush to 
put things back. Please 
contact CH before you 
return objects to their 
place so we can help 
you assess the stability 
of the environment and 
potential hazards.

*Remember to wear 
personal protective 
equipment for your 
health and safety. 

Safeguarding heritage items 
is not just about getting 
them out of harms’ way, but 
also getting them safely 
back in place.

To assess if a 
space is safe to 
put objects back 
into, think about 
things like: 

Is there HVAC 
to stabilize 
temperature 
and humidity? 

Do you need 
support  
from outside 
contractors 
to address 
conditions?

Is there a need for air scrubbers to 
address pollutants or humidifiers/
dehumidifiers and fans to stabilize 
the moisture in the air? 

Once you’ve assessed the building, look at the items themselves. Refer back to inventory notes and start a damage assessment:

Recovery is the long game. Once things are salvaged, prioritize items 
for treatment or restoration in consultation with Cultural Heritage.

1. Triage items if needed. 

Start with the highest priority 
objects.

2. Heavily damaged objects 
might be too far gone. Divert 
resources to salvageable items, 
even if lower priority. A tip 
sheet of response by material  
is attached to this chapter.

3. Different types of objects 
will require different salvage  
methods. Before you try to 
rescue any damaged items,  
engage Cultural Heritage.

4. Some items may be  
considered a total loss, but 
before disposing of anything, 
consult Cultural Heritage to 
consider how best to  
document for posterity.

1. Contact the Cultural Heritage office.

2. Consult proper handling and moving instructions, attached 
at the end of this chapter as a tip sheet as well as in the 
moving and handling chapter.

3. Confer with colleagues at post and in CH to see if pieces 
in the collection should stay in place or be relocated within 
the building, or if they need evacuating to storage or another 
post, or possibly returned to Washington, D.C. 

Tip sheets for both evacuating and sheltering in place  
scenerios are provided at this end of this chapter.

4. Focus on priority objects. You might be able to address 
all the items on your inventory, but start with the ones  
identified as most important.

If you are not at personal risk but 
your post is in drawdown status, then:

If you are not at personal risk and you have 3–4 
days or more in advance of a known event, then:

1. Contact the Cultural Heritage office. We can help determine 
what is feasible in the time you have.

2. Confer with colleagues at post and in CH to determine 
whether the collection can stay or needs to be evacuated. 
Details on potential conditions can be helpful here: 

- will there be electricity once staff departs? 
- is the plan to return to this post/building?  
- �what security measures will remain in place once evacuated?

3. Focus on the most vulnerable priority objects,  
as determined in the planning phase.

Implement Respond and Recover

Risk timetable: 3–4 days or more Drawdown status

Are we  
sheltering these  
items in place?



RECORD KEEPING

Designate a documenter to ensure all items are accounted for.

If possible, print ILMS records, inventory sheets, and collections profiles  
for reference. 

Have a packing list by box. Place a copy in the box, keep a copy with the  
documenter, and take a photograph of the packing list and email to 
OBO-OPS-CHHeritageCollections@state.gov.

Photograph the contents placed in each box for future reference.  
Email photos to CH at the address above.   

PACKING IN AN EMERGENCY 

See “Handling, Packing, and Moving.”

�In an emergency, packing in standard cardboard boxes or file boxes is fine.  
Lidded plastic bins are also appropriate for packing small objects and  
documents.

Do not use bubble wrap directly against objects. Use plastic sheeting for  
wrapping and clean newsprint for padding instead. Use plastic sheeting and 
rigid pieces of cardboard to protect framed works of art. 

For efficiency, work in an assembly line with one person wrapping objects, one 
placing them into boxes, and one recording which objects are in each box. 

Label boxes with any special handling needs, such as “This Side Up” or “Fragile.” 
When packing, be mindful of the weight of each box. Mark heavy boxes as such.  

�For truck and container transport, sufficiently pad items and secure them in 
place using nylon ratchet straps.

STORAGE

If temporary storage is needed, identify a safe space that is clean, dry, well  
ventilated, and secure. 

Coordinate with appropriate parties to ensure travel routes will remain open 
while evacuating the collection. 

Remove objects from box trucks or containers as soon as possible upon arrival  
and place in storage.

�Use care when stacking boxes to ensure boxes on the bottom can sustain  
the weight of boxes on top.

�Store collections, whether in packed boxes or individually, on shelves.  
If shelving is not available, raise items off the floor on pallets or 2x4s. 

For longer-term storage (one month to indefinite), unpack and unwrap all ob-
jects to allow air to circulate. Use packing materials to protect objects as need-
ed, but do not leave them tightly wrapped.  

Heritage items must be stored long term in a secure, climate-controlled facility.   

PROTECT AGAINST DAMAGE 

Water is often the biggest threat to collections and historic buildings,  
especially in an emergency scenario. Moisture infiltration in the form of floods, 
leaks, hoses and sprinkler systems, condensation, etc. can cause irreversible  
damage as well as make environments more hospitable to mold and pests.   

Raise objects and packed boxes several inches off the floor.

Store boxes on pallets or rows of 2x4s to elevate them off the floor  
if no shelving is available. 

�Drape objects and packed boxes with plastic sheeting to protect against  
leaks from above. 

If items are stored on shelves, wrap the entire shelf in plastic and  
secure corners with packing tape.

