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Case Study

State Government and Statewide
Archival Affairs: New York as a
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Abstract: This article seeks to provoke discussion and analysis of the role of state gov-
ernments in archival activities beyond the records of state government. Should the state
regularly assess archival conditions, report on them, and recommend action to address key
needs? Should states provide financial and technical assistance to archives in local gov-
ernments and in programs in the not-for-profit sector? Should the state coordinate public
awareness campaigns and educational programs statewide? What should be the scope and
the methods of state programs, who should decide, and how? The article draws on New
York as an example of how such state programs might be developed and as a basis for
discussion of their appropriateness. A final section considers potential roles for all state
governments.
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THIS ARTICLE IS FIRST OF ALL a case study
of a state government that, during recent
years, has actively promoted the improve-
ment of archival conditions statewide. This
effort has included the creation of programs
and policies whereby state government will
play a broad, continuing role in archival
affairs beyond its core responsibility for the
records of state government. The article de-
scribes both the programs that have been
developed and the strategies used to bring
them about, e.g., assessment and planning,
public awareness, coalition building, leg-
islative and funding advocacy, regionali-
zation, and others. A final section of the
article presents suggestions for the state-
wide archival activities of state govern-
ments in the United States. The chief goal
overall is to provoke discussion of the ap-
propriate archival roles of state govern-
ment, an issue that has not been considered
carefully by the archival community or by
state government.

New York is offered as a case study for
several reasons: It has experienced consid-
erable change in archival affairs, especially
in the role of the state government; this
change has been characterized by an activ-
ist stance by the state archival agency; this
activist role appears to have had the support
of most members of the archival commu-
nity; and there was considerable discussion
of the role of the state as part of the prep-
aration of reports and recommendations re-
garding archival and records issues. Most
of all, however, the Empire State is a use-
ful test case because by 1990, statutes, ex-
ecutive orders, agency reorganizations,
formally adopted plans, and several major
programs reflected these developments and
made a broad, activist state role in archival
affairs highly likely for the foreseeable fu-
ture.

New York in 1980

In 1980, the New York State Archives
was still in its infancy. A statute calling for

the creation of a separate state archives in
the State Education Department was adopted
only in 1971. It was not until 1975 that a
first state archivist, Edward Weldon, was
appointed by the associate commissioner for
cultural education, an office that then in-
cluded the New York State Library, State
Museum, and Office of State History. There
was no other professional staff, except for
several records analysts in a local records
unit transferred to the state archives from
the Office of State History when the latter
was abolished in 1976.1 Indeed, in 1977 a
National Historical Publications and Rec-
ords Commission (NHPRC) grant of
$13,967 was obtained, "to sustain on an
emergency basis for four months temporary
personnel" to enable the archives to co-
operate with the Office of General Services
in a survey of records in state agencies.2 It
was only in 1978, chiefly due to interest
from the office of the majority leader of the
state senate, that the State Education De-
partment was assigned funds for several
permanent archivist and support positions.3

'Since 1911, state law had assigned certain regu-
latory responsibilities for local government records to
the State Education Department, especially review and
approval of local government requests to dispose of
records. During certain periods the department had
accessioned small bodies of local government records
judged to have high historical value. In the mid-sev-
enties, the local records unit was promulgating stan-
dard disposition schedules for records relating to most
types of records managed by the major kinds of local
governments. The unit also advised local governments
on the design of fireproof vaults, microfilm systems,
and indexing of official minutes. Given the emphasis
on records disposition, it seemed appropriate to trans-
fer the unit to the new state archives.

2The Office of General Services had statutory re-
sponsibility for the state records management pro-
gram. It coordinated the records disposition review
process and operated the State Records Center. As
with local government records, approval of the State
Education Department was required for the disposi-
tion of state government records. This responsibility
had been carried out in the department by the Office
of State History but was transferred to the new state
archives.

3 This political interest, in addition to a resolution
to remove the state archives from the State Education
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Despite a lack of resources and consid-
erable turnover among initial staff, some
of whom lacked archival training or expe-
rience, Weldon and his colleagues took
several farsighted steps during the late
1970s.4 Participation in the survey of agency
records, for example, provided a key tool
for identifying and subsequently accession-
ing archival records, and it gave the new
program visibility in many offices. It also
exposed the fledgling staff to the workings
of many agencies and helped them estab-
lish initial relationships with key records
custodians. As a result, the state archives
accessioned nearly 16,000 cubic feet of ar-
chival records by the end of 1981; these
were in addition to the roughly 10,000 cu-
bic feet transferred from the state library
which had previously served as the custo-
dian for state archival records. In June 1978,
the New York State Archives officially
opened for research in the new Cultural Ed-
ucation Center in the Empire State Plaza.

