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Letters

Archivists left in the lurch

“Putting it on paper permanently” (SN:
9/6/86, p. 153) gave the reader a very negative
view of the archival capability of magnetic re-
cording. My reading of the report from the
National Academy of Sciences does not sup-
port the statement that “magnetic tapes
themselves last only 10 to 20 years.” My own
experience belies that statement. Iron oxide
is stable, film base is stable and the binder is
stable, as the report states.

What is not stable is the equipment tech-
nology. Recording density continually ad-
vances, pushing out old equipment to make
way for better. This can leave the archivist in
the lurch. This may not happen if, for the ar-
chival applications, we choose a standard and
stay with it for a predetermined period, in-
stead of leaping to the next innovation. After
all, we have stayed with paper for 200 years.
We do not store data on paper at its ultimate
capability of 100 line pairs/mm; rather we stay
at a comfortable and adequate 8-10 line pairs/
mm. So with magnetic tape we might reason-
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ably stay with, say, 10 million bits/square inch
(156,000 8-bit-bytes), which represents a real
density compression of about 1,500 to 1 of the
printing in SCIENCE NEWS.

Since tape is typically less than half the
thickness of paper, but written only on one
side, this represents the ability to volume
compress by 1,500: 1 also.

Allwe will need, then, is to obtain an under-
taking from one or two large companies in the
magnetic recording business to provide dura-
ble equipment that will be supported for ar-
chival time spans.

R.J. McClure
San Diego, Calif.

Correction: “CO,: An additional source of meth-
ane?” (SN:9/6/86,p. 150) may have implied that
all increases in agricultural yields since the In-
dustrial Revolution have been due to fertiliza-
tion from carbon dioxide. In fact, only about 8 to
12 percent of increased yields may be due to this
effect, according to Boyd Strain, a botanist at
Duke University in Durham, N.C.
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