Archives for Beginners

2. Collecting and Keeping

The first question to ask is, should we be keeping archives at all?

Records may need to be kept for legal or business reasons, to record accountability and decisions taken.  But this need not entail establishing a historical archive.  Often the best decision to contact your local record office or denominational repository with a view to depositing non-current records there.  Indeed some religious bodies encourage this. 

Assuming the institution does wish to create an archive, you need to have an explanation and a rationale for keeping the archives that will explain their importance and use, and justify the expenditure of time and money on them.

It is important to understand that the decision cannot and should not be taken by in isolation by the archivist, librarian, curator or any interested individual, however committed.  It must have the explicit support of the governing body of the institution.  This must be more than just a simple minute; it must include provision for the archives to have a clear reporting line to the management of the institution or organization, with clear responsibilities defined and regular reporting procedures. This will be particularly important when it comes to preparing policies and plans to regulate and inform the direction the archive will take.
Archives are not automatically self-selecting.  It is people who decide what is worthy of permanent preservation, and what can be discarded.   For religious archives in particular, the archivist's objective must be to create and maintain a sustainable archive that reflects the activities and history of the faith tradition.  The archivist's role therefore is to
· Select records of permanent value for the organization;

· Maintain a comprehensive record of the organization over the generations;

· Ensure the records are accessible to the organization and researchers;

· Make the best use of the available resources.

The National Archives has drafted some general information in ‘Archival Principles and Practice: an introduction to archivists for non-archivists’ for institutions and people who own or look after archive material
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/archive-principles-and-practice-an-introduction-to-archives-for-non-archivists.pdf
The archivist's first responsibility is to the archives.  He or she has a duty to retain the integrity of archives and allow documents to be used impartially.  Furthermore, this responsibility extends into the future.  Archives serve generations to come – those who want to look at the historical records long after we are all dead - as well as those who come now.  

 
Collecting Policy
To ensure sustainability and integrity in your archives, it is important to have a Collecting Policy that sets out the reasons why your organization is collecting material created by its administration, recording its pastoral activities and documenting the activities of members in performing their religious practices.  Such a policy should be rooted in the reasons your institution has committed itself to retain an archive, and formally adopted by the governing body to indicate that the archive has official support and authority behind it. 

 
The advantages of a Collecting Policy are that it:

· Defines the scope and content of the collection.
· Supports the aims and objectives of your organization.
· Provides an objective framework for consistent decision making.
· Helps to focus resources in selected areas.
· Guides potential donors, staff and users as to what material is being acquired.
· Creates criteria that can support the refusal of unwanted material.
· Helps to prevent overlapping acquisitions by other repositories.
What should be in a Collecting Policy? 

Practically speaking, it should cover

•
what the archive is obliged to take in (for example, internal records of the organisation)

•
what it aims particularly to acquire (this might refer to enhancing existing strengths, broadening existing areas, or collecting neglected material 

•
terms of acquisition: transfer/donation/deposit/ fixed term loan/purchase

•
what formats will be accepted/not accepted.  

•
the requirement for those offering archives to have valid title of ownership and right of transfer.
What should a collecting policy contain?  See
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/archives/archive-collection-policy.pdf
It might be useful also to refer explicitly material not to be acquired.  Grounds for declining archives might include:

•
content - material not meeting collecting criteria or of insufficient interest or originality 

•
material that would normally be acquired by other archive repositories

•
format - archives of a specialist nature requiring skills or equipment to access; art; artefacts

•
uniqueness - e.g. copies or facsimiles, printed material

•
legal access - e.g. archives that would require a long closure period

•
capacity - e.g. collections that would require a disproportionate amount of space or cataloguing for anticipated use

•
condition - archives in poor condition that would require a disproportionate amount of resources to render fit for access
Information to collect
Key general information
The nature of the faith tradition followed by the organisation, date of its establishment, date of the establishment of an associated place of worship and changes over time (Baptist Chapel to Pentecostal Church, for example), major events in organizational history, such as a move to new premises and reference to prominent members (whether clerical or lay) associated with the organisation.