Have provisional equipment like fans and dehumidifiers on standby, ready to  
mobilize in the aftermath.  Mold growth can be prevented with air circulation  
and relative humidity below 60 percent.   

 

IMMOVABLE HERITAGE AND LARGE-SCALE ARTWORKS

Do not attempt to move artworks that require rigging or heavy  
equipment before an emergency.

If possible, construct freestanding plywood boxes around outdoor artworks  
to protect them from projectiles or falling debris.

�Shore artworks with wood bracing and/or nylon straps to prevent them from 
toppling (contact CH for details).

�Proprietary custom dams (for water events) and impact screens are available  
in special circumstances (contact CH for details).    

MOVE COLLECTIONS TO THE SAFEST SPACE WITHIN THE BUILDING 

See “Handling, Packing, and Moving.”

Inner rooms with no windows on a high floor are typically the safest place  
during an emergency.  

If possible, move your collections from subgrade storage to higher ground. 

Carefully wrap small objects in plastic sheeting (do not use bubble wrap directly 
against an object), and pack multiple items in the same box or bin. Include a 
packing list in each tub. Tape tubs shut with packing tape.  

�Try to keep records of what was moved, from where, and its new location. 

CH can help Post prioritize heritage objects based on their  
vulnerability and value.   

Evacuating Collections Sheltering Collections in Place

With sufficient notice before a potential emergency or broad-scale disaster like a  
hurricane/typhoon, or in the event of a Post evacuation, collections may be evacuated to a safe area. 
Heritage collections should be evacuated if a security presence will not be maintained at Post. 

With sufficient notice before a potential emergency or broad-scale disaster like a  
hurricane/typhoon, the safest and best option may be to secure collections within the building 
to minimize the chance for loss or damage. Damage is risked each time an object is handled  
or relocated, so keeping heritage objects at Post with minimal handling/moving is ideal. 

mailto:OBO-OPS-CHHeritageCollections%40state.gov?subject=


Handling, Packing, and Moving Heritage Objects Handling, Packing, and Moving Heritage Objects Continued

GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR HANDLING AND MOVING HERITAGE OBJECTS

Remove jewelry, belt buckles, keys, ties or other items that may scratch or become  
entangled with the objects being moved. Tuck your badge and lanyard away. 

Check for and note damage, previous repairs, loose parts, etc. These areas are 
especially vulnerable.

Always lift an object using both hands. Only handle one object at a time. 

Plan your route before moving artwork and take your time. Work in teams— 
have someone open doors, communicate with passersby, and clear your path.     

Use freshly washed hands. Wear nitrile gloves for metals, lacquer, or painted  
surfaces.  

THREE-DIMENSIONAL OBJECTS (SCULPTURE, FURNITURE, CULTURAL OBJECTS, ETC.)

Lift objects at their center of gravity and attempt to keep objects in the proper 
orientation and upright.  

Do not lift items by their projecting parts. Lift chairs, for example, by the seat rails 
and not by their arms.

Never drag furniture. 

Handle and move individual components separately.  

Carry folding screens with two people and place padding between the panels to 
prevent damage.

Moving oversize objects that require equipment should be coordinated with CH.  

PAINTINGS AND FRAMED WORKS OF ART

Do not touch the front or back of a painting. 

Handle by grasping either side of the frame with the artwork facing your torso.  

Use two people positioned on each side for large works, supporting the frame 
from the bottom and sides.   

TEXTILES (RUGS, TAPESTRIES, FLAGS, ETC.) 

Textiles must be fully supported before they are moved. Ideally, textiles are rolled 
(pile-side out) around a large, wrapped tube. Without a tube, textiles can be  
gently accordion folded or loosely rolled. 

DOCUMENTS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND WORKS ON PAPER

Keep documents, photos, and unframed works on paper flat and faceup.  
Contact CH for oversize works.

Fully support documents and paper works on trays, sheets of rigid cardboard or 
mat board, or in boxes. If using nonarchival cardboard, place a sheet of plastic 
between the cardboard and the document or artwork.

Do not fold documents. Do not attempt to unfold folded documents.

BASIC PACKING INSTRUCTIONS

Have a work area designated, cleared, and prepared with materials required  
for packing artworks.

Once fully packed, write the object’s brief description/artist + title and ILMS  
number on the exterior of the box or a piece of painters’ tape to label the 
wrapped exterior of the work for identification.  

Do not use ink pens and markers around unwrapped artworks.   

Refer to “Evacuating and Storing Collections” for guidance on record keeping, etc.

THREE-DIMENSIONAL OBJECTS (SCULPTURE, FURNITURE, CULTURAL OBJECTS, ETC.)

For emergency prep, most objects can be safely wrapped in clean newsprint  
or plastic. Do not use bubble wrap directly against the surface of an object.  

Small objects are safest in boxes. Pad around fully wrapped objects with  
newsprint, bubble wrap, or packing peanuts. 

Do not overload the boxes with more weight than the box can sustain.

Attempt to keep larger items upright.  

Large objects and furniture can be protected during transit and in storage  
with clean moving blankets.  

PAINTINGS AND FRAMED WORKS OF ART

For frames with glass or plexi, lay the framed work facedown on a sheet of Tyvek 
or ethafoam. For paintings and unglazed framed works, contact CH for assistance.  