While struggling to develop core archi-
val functions for state government records,
the state archives also seized on the new
NHPRC records grant program to encour-
age action statewide. Governor Hugh Carey
was persuaded by the state archives to ap-
point a strong State Historical Records Ad-

visory Board and to issue an executive order
calling on it to set statewide priorities and
promote action to address them.5 The state
archivist cum state historical records co-
ordinator assigned one of the local records
analysts, Bruce Dearstyne, to help the board
establish statewide grant priorities—pre-
sumably the first-ever statewide archival
priority document.6

The coordinator and special assistant ac-
tively encouraged proposals that addressed
the priorities adopted by the board. One
major grant to Cornell University, although
not prompted by the state archives, initi-
ated a statewide collection-level survey and
guide project, the Historical Documents In-
ventory. To foster local government ar-
chives work, the board applied successfully
for NHPRC's first-ever "regrant project"
award; this enabled the board to give small
grants to up to ten local governments to
develop archival programs.

By 1980, then, New York had a still new
and small state archives.7 The actions of its
leadership and the views of the State His-
torical Records Advisory Board indicated,
however, that the new program was un-
likely to confine its activities to state gov-
ernment records. In 1980, the state archivist
accepted appointment as deputy archivist
of the United States and was succeeded, in

Department that was nearly adopted by the 1979 Gov-
ernors Conference on Libraries, helped to raise aware-
ness in the State Education Department of the need to
strengthen support for the archives.

4Among the early staff assembled by Weldon were
Bruce Dearstyne, who came to the archives when the
local records unit was transferred from the Office of
State History, and Tom Mills, who was one of the
temporary staff hired to work on the survey of agency
records. Dearstyne and Mills contributed greatly in
subsequent years to the overall development of the
state archives. In 1987, Dearstyne was appointed as-
sistant director for external programs, and Mills was
named assistant director for state records in the newly
organized State Archives and Records Administra-
tion. Although the state archives has been blessed with
an extremely strong staff, many well known in the
archival profession, the contributions of individuals
will not be highlighted in this article. Success has
nearly always been the result of group rather than
individual effort.

'Initial appointees to the advisory board included,
for example, nationally recognized leaders such as
Herbert Finch of Cornell, Shonnie Finnegan of the
State University of New York—Buffalo, and William
Rofes of IBM. Subsequent members included William
Joyce, Anne Van Camp, and Joan Warnow-Blewett.

The board revised its "State Historical Records
Plan" several times during the late 1970s. The pur-
poses of the plan, as described in the 1979 update,
were "first, to serve as a broad statement of advisable
historical records priorities, and, second, to indicate
the Board's own criteria used in evaluating applica-
tions under the NHPRC program." This process con-
tinues in the early 1990s.

The archives' staff consisted of about a dozen po-
sitions, excluding the local records unit transferred
from the Office of State History. Approximately 20,000
cubic feet of records had been accessioned by 1980,
more than half of which were transferred from the
collections of the state library.
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October 1981, by the author, who had served
for five years in Washington as the first
director of the NHPRC's Historical Rec-
ords Program.

A Decade of Development

The 1980s was a time of rapid change
for the New York State Archives—in size,
scope of mission, and even in name. By
1990, most of the foundation blocks were
in place for a strong state archival agency.
Expansion of the archives' statewide role
accompanied equally important develop-
ments regarding state government records.

State records. The chief focus of this
article is on the statewide archival role of
state government. Reviewing activities re-
lating to state government records helps to
demonstrate that statewide archival initia-
tives do not preclude vigorous efforts to
address the first responsibility of any state
archives—the records of state government
of enduring value to the state and its citi-
zens. New York is considerably closer than
it was a decade ago to the identification,
retention, sound administration, and appro-
priate accessibility of state archival rec-
ords, although a large gap remains between
capacity and need. Perhaps more relevant
here, the advances described below suggest
that New York is as close to sufficiency as
many other states that have chosen a less
active role in statewide archival affairs.

During the 1980s, the New York State
Archives accessioned approximately 25,000
cubic feet of archival records from all parts
of state government. Among the records
accessioned, all following formal ap-
praisal, are some of the most important ex-
tant state records. These records range from
nearly 2,500 cubic feet of the pre-1847 co-
lonial and state records of New York's
higher civil courts, to many records of the
construction and operation of the Erie Canal
and other state canals, to valuable records
of major social welfare and correctional
programs from their founding through re-
cent years.

