           RELIGIOUS ARCHIVES GROUP 
Guidance to trustees on the disposal by charitable bodies of archives, manuscripts and related material
· Charitable bodies which enjoy the privileged legal status and financial benefits conferred by registration with one of the statutory charity regulators (Charity Commission for England and Wales, Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator, Charity Commission for Northern Ireland) are subject to a greater degree of scrutiny than many other bodies. It is likely to cause reputational damage if they dispose of any heritage assets under their control in a manner which is not transparent and accountable. This includes any archives, manuscripts, historic photographs, audio-visual records, digital files or other records which may be defined as documents of continuing value on account of their long-term evidential or aesthetic interest. These may have been created by the charity itself or their ownership acquired as a result of gifts, legacies or other legal transfers. Such action, if taken without due diligence and consultation, may result in adverse media coverage, and undermine public support.
· Most religious or religiously-affiliated bodies, apart from the very smallest, now enjoy such charitable status. Where their historical records or related items are subject to disposal, it is in their wider interest that best practice is followed. 
· The interests of benefactors (and their descendants) and funding bodies who have donated or grant-aided the acquisition, cataloguing, conservation or digitization of such material may also be engaged. It is recommended that they should be consulted where appropriate. It may further be advisable to consult other stakeholder bodies, such as representative user groups.
· Charities should be aware of the purposes for which their assets are held and take all responsible steps, including seeking expert advice where necessary, when embarking on any actions which may be contentious in respect of archival assets. There are charities of a religious nature which will have an obligation to preserve material for public access and where that is the case they may require authority from the Charity Commission before proceeding with a disposal. This could involve a scheme from them which may involve public consultation. Where part of a charity’s permanent endowment consists of archival or documentary assets, the Charity Commission’s permission will, in many cases, be required before their disposal. Further guidance can be found at: http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20111027155138/http:/www.charity-commission.gov.uk/Manage_your_charity/csd1347a.aspx.
· Where disposal becomes necessary for the long-term care of archival or other manuscript or cognate material, the presumption should be in favour of its transfer, as a gift or a loan, to another body which can provide public access and professional care in line with national archival standards, unless there is a legal requirement to the contrary. The National Archives has published guidance on deposits of archival material at: 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/loanagreement.pdf.
· Local record offices may be able to assist with general advice to charitable organisations in their locality where they are unsure about what material in their custody may be historically significant and ought to be permanently preserved or would be suitable for deposit with these offices. Addresses of record offices are available at: www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon/.
· In order to avoid damage to the integrity or well-being of archival material, and the reputational damage associated with inappropriate disposal, it is recommended that advice should be taken from competent bodies in the field such as The National Archives (or its equivalent bodies in home countries of the United Kingdom). The Religious Archives Group (RAG), through its officers, is always willing to be consulted on such issues and can put religiously inspired or affiliated charities facing disposal of their archives in touch with relevant expert bodies or provide advice itself, as appropriate. Taking impartial expert advice will enable charity trustees to demonstrate that they have carried out their duties properly, particularly when taking potentially controversial decisions, in accordance with Charity Commission guidance available at
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/publications/cc3.aspx.
· It is recommended that the auction of archives and manuscripts owned by a registered charity is avoided wherever possible. When material is divided into lots, it damages the integrity and evidential value of records which have been created by the originating body or have added value as part of a collection which has been assembled by an individual, family or institution. Where sale rather than deposit on loan elsewhere becomes the only viable option, after taking impartial expert advice, a private treaty sale to a public institution within the UK on the basis of an independent expert valuation is the option most likely to preserve the material intact and ongoing public access to it.
Explanatory note
None of this advice is intended to preclude the management of charity records by professional records managers or other information professionals to identify material of permanent evidential value and to remove material which is not required for retention as it passes out of current administrative use. Smaller bodies without access to such professional staff are urged to seek guidance from central faith bodies which in a number of instances have published guidance or procedures in place to deal with such issues. References to some guidance can be found at http://religiousarchivesgroup.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/. 
· Any question about the interpretation of this guidance should be referred to the Religious Archives Group’s committee, via its Chair. See: http://religiousarchivesgroup.org.uk/contact-us/. The Group cannot give legal advice and this memorandum should be interpreted as a statement of best archival practice.