Trim the Tyvek to an appropriate size for fully wrapping the work. Neatly fold the 
Tyvek around the frame like wrapping a gift. To secure, tape the Tyvek to itself 
with blue painter’s tape. Do not allow tape to come into direct contact with the 
frame.

Next, wrap the frame with bubble wrap, making sure that the corners and  
bottom edge of the frame are well protected. Secure bubble wrap to itself  
with blue painter’s tape.

Stand fully wrapped artworks upright in a large open-top cardboard box. Place  
a layer of bubble wrap or a folded, clean moving blanket in the bottom of the 
box. Place sheets of rigid cardboard between frames. Cardboard sheets should  
be at least the height of the adjacent frames.  

Stuff bubble wrap or newsprint into box and around frames to ensure art  
works are snug inside of box and will not tip over or knock into each other. 

Do not overload the boxes with more weight than the box can sustain.

TEXTILES (RUGS, TAPESTRIES, FLAGS, ETC.) 

For protection during transport or short-term storage, rolled or loose  
accordion-folded textiles can be wrapped in a clean white bedsheet, washed 
Tyvek, or polyethylene film secured at each end of the roll like a candy  
wrapper with string, rubber bands, or tape.  

DOCUMENTS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND WORKS ON PAPER

Documents, photographs, and works on paper can be stacked faceup in  
adequately sized boxes, interleaved with Tyvek or plastic sheets cut to size.  
Use boxes that are larger than the collection items themselves. 

These tips are intended to serve as quick reference for emergency scenarios and are not a  
comprehensive guide to handling, packing, and moving heritage objects. Consult the “Handling, 
Moving, and Storing” chapter in this manual and contact CH for object specific guidance.  

These tips are intended to serve as quick reference for emergency scenarios and are not a  
comprehensive guide to handling, packing, and moving heritage objects. Consult the “Handling, 
Moving, and Storing” chapter in this manual and contact CH for object specific guidance.  



Wet Salvage Techniques Wet Salvage Techniques Continued

GENERAL TIPS

Contact the Office of Cultural Heritage as soon as possible. 

Focus on high priority assets first if known or identified.

Ask CH about freezing organic materials that cannot be dried within 48 hours.

Do NOT freeze metals, glass, porous materials like stone or ceramic, paintings, 
and furniture. 

Avoid touching/handling soot-covered objects before speaking with a conservator. 

Increase airflow with fans, open windows, dehumidifiers, and HVAC (if available).

Mold is best removed once it is dry with a HEPA-filtered vacuum; residual mold 
can be cleaned from surfaces with a little free-and-clear dish soap in water and  
a microfiber cloth; avoid disinfectants.

PAINTINGS

Carefully remove paintings from their frames, but do not remove them from  
their stretchers.

Keep wet paintings horizontal and paint-side up.

Avoid touching the painted surface.

Air-dry, faceup, away from direct sunlight.

ART ON PAPER OR PHOTOS IN FRAMES

Remove from frames in a safe, dry place.

Do not remove if artwork is stuck to the glass/glazing.

If image is stuck, leave artwork in frame and place glass-side down and contact  
a conservator.

Place artworks faceup and air-dry slowly.

FURNITURE 

Wood

Rinse or sponge surfaces gently to clean, then blot, and air-dry slowly.

If painted or varnished surfaces are flaking, don’t touch and allow to air-dry slowly.

Use weights or clamps to hold lifting veneers in place while drying; separate 
weights from wood with a piece of plastic sheeting.  

Upholstery 

Remove cushions, seats, and other separate pieces.

Wrap upholstered materials in cloth to air-dry and contact CH for next steps.

Clean/blot wood section per above and air-dry slowly. 

TEXTILES

Provide adequate physical support when moving heavy textiles.

Do not unfold delicate or damaged textiles.

Do not stack wet textiles.

Rinse wet or muddy textiles with clean water, drain, and blot items with clean 
cotton towels or sheets to remove excess water.

Shape each damp textiles to its original form for drying.

Air-dry textiles indoors with fans. 

Textiles can be frozen if drying within 48 hours isn’t possible;  
contact CH for guidance.

(Based on recommendations from the Foundation for Advancement in Conservation.) 

BOOKS

If rinsing is necessary, hold book closed.

Stand partially wet or damp books on top or bottom edge with covers opened 
to 90 degrees for air-drying.

Lay very wet books flat on a clean surface and interleave with an absorbent 
material like paper towels; change out interleaving when damp.

Books can be wrapped in freezer paper, packed tightly spine-side down, and 
frozen until time and resources permit.  

PAPER

Air-dry flat as individual sheets or small piles.

Interleave piles with paper towels and replace interleaving when damp.

Do not unfold or separate wet sheets.

Paper can be stacked, wrapped in freezer paper, and frozen.  

ORGANIC MATERIALS 

Leather

Rinse/sponge with clean water to remove mud.

Pad with towels or newsprint (no ink) to maintain shape. 

Change blotting material regularly. 

Air-dry and manipulate to keep supple.

Baskets

Rinse, drain, and blot.

Stuff with paper towels or clean rags to retain shape and absorb moisture. 

Change blotting material regularly. 

Bone and Shell

Rinse, drain, and blot.

Place on clean blotting material and air-dry slowly. 

INORGANIC MATERIALS

Ceramics

Identify whether ceramic is glazed and contact CH for drying procedures;  
note that unglazed or low-fired ceramics are water sensitive.