Despite this voluminous influx, by 1990
the state archives had established basic
physical and intellectual control of all the
4,100 archival series in its custody. The
archives had entered series titles for all of
these into the RLIN database and into the
state library's on-line public access cata-
log, including full USMARC AMC series-
level records for more than half of them;
was near publication of a second summary
guide to holdings, listing all series, provid-
ing a history and the current scope of re-
sponsibility for each agency, and offering
other information useful to potential users;
and had issued a broad range of traditional
finding aids, including indexes, invento-
ries, and topical guides.

In 1982, the state archives created a
preservation administrator position respon-
sible for careful assessment of the preser-
vation needs of its holdings and for
coordination of all preservation activities.
This included environmental controls, rec-
ords processing and handling procedures,
operation of a well-equipped conservation
laboratory, and oversight of a micrograph-
ics program addressing both preservation
and access goals. By 1990, over 8,000 items
had been treated in the laboratory and ap-
proximately 2,000 cubic feet of records had
been microfilmed to archival standards.
Despite this systematic approach to pres-
ervation, New York's situation is typical
of state archives in that it faces a huge
backlog of preservation work. Given the
long years of New York's archival delin-
quency and the size and complexity of its
state government, the backlog is formida-
ble indeed.8

"During the 1980s, several glaring deficiencies were
addressed: Severe roof leaks were stopped, and fire
walls, fire doors, and an electronic card access se-
curity system were installed. Temperature and humid-
ity fluctuation was reduced and brought closer to levels
appropriate for preservation of archival materials.
Overall, however, environmental conditions and sys-
tems for prevention of fire-related loss remain unsat-
isfactory. Resources to support preservation treatments,
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As a result of work in appraisal and
accessioning, arrangement and description,
and preservation, research use climbed
steadily from approximately 1,200 users in
1979 to more than 17,500 in 1991. This is
far fewer than in some state archives that
hold many more state and local government
records of high interest to genealogists. In
New York, genealogists are approximately
one third of users. Another third are users
within state government. Scholars com-
prise about 20 percent, and researchers from
the legal and business communities account
for another 15 percent.

The state archives also took several ma-
jor initiatives to build understanding, co-
operation, and support. Each of these sought
a high impact on a certain segment of the
state's archival records. For example, the
state archives proposed to the Office of Court
Administration (OCA), which coordinates
New York's Unified Court System, that
OCA apply to the NHPRC for a grant for
the Court Records Disposition and Archi-
val Planning Project. The archives itself
prepared a rough draft of the proposal, which
led to a $198,000 NHPRC grant in 1983
for a "Statewide Judicial Records Dispo-
sition and Archives Development Project."
Drawing on advice from a Judicial Records
Committee, and day-to-day assistance from
state archives appraisal staff, the project
produced disposition schedules for the first
time for nearly all types of records in all

including laboratory treatments, holdings mainte-
nance, and microfilming, were insufficient to support
substantial progress against the huge backlog. Several
large preservation grants from the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities permitted preservation action
on some documents of high national research interest.
Despite these deficiencies in facilities and resources,
Howard Lowell, the author of a major national study
of preservation in state archives, observed that "Of
the states I visited, only New York seemed to have a
clear, comprehensive notion of the directions its pres-
ervation efforts must take." See Preservation Needs
in State Archives (Albany, N.Y.: National Associa-
tion of Government Archives and Records Adminis-
trators, 1986), p. 22.

types of courts statewide. A new records
disposition rule was issued by the chief ad-
ministrative judge, who also created a new
cabinet-level office and staff in OCA to co-
ordinate court records management, ar-
chives, micrographics, and law library
policies and programs statewide. Under the
new schedules, the archival records of the
higher level appellate courts, including those
of the New York State Court of Appeals
itself, are regularly transferred to the state
archives.9

As in most states, records of the legis-
lature have been a major challenge in New
York. In 1987, a member of the State His-
torical Records Advisory Board became a
key aide to the new speaker of the New
York State Assembly. Drawing on this re-
lationship, the archives proposed creation
of a Legislative Records Project, and the
speaker sponsored a $50,000 appropriation
to support a project archivist. The project
assessed a number of important legislative
records systems and proposed records dis-
position schedules or direct archival trans-
fers to a variety of offices and committees.
In 1989, the archives produced the first
Guide to Legislative Records in the State
Archives as an aid to research and as a way
to increase awareness in the state legisla-
ture. Despite these efforts, firm agreements
were not reached on disposition for many
key leadership and committee records in
the assembly, and there has been virtually
no cooperation from the New York State
Senate. Records vital to understanding leg-
islative history continue to be destroyed or
alienated from state custody without archi-
val review. As in most states, arrangements
for the archival records of legislative lead-
ership, administrative offices, and key

'See the April 1988 final report by the Office of
Court Administration, Records Management in the New
York State Unified Court System: Final Report of the
New York State Judicial Records Disposition Com-
mittee (New York: Office of Court Administration).
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committees remain incomplete or unrelia-
ble.