General description of the archive
Record as far as possible, the quantity of the collection, the format and languages of the material as well as how it is arranged physically and intellectually. Details of any available supplementary finding aids such as card indexes should be included with any published histories of the institution.
Records to keep
Depending on your Collecting Policy you can draw up a list of categories of records which have legal, business and historical significance and should be retained for the archive, including nowadays those created and stored electronically.   Looking at activities of the organization, you might list
Governance
Minutes of governing bodies

Trust deeds

Constitution

Charity Commission schemes of management

Annual reports

Membership records

Correspondence of the church authorities

Worship and teaching
Sermons (recorded and written)

Service registers for marriages, baptisms and funerals

Registrar-general’s marriage registers (where a church is licensed to conduct marriages)
Service sheets

Sunday School or other records of religious instruction
Records of life events (such as ceremonies to mark birth, coming of age and death)

Pastoral advice

Visitors’ books

Finance and resources
Annual accounts

Trust accounts

Fundraising appeal accounts and literature

Property
Deeds

Tenders, specifications, architectural plans and drawings, photographs relating to major projects, such as new buildings and extensions.
Inventories

Logbooks

Correspondence

Library accession registers

Charities
Trustees’ accounts

Annual accounts

Staff
Personnel files for key members of staff

Publications
Newsletters and magazines

Press releases

Invitation cards for events

Records of festivals and special events including invitation cards and other publicity material

Calendars

Scrapbooks and newspaper cuttings

Personal papers
The vulnerability of personal papers of religious figures was one of the concerns identified in the Religious Archives Survey in 2010 and there are confidentiality issues, but they are important in capturing the personal experience of faith.  Typically they include:
Diaries

Correspondence, including e-mails

Sermons

Study notes

Photographs

Newspaper cuttings

Digital media

  
Appraisal

The skill of appraisal of records is a combination of broad analytical knowledge of the administration, history, liturgies, personalities and traditions of your faith group and the sensitivity to identify to sources that may provide illuminating material about how the faith was organized and practiced and even insights in the personal experience of religious belief.

Newsletters and scrapbooks are often more evocative of and informative about a congregation’s corporate life than committee minutes.

Some material may not be of permanent value, containing little or no evidential worth. Your judgment supported by professional archival guidance, your knowledge of the organisation and its traditions will be crucial identifying significant material that might be missed by outside professionals.  As for multiple copies of publications, invoices, duplicate copies of minutes and fading photocopies, discover the joys of recycling them!
An archive schema for records created by a Mosque, created by The National Archives: 
http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/boh/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/National-Archives-Archiving-Guidance-for-Mosques.pdf
Retention schedules
As you will notice, much of the archive will be composed of administrative records of the organization.  These are, of course, ongoing.  So there needs to be a relationship, therefore, between the creation and maintenance of current records and the transfer of some of those records into the archive once they have ceased to be current. 

Good record-keeping is important to any institution, not only for the conduct of business but because it demonstrates the organization’s wider accountability to society in relation to its activities and reflects its complexity and diversity. 

However, only a relatively small proportion of the administrative records will be suitable for permanent preservation as part of the archive and without proper organization and management, the sheer volume of records (in whatever format) can easily become overwhelming.  Paper piles up, emails accumulate.  Drafts and redrafts of word-processed documents can produce version after version while the simple process of keeping incoming circulars, leaflets, receipts and invoices can produce a veritable Everest of stuff.
Many areas of an organisation's activity are potentially subject to external regulation, for example in areas of child protection, finance, and planning regulations, which makes it essential to maintain proper records.  Good record-keeping, particularly in these areas, demonstrates the organisation’s wider accountability to society in relation to its activities and reflects its contribution to the wider good. 

It is important therefore to know what records are being created and held by your organization and to have a mechanism for managing them, and the best way of doing this is to develop a retention schedule.

The retention schedule is a listing of all the categories of records created, received or collected by an organization, often arranged as a table, which gives a generic description of the material and its retention status, detailing when the material can leave current records management and either be destroyed or transferred to the archive.  It may also ideally identify who is responsible for the action. 
A retention schedule is not an archive list. It will include categories that will be destroyed, for instance invoices and records that might be retained only as long as there is business use for them. However, it is invaluable tool for establishing the categories of records being created and managing their disposal or transfer to the archives. At a congregational level it need not be a daunting either in size or complexity.
The factors that will determine the retention of a category of records include:
· The administrative requirements of the organization, such as the minutes of the governing body;
· The legal requirement of the law, such as the need for charitable bodies to produce accounts and annual reports, and marriage registers for those places of worship licensed to conduct marriages;
· The historical and theological significance of the material for the faith community as witness to its liturgy, teachings and community activities.
Records that are not selected for permanent preservation should be destroyed when no longer required.  If they contain sensitive or confidential material these should be destroyed securely, for example, shredded.