If broken or cracked, place fragments in a zippered plastic bag once dry until 
treatment is possible. 

Stone

Can be rinsed if necessary.

Smooth-surfaced stone can be blotted and air-dried.

Rough or finishes stone should be air-dried; don’t blot.

Metal

Use gloves to handle. 

Rinse unfinished metal with sponges and blot to dry.

If metal has a finish that is flaking or lift, don’t touch; leave to air-dry with  
flaking faceup if possible.

(Based on recommendations from the Foundation for Advancement in Conservation.) 

CONTACT: OBO-OPS-CH@STATE.GOV
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SAFEGUARDING HERITAGE ITEMS  
DURING EVENTS

Recognize the risks to collections when  
hosting diplomatic functions and consider 
ways to minimize damage 



Safeguarding Heritage Items During Events State Department collections 
are meant to be shared.  
They are part of offices and 
residences and spaces that 
showcase and represent  
cultures and communities.

On a rare occasion, 
they might even inspire 
a shirt worn by a  
President for a party.

But that kind of accessibility 
means that during diplomatic 
events they might be at the 
mercy of clapping hands...

...spiky 
heels...

...and spilled 
drinks and 
snacks.

TODAY

STUDIO OF BATIK  
ARTIST IWAN TIRTA,  
JAKARTA, INDONESIA, 1986



Balancing Stewardship and Diplomacy How to Keep Objects Out of Harm’s Way

Safeguarding heritage 
objects starts well in 
advance of an event. Have 
a plan. Every event will 
be different, but planning 
should always begin by 
knowing your collection 
and your building.

Start by standing in the 
middle of the room and 
look all around you. 

Know the potential 
traffic patterns in  
the path around 
heritage objects.

Are there ways to 
direct traffic to keep 
people a safe distance 
from heritage objects, 
like putting up ropes 
or signage?

Think about the way people will 
move in the room, including how 
guests of differing abilities may 
navigate the space. 

Envision areas that 
might be prone to 
trips or spills.

Consider where you might 
place house staff and 
managers in key positions 
during events to intervene  
if necessary.

First note where heritage 
items are in the room. 
Knowing what you have 
and its history and value 
is critical to caretaking. 

Heritage items aren’t just 
pieces of art. Be aware that 
the floors, walls, doors, 
and decorations all may be 
valuable historical items.

Always think about an event from setup to cleanup.

Can you minimize the setup or furniture 
being brought into a heritage room? 

If there are items being brought in, make 
sure to be aware of proximity to walls and 
wall treatments that could be damaged.

Consider using handouts  
to identify heritage pieces  
or possibly having a docent  
present during an event. 

CH can also provide labels for 
heritage items. Making people 
aware of what they have in front 
of them can help protect it. 

Red carpets, rope  
stanchions, and signage 
can direct people, keep 
people at a distance  
from valuable objects, 
and inform people about 
significant heritage items.

For larger events, consider mapping 
out routes and having volunteers 
to guide and keep people moving. 

Think about how many people the 
space can safely and comfortably 
accommodate before creating a 
guest list. Also think about how 
crowded rooms cause a sharp 
uptick in temperature and relative 
humidity.

Are there doors that 
can be closed to direct 
the traffic patterns?

If there will be food 
served, think about the 
size and type of food. 
Consider bite-size items 
to minimize crumbs. 

If there’s going to  
be a buffet, work with 
your event organizer 
for protection for 
food splattering and 
ice melting.

Never use: 

candles

open flames

cooking equipment

Think about the 
kind of event and 
who will attend 
beforehand. Will 
there be children? 
Dancing? Red 
wine?

Spanish Frailero 
Armchair

Walnut and velvet, 
ca. 1700

Don’t take protections in 
place for granted. Be careful, 
even if an item seems to 
be protected. For example, 
glass covers on tabletops 
can trap damaging moisture 
from flowers or spills.



How to Properly Take an Item Out of the Room for Safekeeping

During and After the Event

In some cases, a 
particularly valuable 
item may need to be 
moved or stored 
during the event for 
safety.

Make sure to have 
microfiber cloths  
and other supplies at 
hand for immediately  
blotting spills.

After the event, do a 
close once-over of the 
heritage items and room. 

If needed, liaise with the 
CH office.

If you notice anything, 
don’t keep it to yourself, 
even if you think it’s a 
small detail. There is no 
way to be too careful.

Collect any small 
pieces that may have 
broken off an object. 
They may be essential 
for restoration.

If so, begin by 
evaluating the 
condition of the 
object and the 
possibilities for 
a safer location 
in consultation 
with CH staff. 

Think of where the object 
is going to be placed for 
safekeeping, and who is 
going to move it and how.

Make sure to 
engage the proper 
workforce and 
trained individuals 
to help with the 
move.

Refer to the chapter  
on Moving and Storing  
to help with the process.

If something does 
compromise a heritage 
item, contact CH right 
away to help avoid 
permanent damage  
or staining.

Holiday Decor

It’s important to think 
of heritage items when 
holidays roll around. 

In general, avoid adorning  
heritage items and architectural 
features with seasonal decor.

If you’re not sure how to protect 
heritage items during events and 
holidays, contact CH. We can help.

Do not use nails  
or wire or other 
materials that 
might leave holes 
or indentations.

Consider the weight 
of decorations 
and their possible 
impact to sensitive 
surfaces. 