Progress was also modest regarding the
records of the governor and executive
chamber staff. Appraisal work by state ar-
chives staff led to the transfer of about 850
cubic feet and 200 reels of microfilm of
executive chamber files, chiefly the volu-
minous central files, at the end of the Carey
administration (1974-1982). An important
agreement was reached early in the Cuomo
administration to improve filing practices
and provide for regular microfilming of the
executive chamber central files—approxi-
mately 250 cubic feet were created per year
in the 1980s. With a modest increase in
resources secured through support from ex-
ecutive chamber staff, the archives has been
systematically microfilming most of these
records so that a high-quality microfilm set
will be available at the end of the Cuomo
administration.

On the negative side, at the end of the
Carey administration, highly important rec-
ords, including those of the governor's
counsel and secretary (his two most im-
portant advisors), were destroyed or re-
moved from state custody without archival
review, actions that appear to conform to
past practice in New York. To prevent sim-
ilar action in the future, the state archives
and the commissioner of education have
advanced recommendations and position
papers and have met several times with key
executive chamber staff. The governor has
taken no action, however, to ensure that
similar destruction or alienation will not take
place again. Executive law language on
gubernatorial records, dating from the
nineteenth century, gives the governor carte
blanche regarding executive chamber rec-
ords. This remains in effect in New York
nearly two decades after Watergate and the
Presidential Records Act and runs contrary
to the published recommendations of the
National Governors Association. A reso-
lution adopted by delegates at the 1990
Governor's Conference on Libraries and

Information Services recommended spe-
cific provisions to replace New York's out-
dated statutory language for executive
chamber records with a modern law re-
quiring appropriate disposition review and
preventing alienation of archival records
from legal custody of state government.10

Cuomo administration records legisla-
tion, promoted by the state archives, brought
major change in other areas of executive
branch records administration. In 1987, the
State Budget Bill transferred records man-
agement responsibilities from the Office of
General Services to the State Education
Department. This legislation assigned the
state archives responsibility to guide, re-
view, and ultimately approve records
analysis and disposition in all agencies, to
provide storage and retrieval for appropri-
ately scheduled inactive agency records, and
to develop training and technical assistance
to agencies on records administration. The
transfer resulted from a study carried out
by the governor's Office of Management
and Productivity (MAP); that office had been
encouraged by the archives to review the
state's records management services, which
had deteriorated in the 1970s and early
1980s. The MAP study, approved by the
Division of the Budget, recommended the
integration of archives and records man-
agement functions and creation of an "in-
ternal service account" whereby agencies
pay a fee for records management advisory
and educational services and are charged
also for records center storage and re-
trieval.11

"The inadequacies of the present statute were de-
scribed in testimony given by Stanley Katz, president
of the American Council of Learned Societies, at the
October 1990 hearing on "Archives, Unique Re-
search Resources, and the Future of New York," co-
sponsored by the Governor's Commission on Librar-
ies and the Archivists Roundtable of Metropolitan New
York.

"The state archives had initiated contact with MAP
when the latter undertook a Forms Reduction Project
early in the Cuomo administration; the archives sought
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To reflect these expanded mandates, the
state archives was reorganized in Septem-
ber 1987 as the State Archives and Records
Administration (SARA). Drawing on the
fees from services to agencies, SARA in-
creased professional records management
staff positions from two to more than 25.
This staff extensively upgraded the records
analysis and disposition process and insti-
tuted educational and technical assistance
programs; issued general records schedules
for personnel, fiscal, and administrative
records; and began a series of technical
booklets for managers in all state agencies.
Records disposition requests increased sev-
enfold during the initial three years of
SARA's records management program and
agency activity—and satisfaction—im-
proved in other records management areas
as well. Nevertheless, a huge task remains,
given the estimated 2.4 million cubic feet
of agency records, only roughly one third
of which have ever been analyzed and
scheduled. Resources must be focused in-
creasingly on "mission-critical" agency
records.12

By the end of the 1980s, the archival
community perceived the New York State
Archives and Records Administration as a
leader in addressing machine-readable rec-
ords, the major challenge now faced by all

to increase MAP's awareness of the broader aspects
of records management and its relationship to archival
administration. MAP subsequently undertook "The
Governor's Records Management Improvement Proj-
ect" with considerable advice and assistance from the
state archives. MAP also initiated a formal study of
whether the records management program should be
combined with the archival function and, if so, how
this should be accomplished. This included discus-
sions with archivists and records managers in other
states.