The Charity Commission for England and Wales, in association with the accountants Buzzacott, has published ‘Retention of Accounting Records’ a sample schedule that can help you to appraise your current administrative and financial records and develop your own records retention schedule for these categories of records. 
http://www.buzzacott.co.uk/insights/retention-of-accounting-records-(1)
 Data Protection
Not all archive material is suitable for immediate access. If documents contain personal data about living people or information, they will be subject to the 1998 Data Protection Act.   The Act protects the rights of living individuals ('data subjects') by ensuring the privacy of sensitive personal data is respected. This covers areas such as the racial or ethnic origin of the data subject, their political opinions and religious or similar beliefs; their health; and the commission or alleged commission by them of any offence.  This information may, of course, already be in the public domain; there is little point in restricting information that shows that the Bishop of Barchester is an Anglican!
There are eight data protection principles including two that appear quite hostile to the retention of archives. 

Principle 2 states that personal date be obtained only for specified lawful purposes and not be further processed in any manner incompatible with purposes stated.

Principle 5 states such data should be kept no longer than the purpose notified.
However, the Act does allow personal data to be retained for research purposes as long as the data is not used to support actions or decisions concerning the data subjects and that the data is not processed to cause damage or distress to the data subject. 

Information on the Data Protection Act can be found on the website of the Information Commissioner: HYPERLINK ""  http://www.ico.org.uk/for_organisations/data_protection
Where necessary, archivists can respond to the requirements of the Act in the following ways:
Anonymisation of the data

This is particularly the case with electronic data (as it is easier to do in bulk for structured data sets).  So, a series of case files in an e-case management system could be exported in anonymized format as an archive data set, rather than auto-deleted at the end of their retention date.  Thus, for example, preserving a record of the work of a religious charity for its beneficiaries.

Closure periods

There are categories of records in the archive collection that should not be produced for the researcher and these are subject to closure periods on data protection of sensitivity grounds. A typical example would be personnel or medical case files being closed for 75 or 100 years after the death of the data subject.

Confidentiality agreements

In some cases it is permissible for a researcher to receive conditional access to a restricted series of historical records in return for signing an agreement not to reveal the identities of individuals by the redaction of the data in its published form.

In conjunction with the Archives and Records Association, the Records Management Society and The National Archives has produced a code of practice on how archivists handle data protection in the course of their work:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/dp-code-of-practice.pdf
Copyright
Copyright gives the creator of a work certain rights over its reproduction, distribution and use.  These need to be taken into account, for electronic as well as paper records.  
The key point to bear in mind is that physical ownership of a document does not equate to ownership of copyright in that document.  Copyright remains in the ownership of the author or creator, or their heirs, until the copyright expires. Once copyright has expired, permission is not required for any of these activities.  

Copyright is automatic. It does not need to be claimed or asserted, though it is sometimes helpful to indicate this as a reminder.

The rules governing copyright are complex.  They vary according to the type of output, when it was created, and whether or not the creator is known.   Copyright material can be accessed for private study or research for a non-commercial purpose, criticism or review.  Research for a non-commercial purpose includes academic research, but not publishing the results.
Digitization of a fragile item for preservation purposes is acceptable, but digitization for publication (online) is not if it breaches copyright without permission having been obtained.
General advice on copyright is published on The National Archive website:

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/copyright-related-rights.pdf

Accessioning
All archives need to record essential information about their holdings.  The archivist or records manager needs to be able to answer elementary questions such as who gave these archives?  When?  Were they in fact given or just left, status undefined?  Who has copyright? And so on.
All discrete collections and all new material should be accessioned, that is, its entry into the archive recorded and certain information noted.  This information should include:
•
An Accession number: a unique identifying number

•
Date of accession

•
The depositor, with contact details

•
The creator (unless the same as the depositor, with contact details

•
Format (to identify specialist storage requirements and preservation issues)
•
Description: overview of the scope of contents

•
Approximate date range of records

•
Related records, does this accession add to an earlier deposit?

•
The quantity on receipt 

•
The nature of the transfer, with any agreed conditions of access or disposal

•
Name of archivist recording the information

•
Date information recorded

Then the material should be recorded in a Accessions Register and a receipt issued based on this information.  In some cases the accession may have to be done retrospectively.  Although this can be a chore, the information is important as it will allow you to maintain a record of provenance (where the material came from) and track progress on processing the material through arrangement and description. 
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