Do not use tape or 
other adhesives that 
may leave residue or 
take away paint or 
finishes.

Use chamois as padding 
to avoid objects coming 
into direct contact  
with fragile surfaces  
or materials that can  
be scratched, dented,  
or nicked.

If U.S. flag bunting,  
red-white-and-blue 
ribbons, HOliday  
ornaments or greenery 
are being applied to 
metal or wooden  
handrails, fishing line  
may be appropriate.



The Office of Cultural Heritage, Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations, U.S. Department 
of State wishes to acknowledge the support of their colleagues at posts around the world 
and thanks the following individuals for their invaluable assistance with the production of 
the manual (listed alphabetically):  

Translations provided by the Office of Language  
Services, U.S. Department of State.

Printed by Global Publishing Solutions

Sophie Barbisan, associate paper conservator, Saint Louis Art Museum

Michael Bilharz, senior fire marshal, Office of Fire Protection,  
Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations, U.S. Department of State 

Kedong Chao, retired engineer  

Jason Church, chief of technical services, National Center for  
Preservation Technology and Training

Darrel Dantzler, PhD, division chief, Fire Protection Analysis, Office  
of Fire Protection, Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations,  
U.S. Department of State 

Claire Huson, CIH, industrial hygienist and division director, Policy  
and Special Studies, Office of Safety, Health, and Environmental  
Management, Bureau of Overseas Buildings Operations,  
U.S. Department of State  

Linda Komaroff, PhD, curator of Islamic Art, Los Angeles County  
Museum of Art (LACMA) 

Jay Nixon, entomologist, American Pest Management

The Ralph J. Bunche Library and staff

American Institute for Conservation  
https://www.culturalheritage.org/

Canadian Conservation Institute, Notes and Publications  
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute.html

English Heritage, Collections Conservation Advice and Guidance   
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/conservation/collections-advice-and-guidance/

Foundation for Advancement in Conservation, Connecting to Collections Care 
https://connectingtocollections.org/

Getty Conservation Institute, Publications and Resources  
https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/

Historic New England, Property Care White Papers 
https://www.historicnewengland.org/preservation/for-professionals-students/property-care-white-papers/

International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property 
https://www.iccrom.org/

National Park Service, Museum Management Program, Conserve O Grams  
https://www.nps.gov/museum/publications/conserveogram/cons_toc.html

National Park Service, Museum Management Program, Museum Handbook 
https://www.nps.gov/museum/publications/handbook.html

National Park Service, National Center for Preservation Technology and Training Online Resources 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/online-resources.htm

National Park Service, Technical Preservation Services, Preservation Briefs 
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/preservation-briefs.htm

National Preservation Institute  
https://www.npi.org/

The National Trust Manual of Housekeeping: The Care of Collections in Historic Houses Open to the Public 
Amsterdam; Boston: Elsevier, 2006  

U.S. Department of State, Foreign Service Institute, Preservation of U.S. Heritage Assets,  
course code PA479 

Acknowledgments Select Resources for Further Information

U.S. Department of State forms for reporting on CH Collections, available at:  
usdos.sharepoint.com/sites/OBO/ops/ch

https://www.culturalheritage.org
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute.html
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/learn/conservation/collections-advice-and-guidance
https://connectingtocollections.org
https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources
https://www.historicnewengland.org/preservation/for-professionals-students/property-care-white-papers
https://www.iccrom.org
https://www.nps.gov/museum/publications/conserveogram/cons_toc.html
https://www.nps.gov/museum/publications/handbook.html
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/online-resources.htm
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/preservation-briefs.htm
https://www.npi.org
https://usdos.sharepoint.com/sites/OBO/ops/ch


MULTI-MATERIAL: composite or made up of more than one type of substance,  
such as a clock, which includes metal, glass, and wood

MYLAR: a clear, colorless chemically inert plastic film used as a barrier to moisture,  
oil, grease, or other potentially damaging substances 

OFF-GASSING: the airborne release of potentially harmful chemicals

ORNAMENTATION: decoration added to make an object or surface appear more  
elaborate 

OVERCLEANING: cleaning something too vigorously or too often, which can cause  
damage or produce an aesthetically unacceptable result

OXIDATION: a process in which a material chemically reacts with oxygen to form  
an oxide, such as rust; these reactions often form a deposit or discoloration on the 
surface of a material such as metal

PASSIVATING: chemically treating a material to make it less reactive; such as treating 
metal to stabilize it and increase its resistance to corrosion   

POLLUTANT: a gaseous, aerosol, or particulate contaminant 

POROUS: having microscopic spaces or voids through which air or liquid can pass 

PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE: measures and actions aimed at avoiding and minimizing 
deterioration or future damage 

RELATIVE HUMIDITY: a percent measurement of water vapor relative to the ambient 
temperature of the air; the amount of water in the air 

REPRESENTATIONAL SPACE: a space that serves a role in representing the United  
States government where receptions or functions are held, including hosting foreign 
guests

RUST CONVERSION: see PASSIVATING 

SALVAGE: to rescue something from further damage or destruction 

SATURATE: to soak a material with a liquid to the point that no more liquid can  
be absorbed  

SOLVENT: a substance, usually a liquid, that dissolves another substance; water is  
the most common solvent; organic solvents include things like white spirits, ethanol,  
and acetone 