12For example, the quality and quantity of records
retrievals increased greatly, and agencies made in-
creasing use of SARA's storage facilities for micro-
forms and computer tapes. A summary of the first
four years of SARA's records management activities
is reported in a special Fall 1991 issue of SARA's
newsletter, For The Record.

government archives. Until 1990, this rep-
utation was based heavily on the writing
and leadership by SARA staff and on
awareness of SARA's 1988 published re-
port, A Strategic Plan for Managing and
Preserving Electronic Records in New York
State Government.,13 This report was the
formal product of a two-year "special me-
dia" project co-sponsored by the Office of
Management and Productivity and sup-
ported by the Division of the Budget. The
project identified many important elec-
tronic records systems in state agencies,
examined several major systems in detail,
and concluded that approximately 35 per-
cent of the estimated 1,000-plus large, cen-
tralized electronic records systems needed
careful appraisal because of the potential
archival value of some of the information
in them. After delays due to recruitment
and to organizational and support issues,
SARA in 1990 created a Center for Elec-
tronic Records (CER) to give more prom-
inence to, and to concentrate resources on,
this crucial activity. Center staff members
are accessioning electronic archival rec-
ords, working directly with agencies on
electronic records issues, and drawing on
advice and support from a strong CER Ad-
visory Committee of knowledgeable and
interested members from key state offices.
SARA expects to give high priority
throughout the 1990s to developing effec-
tive strategies for electronic records admin-
istration, especially retention and access
tools.

SARA's most important state records
achievement in the 1980s may have been
increasing the visibility and awareness of
archives and records management in all
branches of state government. Beyond
workshops and technical publications, this

"Albany, N.Y.: State Education Department, State
Archives and Records Administration, 1988; re-
printed in 1989.
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process included an active newsletter and
presentation program, sponsorship of reg-
ular meetings of state agency records offi-
cers, an awards program, frequent meetings
with staff in individual agencies, and direct
participation in several organizations of state
agency managers. By the end of the decade
SARA staff members were highly active
in, for example, the new New York State
Forum for Information Resources Manage-
ment (NYSFIRM). This organization was
created in 1987 by state government man-
agers concerned about information tech-
nology and policy issues. The forum, with
annual funding from the State Division of
the Budget through the Rockefeller Insti-
tute for Government, has developed a wide
range of working groups, task forces, sem-
inars, and executive institutes, as well as
several standing committees. Although
SARA was not involved in founding the
forum, SARA's director was elected to the
forum's executive committee in 1988 and,
in 1989, a constitutional amendment gave
SARA ex officio status. The only other such
members are the assembly, senate, Office
of the State Comptroller, Division of Budget,
and Office of General Services.

SARA's involvement has contributed to
the forum's sponsorship of seminars on in-
formation stewardship, electronic records,
and other issues important to archives.
SARA helped shape the forum's 1989 In-
formation Policy Briefing Paper and its 1990
proposal to the executive chamber to create
a State Information Resources Manage-
ment Office. The forum gave its first an-
nual award for excellence to the director of
SARA's Bureau of Records Analysis and
Disposition for leading a forum project,
funded by NHPRC, to develop a pilot
clearinghouse describing databases in se-
lected state agencies and to explore agency
views on sharing such information within
government and beyond. As the forum seeks
to influence policies and improve practices
in New York's highly decentralized state

information arena, SARA participation in-
creases the chances that archival needs will
receive due consideration.14

Local government records. No state can
effectively address its documentation needs
overall without actively influencing the
records practices of its local governments.
Indeed, no state archives can conduct sound
appraisal and disposition analysis for state
government records without substantial un-
derstanding and consideration of the rec-
ords in its local governments.

Between 1911, when the New York State
Education Department was first given cer-
tain responsibilities for local government
records, and 1980, the state pursued a va-
riety of approaches to influence the reten-
tion and treatment of local government
records. In the late 1970s this consisted of
approximately two dozen state-issued re-
tention schedules covering many types of
records administered by New York's local
governments; of state standards for micro-
filming and for fire-proof storage vaults;
and of publications on indexing and filing
systems for certain types of records. A
handful of Albany-based analysts sought to
provide direct advice on request to the nearly
four thousand units of local government. It
was not surprising that, despite valiant staff
efforts, many local governments either had
no contact with or concern about the state's
program or were entirely unaware of it. A
small number of local governments main-
tained frequent contact with Albany, and a

