


Planning for Disaster 
and Recovery

Compile a Contact List
• It should include every employee’s name,

home phone number, and cell phone
number, along with the names and
numbers of the libraries’ parent
organization point people. 

• It should be readily available within the
library and at the homes of librarians.

• If possible, store the list in a cell phone
or BlackBerry.

Establish Secure E-mail Accounts
• E-mail accounts should be set up with 

a company whose servers are located 
in a geographic region that is different
from your library.

• Utilize personal e-mail accounts; do not
set up a “disaster only” account, which
may be forgotten about.

• Consider sending text messages in
addition to e-mail.

Backup Your Data
• Employ remote backup: software on 

the server automatically transfers data 
to servers in a different location.

• If you don’t have control over your
backup system, lobby your IT
department now to ensure that restoring
library functions is a priority.

• Contact your vendors now to set up a
password access that can be used when
IP access is untenable.

Build an Emergency Web Site
• Make sure it is located on a server far,

far away.

• Invest in a content management system
that allows you to control the Web site
from remote locations.

• Include content that’s helpful in an
emergency, such as a disaster handbook,
your contact lists, the names and phones
numbers of all of your vendors’
salespeople, lists of titles from each
vendor, etc.

server with Apache 1.13.19 or above,
MySQL 2.3 or above, and PHP 4.2 or
above. You can lease space with a
commercial service provider for as little as
$8 a month. Just make sure that the server
is in a different region of the country from
your library. 

Many hosting companies have simple
procedures in place for downloading
Joomla! After that, a few simple security
changes are needed before you can begin
modifying the new software to fit your 
own needs. Two free templates are included
with the download; a number of companies
offer a wide array of flashy templates for
around $30 to $40 dollars. 

On the front side, Joomla! gives you an
easy-to-build Web site with a public and a
private face. If you wish, you can have a
“member” portion, with a visible login area.
Users attempting to see private information
get a message that they are not authorized
to see the resource. Or, you can set
parameters so that visitors only see public
information and have no idea that a private
area exists. Registration for the site can be
either open to all or by private invitation
only. The administrator can decide which 
is better.

Joomla! allows the super administrator
to establish a class system for the registered
users or to bar select users from the Web
site altogether. Naturally, the class system 
is hierarchical. Mere registered users can
read all of the published material on a
Joomla! Web site, but nothing else. An
author (one level up) can submit his or her
own material for publication. An editor
(one more level up) can edit someone else’s
work. A publisher (yet another level up) 
can publish the edited work. And so it goes.
A whole library staff can be assigned 
class levels that mirror their actual jobs.

What information would you like to
have handy that is accessible to whoever
you name and fully editable from anywhere
in the world? How about the names and

phones numbers of all of
your vendors’ salespeople?
Lists of titles from each
vendor? (No, the West
folks cannot give you a list
of their own titles to which
you subscribe.) A disaster
handbook?

Following a library
disruption event, it is important to open
and maintain clear communication
channels to vendors. Why? After Katrina,
vendors were the only people less aware 
of the situation in New Orleans than the
Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA). They continued to send
shipments to libraries located in the city,
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that restoring library functions is a priority.
How do you transition to remote

backup? A Google search on remote backup
yields a plethora of companies offering the
service. Some are well-known, some are
cheap, and some even have a catchy name.
For the few dollars a month it costs, remote
backup is well worth the investment. 

But what about the other remote
problem, you may ask? Libraries may
provide database access to patrons via IP
address. This limits access by requiring the
patron to be within the library or building.
In the event of a disaster, this may curtail
access to that database. Contact your 
vendor now in order to set up a password
access that can be used when IP access is
untenable. HeinOnline, for example, 
will gladly do this.

Consider Building a Web Site
What happens if the disaster “event” is
external to your library? What happens if
patrons or employees cannot get to your
library? A snowstorm or flu epidemic could
hamper library operations as much as a
steam pipe explosion. Who would handle
telephone and e-mail inquiries if no
employee is at the library? 

The person handling interlibrary loan
(ILL) requests could use any computer
anywhere to submit requests, but could
patrons submit their ILL requests to her? 
If there is an online form for ILL requests,
do you have to be at the library to access
the results? (Innovative Interfaces
interlibrary loan module can be configured
for remote access, says Carol Watson,
associate director for information
technology at the University of Georgia Law
Library in Athens.) How would you contact
vendors if employees are stuck at home?

During a major disaster, you may
actually feel like Darth Vader just lopped
you in half. For those librarians who are
fortunate enough to have the support of 
an intelligent, efficient, far-sighted, 
well-funded, hard-
working, stand-up IT
department, that
feeling may be short-
lived. For the rest of
us, however, we may
just end up laying
there like a pile of
Obi-Wan’s old
clothes. 

Even if you didn’t have the foresight 
to buy Polaroid at 6 ½, there is hope. I just
want to say one word to you, just one word.
Are you listening? Joomla!

Joomla! is a powerful open source
content management system. And, it’s free:
www.joomla.org. All you need is a host

Boy, if life were

only like this!

Woody Allen, Annie Hall

“
”
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even though they could not be delivered.
The shipments were either returned to
sender or wound up in limbo. (In one
instance, because of a
phone call from a
displaced faculty member,
a major vendor began
sending everything to an
apartment in New York
City.) 

Returned books and
bills resulted in cancelled
subscriptions. Some
vendors do not maintain
lists of cancellations for individual libraries.
This was especially true of those vendors
located in foreign countries. If vendors were
unaware of the plight of New Orleans after
the worst natural disaster to hit the country,
how could they possibly discover whatever
may befall your library?

Do you need to send timely updates?
With Joomla! one can send mass e-mails 
to chosen groups. This feature could be

particularly useful to
alert patrons, students,
or clients to the new
Web site.

The real benefit of
content management
software like Joomla! is
that it allows librarians
to communicate
without being limited
by a fixed location or

set phone numbers or e-mail addresses.
Librarians should seriously consider building
a Web site, located on a server far, far away,
that utilizes content management software.
Joomla! is one of a number of free packages
that could be employed. 

We have all become accustomed to 21st

century communications, but those abilities
are often tied down to a bricks and mortar
location. An independent Web site,
“provisioned” for an emergency, frees
librarians to continue functioning, although
at a reduced level, even when access to their
library is limited.

As information professionals, we 
should all be planning for continuous
communications capabilities. But we don’t.
We rely on others to do that. If we librarians,
as information professionals, do not make
these plans, then who will? Katrina taught us
that the folks in charge of disaster planning,
despite doing a “heckuva job,” were totally
unprepared. It also taught us that we had to
rely on ourselves to get by. ■

Francis X. Norton, Jr. (fxnorton@loyno.
edu) is a reference librarian and associate
professor at the Loyola University College 
of Law Library in New Orleans.

Remember, the

light at the end 

of the tunnel 

may be you.

Steven Tyler, Get a Grip

“
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