TOMBSTONE INFORMATION: the typical data associated with a heritage object,  
including information such as title, date, maker, material, and accession number 

VARNISHED: having a transparent decorative or protective coating made  
of resin that forms a hard glassy film 

WET CLEANING: cleaning using a liquid such as water or a chemical solvent

ABRASIVE: a quality of coarseness that grinds, rubs, or scrapes, resulting in damage  
to surfaces it comes into contact with

AGENTS OF DETERIORATION: the primary threats or forces that break down objects  
of cultural significance, such as moisture, fire, and pollution

APPLIQUÉ: applied ornament or decoration 

BIOLOGICAL STAINING: discoloration caused by the presence of fungi, algae, or other  
plant material often found on porous outdoor surfaces; a biocide is often used to treat  
biological staining and growth  

BOISERIE: a French term used to describe ornately decorated paneling, often made of wood

CHEMICAL AGENT: any chemical element or compound occurring naturally or man-made 

CONDITIONS ASSESSMENT: a detailed examination and survey, often with written and 
photographic documentation, of an object’s condition 

CORROSION: the electrochemical degradation of metal due to reactions with its  
environment, such as rusting

DAMAGE REPORT: a report, also referred to as an incident report, that formally  
documents damage to an object 

DRY CLEANING: cleaning without using a liquid, such as dusting or vacuuming

EFFLORESCENCE: white powdery or crusty salts left on the surface of a porous material 
when the water carrying them evaporates

FERROUS: containing iron 

FRASS: fine, powdery refuse or excrement of wood-boring insects 

GILDING: a decorative finish of metallic leaf, often gold, applied to a metal, wood,  
or other material

HERITAGE OBJECT: an object with historical, cultural, natural, educational, or artistic  
significance; an object included on the U.S. Department of State’s list of heritage assets   

HERITAGE PROPERTY: a structure or site with historical, cultural, natural, educational,  
or artistic significance  

INERT: the quality of being non-reactive with other materials  

INLAY: decoration created by embedding a different material into a surface 

LEADED GLASS: pieces of glass separated by a thin strip of lead to create a pattern  
or design, such as a stained glass window

MINIMAL INTERVENTION: an approach that achieves an objective using the gentlest  
means and least physical intervention 

MORTAR JOINT: the space between masonry units such as bricks or stones that is filled  
with mortar or grout, which is often a mixture of lime or cement, sand, and water that  
sets to form a hard solid material; mortar joints help walls breathe and are intended  
to be replaced periodically to preserve the masonry units

Glossary of Terms



Carved stone eagle by C. Paul Jennewein, marble, 1933. From the Paris Heritage  
Collection. 

Palazzo Corpi doorway, 1870. Former U.S. Consulate General, Istanbul, Turkey.

Stone fireplace surround at Byne House, verde antico marble and limestone, ca. 1617. 
From the Madrid Heritage Collection.

Delft tiled stove at Villa Åkerlund, Stockholm, Sweden, ceramic tile from the  
Netherlands, early 18th century. From the Stockholm Heritage Collection.

Zellige tile floor at the Tangier Old Legation. Gifted to the United States in 1821.  
Tangier, Morocco.

Regency-style boiserie, 18th century. From the Prague Heritage Collection.

Spanish pine ceiling, pine painted in red, blue, and gold, early 18th century. At Byne 
House, U.S. Embassy Madrid Deputy Chief of Mission Residence. From the Madrid  
Heritage Collection.

Gilded Chinese lacquer panels, early 18th century. Salvaged from the Hôtel du Havre 
and installed in the Hôtel de Pontalba 1852-1876. At the Hôtel de Rothschild, U.S.  
Embassy Paris Ambassador’s Residence. From the Paris Heritage Collection.

Royal Sala, ca. 1970. At the U.S. Embassy Bangkok, Bangkok, Thailand.

Entrance to Villa Otium, 1911. At the U.S. Embassy Oslo Ambassador’s Residence,  
Oslo, Norway.

Bronze door lock in the shape of a fish, 1883. At the Seoul Old American Legation, 
Seoul, South Korea.

Chinese hand-painted wallpaper, mid-18th century. At the Winfield House,  
U.S. Embassy London Ambassador’s Residence. From the London Heritage Collection.

Sgraffiti panels and frieze, 1897. At the U.S. Embassy Ljubljana Chancery, Ljubljana, 
Slovenia. 

Seoul Old American Legation, 1883. Seoul, South Korea

Doors from: U.S. Embassy Lima Ambassador’s Residence, designed by Paul Franz  
Jaquet and Leland W. King for the Foreign Buildings Office, 1945; Villa Otium, U.S. 
Embassy Oslo Ambassador’s Residence, designed by Henrik Bull, 1911; Villa Petschek, 
U.S. Embassy Prague Ambassador’s Residence, 1929; U.S. Embassy Dublin Chancery, 
Designed by John Johansen, 1964.

INCLUDED IN FURNISHINGS AND FINE ARTS SECTION:

Horti Sallustiani archaeological site, 1st century CE. Rome, Italy. 

Female statue representing a Roman matron, white marble, undated. From the Rome 
Heritage Collection.

Bust of George Washington, after Jean-Antoine Houdon, faux bronze plaster, undated. 
From the London Heritage Collection.