14One additional attempt to increase visibility and
support for state archival concerns was the creation in
early 1991 of a Regents Visiting Committee for the
state archives. Initial members include the assembly
majority leader, another member of the assembly and
one from the senate, the governor's counsel, an as-
sociate justice of the court of appeals, three members
of the board of regents, the president of the New York
Information Forum, and a historian, archivist, and li-
brarian. During its first year, the Visiting Committee
become highly interested in preservation and access
conditions, resource needs, and the archival implica-
tions of state information policy.
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larger number sought advice or assistance
in time of crisis; but almost none were de-
veloping a systematic records management
program or understood the place of the ar-
chival function within it. The state's strat-
egy did not seem to address the expanding
records and information management needs
of the 1980s, whether viewed from a local
government administrative or a statewide
archival documentation perspective. A fun-
damental shift in state strategies led some
to claim that by 1990 a "quiet revolution"
had taken place in local government rec-
ords affairs in New York.15 The new ap-
proach, as it emerged, consisted of several
parts.16

The most important strategy was to con-
centrate for several years on increasing the
awareness of records administration issues
among local officials and their influential
statewide associations so that they would
actively promote both improved state pol-
icies and services and increased local ef-
fort. A closely related strategy was to focus
the attention of the emerging constituency
on the inadequacies of extant state statutes;

15The term quiet revolution is generally attributed
to Andrew Spano, the Westchester county clerk who
was appointed in 1987 as the first chair of the Local
Government Records Advisory Council created under
the new records law. The council's major report and
recommendations, required by December 1987 under
that new law, was entitled The Quiet Revolution:
Managing New York's Local Government Records in
the Information Age (A Report to the Governor, Leg-
islature and Commissioner of Education) (Albany,
N.Y.: State Education Department, 1987).

"The need for new strategy was indicated by two
experiences in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The
first was the NHPRC regrant project, which demon-
strated that few local governments had developed (or
even understood the nature of) a records management
program, but that modest initial external financial aid,
coupled with technical assistance, could foster pro-
grams that might well be continued with local support.
The second was the statewide assessment project, which
confirmed that most local officials so underappre-
ciated records management that, when asked, they
had few complaints and few recommendations for
change. Reflecting on these experiences led the state
archives leadership to formulate and pursue the strat-
egies described below.

the goal here was to secure adoption of a
new law to consolidate and modernize stat-
utes and to expand and make explicit the
obligations of both the state and local gov-
ernments in records administration. A com-
prehensive new law would also signal to
all a "new day" in local government rec-
ords affairs.

A third strategy was to emphasize the
development by local governments of bona
fide records management programs (em-
phasis mine) rather than particular records
activities (such as inventory, reprography,
storage, or archives) or treatment of partic-
ular types of records. Finally, the new
strategy proposed expanded state services
rather than greater regulation, and it sought
regionalization of services rather than con-
centration in Albany. Underlying the strat-
egy was a belief that the ultimate
responsibility for local government rec-
ords, including archival records, is with the
local government itself, not with the state
or with historical societies, libraries, mu-
seums, and other collecting programs.17

From a 1992 perspective, the new strat-
egies have achieved key intermediate ob-
jectives that appear in turn to have an
excellent chance of bringing about more
fundamental change. For example, several
initiatives in the mid-1980s greatly in-
creased interest in records issues in the lo-
cal government community. This included
broad distribution and discussion of the 1984
statewide assessment report Toward a Us-
able Past, which reported major deficien-
cies and provided recommendations for

"Underlying principles regarding the responsibili-
ties of local governments, those shared with the state,
and those chiefly belonging to the state, were later
spelled out in a section on "Principles and Assump-
tions for Local Government Records" in The Quiet
Revolution, 5-6. The goal of that section was to re-
duce continuing argument about state versus local re-
sponsibilities and prerogatives and to provide "a firm
foundation on which diverse parties interested in local
government records can stand together to build im-
proved local records programs and services."
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change. Regular coverage of local govern-
ment records affairs, including plaudits to
local governments that were developing
strong programs, was provided in For the
Record, the state archives and State His-
torical Records Advisory Board newsletter
sent to all local governments. SARA staff
appeared frequently before local govern-
ment associations and prepared articles for
their newsletters. In 1985, the state ar-
chives issued the state's first overall local
government records manual,18 a publica-
tion that emphasized the importance of
comprehensive records management pro-
grams in local governments. The small lo-
cal government records staff, which was
upgraded to bureau status in 1987, concen-
trated its efforts first on updating and
streamlining state disposition schedules. By
1989, five general schedules covering all
the major types of local governments re-
placed the previous schedules—and re-
duced their number by a factor of five. To
supplement the basic manual, staff issued
more than forty technical leaflets on mat-
ters ranging from drafting a local records
ordinance and creating a local records ad-
visory committee to optical disc technology
and automated geographic information sys-
tems. In 1988, the bureau initiated intro-
ductory records management workshops
statewide and supplemented them with
workshop series on micrographics, inactive
records storage, and inventory, needs as-
sessment, and program planning.

