
 

ADVICE SHEET 
 
What is environmental monitoring? 

 

 
Introduction 
 
This factsheet introduces the basics of environmental monitoring in museums, explaining 
what it is and why it is so important. 
 
Why do we monitor the museum environment? 
 
There are two main reasons for monitoring the museum environment. First, monitoring 
helps us plan how to control the environment to provide conditions that help preserve 
collections.  
 
Second, if we suspect that there might be a problem with the environment in the museum 
that is leading to damage of collections, monitoring can help us find out what the problem 
might be. In summary, environmental monitoring is used in two main ways: 
 
1. In environmental management to help ensure that the museum environment is helping 
to preserve collections. 
2. If it is suspected that there are environmental problems, monitoring can be used 
diagnostically to help find out why. 
 
What is monitoring? 
 
Monitoring means to keep records over time so that planning for the future is possible. 
 

 



 
Environmental monitoring in a museum follows the same monitoring process, but the 
readings that we take and the records we keep relate to the museum environment. The 
museum environment is the climate inside the museum building and this can be made up of 
several different factors. 
 
What is monitored? 
 
The important environmental factors in museums are light, ultra-violet radiation, moisture in 
the air (humidity), temperature, pests and pollution. Related Museums Galleries Scotland 
factsheets discuss each of these environmental factors, and the effects they have on 
collections, in more detail. 
 
Some of these factors are easier to monitor than others. All museum organisations aim to 
monitor the basic environmental factors of light, temperature, humidity and pests 
themselves. Other factors, like pollution or UV-radiation might need equipment that is too 
sophisticated or expensive for many organisations. Sometimes it makes sense to borrow 
equipment, such as a UV-meter, and carry out a monitoring programme using it. 
 
In some cases, for example in the case of pollution monitoring, it is usual to employ a 
consultant to carry out a monitoring programme on your behalf. 
 

 
 
The practicalities of monitoring the factors of temperature, relative humidity, light and 
ultraviolet radiation are explained in two related Museums Galleries Scotland factsheets. For 
information on the specialist services of pollution and micro-organism monitoring, contact a 
conservator. 
 
Information and advice on pest monitoring and control is explained very clearly in the 
Museums & Galleries Commission (now MLA) publication Integrated Pest Management. 



What environment are we aiming for? 
 
Monitoring only becomes useful to us when we know what we are aiming to achieve. 
This means understanding the environmental needs of our collections: knowing what we 
need to achieve and what we would ideally like to achieve. There is a series of booklets, 
Standards in the Museum Care of Collections, originally published by the Museums and 
Galleries Commission now Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA), that detail the 
range of environments suitable for a variety of collections. These booklets range from 
archaeological material to natural history specimens and can be downloaded free from 
Collections Link website. The Museums Galleries Scotland factsheets Temperature and 
Humidity and Conservation and Lighting also include these recommendations. 
 
Low levels of pest activity and minimal pollution are also required. There are no existing 
standards for museums in these areas and generally we aim for an absence of both pests and 
pollution. Monitoring of both these factors aims to assess if the preventive measures that 
have been taken are effective. 
 
How to get started 
 
There are many other sources of information and advice available for anyone interested in 
starting or improving their environmental monitoring programme. 
 
It is also worth talking to others who have already got an environmental monitoring 
programme in place. They may be able to help you when it comes to choosing equipment to 
suit your needs and may be able to show you how their programme works. 
 
Further information and advice 
 
This is one of a series of advice sheets produced by Museums Galleries Scotland on common 
collections care and preventive conservation issues. For more details, signposting to further 
sources of advice or information on how to contact a conservator, see our website at: 
www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk 
 
Selected reading 
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