Mayan urn, late Classic Age, 800 CE. Donated in memory of U.S. Ambassador Francis 
Meloy. From the Guatemala City Heritage Collection.

Murano glass chandelier, ca. 1920. From the Vienna Heritage Collection.

INCLUDED IN WHEN AND HOW TO REPORT DAMAGE AND DO INVENTORY:

Sagger raku pot by Ramon Camarillo, porcelain, 2015. From the Bishkek Art  
in Embassies Collection.

INCLUDED IN AGENTS OF DETERIORATION—AND HOW TO STOP THEM:

Painted six-paneled folding screen, Japan. From Havana Heritage Collection.	

Victorian side chair, walnut, ca. 1850. From the Dublin Heritage Collection.

George III wine table, mahogany, ca. 1790. From the Brussels Heritage Collection.

“Atlas and Fortuna as Patron Saints of the World” by Jan Gheteels (in Brussels),  
tapestry, ca. 1500. From the Vienna Heritage Collection. 

“The Hunter” (portrait of Cardinal Infante Fernando), oil on canvas, mid-17th century. 
From the Madrid Heritage Collection.

Stone fireplace surround at Byne House, verde antico marble and limestone, ca. 1617. 
From the Madrid Heritage Collection.

“He, She, and Honor Dancin’“ by Sam English, screenprint, ca. 1990. From the Port  
Moresby Heritage Collection.

Butterfly wings pattern basket by Anonymous from the Pima ‘Akimal O’odham’ Tribe, 
cattail leaf, willow, and devil’s claw, ca. 1890. From the Nairobi Heritage Collection.

Round Persian tray (tabletop), brass, early 20th century. From the Damascus Heritage 
Collection. 

INCLUDED IN HANDLING, MOVING, AND STORING:

White painted amphora, Cypro-Geometric III, 9th century BCE. From the Nicosia  
Heritage Collection.

Bust of George Washington, after Jean-Antoine Houdon, faux bronze plaster, undated. 
From the London Heritage Collection.

“Leaves” by Ellsworth Kelly, lithograph, 1997. From the Beijing Heritage Collection.

INCLUDED IN ENVIRONMENTAL MONITORING:

“Letitia F. Balfour, Daughter of Francis Leigh” by John Singleton Copley, oil on canvas, 
1782. From the London Heritage Collection.

Regency gilded convex mirror, ca. 1815. From the Dublin Heritage Collection.

Imperial-style French boule chest. From the Brussels Heritage Collection.

Painting of a vase of flowes by Candido Portinari. From the Brasília Heritage Collection.

INCLUDED IN HOW AND WHEN TO CLEAN HERITAGE ITEMS:

Tangier Old Legation. Gifted to the United States in 1821. Tangier, Morocco. 

Masthead eagle, bronze, 1954. Torn from the top of the Maine monument by a  
tropical hurricane then placed by a group of Cubans and Americans as a symbol of  
enduring friendship in 1954. From the Havana Heritage Collection.

Objects from the Cultural Heritage Collection Used in This Manual



INCLUDED IN FURNISHINGS AND FINE ARTS SECTION: Continued

Black ground cloisonné enamel vase. From the London Heritage Collection.

Rastra con Estribos, silver. From the Buenos Aires Heritage Collection.

Damascene chest with mother-of-pearl inlay, ca. 1978. From the Amman Heritage  
Collection.

Spanish frailero armchair, walnut and 16th-century foliate needlework, ca. 1700.  
From the Madrid Heritage Collection.

“Atlas and Fortuna as Patron Saints of the World” by Jan Gheteels (in Brussels),  
tapestry, ca. 1500. From the Vienna Heritage Collection. 

Bokhara rug, date and provenance unknown. Previously in Damascus. From the  
Amman Heritage Collection. 

Friese Staartklok wall clock, ca. 1850. From the Amsterdam Heritage Collection.

Portrait of Abraham Lincoln by Charles Sneed Williams, oil on canvas, undated.  
Donated by Mrs. Charles S. Williams, 1965. From the London Heritage Collection.

Totem pole from 1970 World’s Fair, Spokane, Washington, by the Native American  
Artists Collaborative. From the Tashkent Art in Embassies Collection.

“Clearing Winter Storm, Yosemite National Park” by Ansel Adams, silver gelatin print, 
1944, printed 1970. From the Yerevan Heritage Collection.

“A full vindication of the measures of the Congress, from the calumnies of their  
enemies, in answer to a letter, under the signature of A.W. Farmer : whereby his 
sophistry is exposed, his cavils confuted, his artifices detected, and his wit ridiculed;  
in a general address to the inhabitants of America, and a particular address to the 
farmers of the province of New-York. By Alexander Hamilton, a friend to America.” 
1774. From the Rare Book collection at the Ralph J. Bunche Library, U.S. Department  
of State.

Face mask, Dan People, Côte d’Ivoire, wood, 1965. From the Abidjan Heritage  
Collection.

“La Chaise” by Charles and Ray Eames, fiberglass, oak, and steel, ca. 1948, produced 
1990. From the Accra Heritage Collection.

INCLUDED IN OUTDOOR SCULPTURE SECTION:

Lion sculptures flanking the entrance to the Hôtel de Tallyrand, limestone, 
18th century. At the George C. Marshall Center, Paris, France. 

Italian fountain with pinecones and masks at Villa Taverna, Rome, marble and bronze, 
early 17th century. From the Rome Heritage Collection.