Drawing on the several years of in-
creased awareness efforts and then on ex-
tensive discussions of bill language drafted
by the state archives, the State Education
Department advanced a comprehensive lo-
cal records statute in 1986. The formal pro-
posal provoked further discussion and
required modest revision to gain support
from the statewide associations of local

lsManaging Local Government Records (Albany,
N.Y.: State Education Department, 1985).

government officials sufficient for passage
in August 1987. The new law was consis-
tent with the strategies outlined above. One
key provision required creation of a New
York State Local Government Records Ad-
visory Council (LGRAC) and gave it a
strong role in advising and monitoring the
state archives and State Education Depart-
ment. The LGRAC was to be appointed
immediately and, by 1 December 1987, was
to issue a report to the governor, legisla-
ture, and commissioner of education on state
and local policies and procedures affecting
local government records and on the poten-
tial need for state financial assistance and
other services. The council was to report
annually to these same parties on the con-
dition of local government records and of
state services. The law also charged each
local government to appoint a records man-
agement officer to coordinate its records
management activities and to be its liaison
with SARA.

These provisions of the Local Records
Law of 1987 had a dramatic early impact.
SARA advised the commissioner of edu-
cation, who quickly appointed a talented
twenty-five member Advisory Council, and
the archives worked closely with it on the
report due in only a few weeks. That re-
port, The Quiet Revolution: Managing New
York's Local Government Records in the
Information Age, became a highly visible
and widely accepted agenda and statement
of philosophy for addressing local govern-
ment records needs. The report recom-
mended actions in ten areas, including
information technology, state regulations
and standards, public awareness and ad-
vocacy, and state and local finances. Prior-
ity recommendations, fundamental to
progress on many other proposals, became
the focus for the major records initiative of
the council and of local governments and
their associations during 1988 and 1989:
the passage in July 1989 of the New York
Local Government Records Improvement
Fund Law. Under this new statute, county
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clerks collect a slightly increased fee for
recording certain documents; proceeds to
the Improvement Fund are administered by
SARA on behalf of the commissioner of
education. The fund, which has generated
approximately $10 million per year during
its first three years, is to be used for two
purposes. Most of the income supports
grants to local governments in response to
individual or cooperative proposals to im-
prove their records administration. Grants
are awarded through a competitive process
in a variety of authorized project cate-
gories, including archives. Up to $2 mil-
lion each year may be used by SARA to
administer nine regional offices throughout
the state to provide training and technical
assistance to local governments in records
and archives administration as well as to
operate the grant program. The fund op-
erates with the advice and close oversight
of the Local Government Records Advi-
sory Council; a separate advisory commit-
tee in each region helps to assess regional
needs and to shape regional office serv-
ices.19

The ultimate impact of the new laws,
new resources, and increased interest in lo-
cal government records and records pro-
grams remains to be seen. It seems clear,
however, that the strategies developed and
refined by the state archives in the 1980s,
in cooperation with the local government
community, have substantially changed
perceptions, expectations, and the state-

19Income to the fund was $9 million in the first
year, with $4.3 million being granted for nearly 300
projects. All nine offices were staffed, most by mid-
1990, and each was actively providing consultation
and offering workshops in coordination with Albany
staff. More than 600 proposals were received in both
the second and third years, and more than $9 million
was granted each year for nearly 450 projects through-
out the state. During the first several years, basic in-
ventory and program planning projects predominated,
although grants also supported a variety of projects
for inactive records storage, micrographics, archives,
outreach, new technology, disaster recovery, and re-
search and development.

wide "infrastructure" for local govern-
ment records. This enriched infrastructure
includes simultaneously a stronger role for
both state government—especially the state
archival agency—and for local govern-
ments and their representatives. One im-
portant indicator of progress is the
development, from the grass roots, of a
highly active New York Association of Lo-
cal Government Records Officers. In the
long run, as suggested in SARA's first
strategy described above, informed and self-
interested local officials are the best guar-
antee of effective performance at both the
local and state levels.