Funerary stelae, limestone, Roman period. From the Tunis Heritage Collection.

Gong by Harry Bertoia, ferrous metal with bronze powder coating, ca. 1951. From the 
Munich Heritage Collection.

Papua New Guinea totem pole, kwila wood, late 20th century. From the Port Moresby 
Heritage Collection.

Objects from the Cultural Heritage Collection used in this Manual Continued

INCLUDED IN PESTS, AND WHAT TO DO ABOUT THEM:

Villa Petschek, U.S. Embassy Prague Ambassador’s Residence, 1929.  
Prague, Czech Republic.

U.S. Embassy New Delhi Chancery, designed by Edward Durell Stone, 1958.  
New Delhi, India.

INCLUDED IN CULTURAL HERITAGE IN TIMES OF CRISIS:

Sagger raku pot by Ramon Camarillo, porcelain, 2015.  
From the Bishkek Art in Embassies Collection.

White painted amphora, Cypro-Geometric III, 9th century BCE.  
From the Nicosia Heritage Collection.

“He, She, and Honor Dancin’“ by Sam English, screenprint, ca. 1990.  
From the Port Moresby Heritage Collection.

Bust of George Washington, after Jean-Antoine Houdon, faux bronze plaster,  
undated. From the London Heritage Collection.

Twin pedestal desk, oak and marquetry, late 19th century. From the Jerusalem  
Heritage Collection.

Bokhara rug, date and provenance unknown. Previously in Damascus. From the  
Amman Heritage Collection. 

“La Ana Illa Ana” (There Is No ‘I’ But ‘I’) by Kamal Boullata, silkscreen, undated. From 
the Amman Heritage Collection.

Viking longship model, silver, ca. 1964. Commemorating the first Leif Eriksson Day, 
1964. From the Oslo Heritage Collection.

Austrian/German secretaire bookcase, maple and walnut, ca. 18th century. From the 
Budapest Heritage Collection.

INCLUDED IN SAFEGUARDING HERITAGE ITEMS DURING EVENTS:

Great Seal Parang Rusak by Iwan Tirta, framed batik, undated. From the Jakarta  
Heritage Collection.

Dining room at Byne House, U.S. Embassy Madrid Deputy Chief of Mission Residence.  
Madrid, Spain.

Spanish frailero armchair, walnut and 16th-century foliate needlework, ca. 1700.  
From the Madrid Heritage Collection.

Austrian/German secretaire bookcase, maple and walnut, ca. 18th century. From the 
Budapest Heritage Collection.

Pontalba Salon at Hôtel de Rothschild, U.S. Embassy Paris Ambassador’s Residence,  
1852 (with 18th-century lacquer paneling). Paris, France.

Grand staircase at Palacio Bosch, U.S. Embassy Buenos Aires Ambassador’s Residence, 
1912. Buenos Aires, Argentina.



Condition Report Template

OBJECT TOMBSTONE INFORMATION IMAGE/DRAWING

Type of Object:

STRUCTURE

Structural instability
Fragmentation (broken or detached elements)
Cracking
Spalling
Losses
Holes
Tears/ creases
Loose elements 
Displacement/ misalignment/ planar distortion
Deformation/ hysteresis/ cockling
Open, separating, or otherwise deteriorated joints
Failing joins, welds, seams, etc.
Corrosion/ bronze disease
Moisture damage
Infestation/ insect damage
Vegetation (plant growth)
Loose/ failing/ missing anchors or mount hardware
Failing/ inappropriate previous repairs
Other (describe)

Comments on condition: (include comments on evidence of past restoration/conservation)

Recommendations: (include recommendations for treatment, packing, storage, etc.) 

Additional photographs, sketches, diagrams:  

SURFACE

Atmospheric soiling, dirt, grime, dust
Flaking/ scaling/ tenting
Superficial/hairline cracking
Surface erosion
Scratches/ scuffs/ abrasion
Disaggregation/ friability/ powdering
Impact damage (gouges, dents, etc.)
Staining (extrinsic or intrinsic)/ crocking
Light damage/ fading
Discoloration/ blanching
Accretions (gum, guano, paint splatters, etc.)
Overpainting
Efflorescence (salt blooms)
Biodeterioration (fungal/mold or algal growth)
Graffiti/ vandalism
Missing hardware
Superficial corrosion/ tarnish
Animal, bird, or insect nests 
Polish residue
Trash or other debris
Other (describe)

Object Title: 

Tag Number:

Date/Period/Origin/Style:

Dimension: 

Examined By: (name of individual or company)

Project:

General comments:  
(include comments on placement, features/suitability of location, functionality if in use, aesthetics, etc.) 

Description:

Material(s):

Location: (i.e. buidling, floor, room, etc.)

GENERAL CONDITION: 

Excellent – object’s aesthetic and structural 
integrity are well intact

Good – object has sustained minor superficial 
damage but maintains its structural integrity 

Fair – object exhibits superficial damage and mild 
to moderate structural instability

Poor – object exhibits moderate to severe 
superficial and structural damage

CONSERVATION PRIORITY:   

1   urgent, object at risk 
2   structural stabilization required
3   surface stabilization required
4   stable but cosmetic improvements recommended
5   no treatment needed at this time

Assessor: (name and title)

Date:

Assessor: (name and title)

Date: 
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