Beyond government archives. New
York's state government took several ini-
tiatives in the 1980s to foster improved ar-
chival affairs statewide. These include the
steps described above for the records of New
York's more than 3,800 local govern-
ments. They also include efforts regarding
historical records beyond government and
certain cross-cutting activities affecting all
types of records and repositories. Some in-
itiatives sought first to explore ways to ef-
fectively address a particular need. Where
possible, successful methods were then in-
corporated into an ongoing program. In
several areas the program itself needed to
be created. An underlying goal was to reach
at least a start-up stage in each area in which
it seemed logical for state government to
play a continuing role.

The Statewide Assessment and Report-
ing Project of 1982-83 was fundamental to
the development of a statewide archival
agenda, and it suggested strategies for many
particular issues. Given the relative new-
ness of New York's state archives, the as-
sessment project grant category announced
by NHPRC in 1981 seemed to the state
archives administration a great opportunity
from the very first.20 Here was a chance to

20This was not surprising, given that the new state
archivist/coordinator had played a major role in draft-
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understand current conditions and attitudes
better, to discuss a variety of approaches
to problems with the archival community
and others, to set in place a statewide ar-
chival agenda, to consider whether the state
archives and State Historical Records Ad-
visory Board could coordinate an attack on
that broad agenda, and then to draw the
attention of key communities, resource al-
locators, and the general public to the find-
ings and recommendations of the project.
Consistent with this expansive approach,
"Non-government Historical Records" and
"Common Problems, Coordinated Solu-
tions" received substantial attention during
the project and in the final report. Both
because of the project's potential to estab-
lish a statewide agenda and as an educa-
tional device, the state archives invested a
very high level of its own resources; this
included extensive involvement over many
months by its director, an associate archi-
vist/deputy state coordinator, and several
other staff. NHPRC funds were used al-
most exclusively to publish more than
20,000 copies of an attractive final report.
This investment in the assessment project
paid high dividends.21

Drawing on the published state assess-
ment report, Toward a Usable Past: His-
torical Records in the Empire State (1984),
the state archives worked with the State
Historical Records Advisory Board to be-
gin to address recommendations for non-
government archives as well as those related
to state and local government records. To

ing the NHPRC guidelines for the state assessment
projects while still at NHPRC. A threat to NHPRC
funding in 1980 had provided the impetus for the as-
sessment project approach; it was felt that state as-
sessments and plans might serve as a vital tool for
action within the states, even if NHPRC project grants
would no longer be available. Fortunately, NHPRC
grants, albeit modest, have continued to be available
for historical records projects.

21For an overview of the New York assessment
project, see Larry J. Hackman, "From Assessment to
Action: Toward a Usable Past in the Empire State,"
The Public Historian 7 (Summer 1985): 23-34.

help accomplish this (and to signal an in-
tention to pursue a continuing statewide
agenda), the state archives drafted a new
executive order to expand the statewide re-
sponsibilities of the State Advisory Board.
Governor Mario Cuomo issued the order in
1985.

Even before the assessment project was
completed, the state archives began a state-
wide newsletter, For the Record. Each is-
sue of the newsletter, distributed several
times each year since 1983, is sent to more
than 13,000 associations, repositories, li-
braries, local governments, state officials,
and other appropriate organizations and in-
dividuals. In the absence of a statewide ar-
chival organization, the newsletter
established itself as the main source of in-
formation on the activities of the state ar-
chives and on state policies, projects, and
proposals of interest to the archival com-
munity and to state and local government.

An increasing statewide archival role for
state government was demonstrated further
in 1985, when the state began to support
annual contracts averaging $150,000 through
the state archives and State Education De-
partment to Cornell University to continue
the statewide Historical Documents Inven-
tory (HDI). The survival of this project to
describe the collections in all repositories
in New York was threatened by lack of
funds, with less than half of New York re-
positories surveyed. A legislative advocacy
effort, supported strongly by the state ar-
chives, brought state contractual funding to
the rescue. This has provided the primary
resources for completion of the initial state-
wide collection survey, editing and entry
of USMARC AMC data into RUN, and
publication of county-by-county guides.22

22The HDI surveyed well over 1,500 repositories,
described more than 30,000 collections in them, and
entered nearly all of the descriptions into the RLIN
national database. The descriptions had also been pub-
lished in one or more guides for nearly all counties.
Although an initial survey had been completed state-
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As the 1990s began, SARA was consid-
ering how to ensure regular updating of the
statewide repository and collection survey
and how to move beyond it. This would
include additional types of information, such
as information on selected active records
and databases in state and local govern-
ment, on general schedules for government
records, and on local government archival
records even where these are not in a for-
mal archival program.23 Discussions were
also under way on how to provide much
broader and more "user-friendly" access
(including via statewide and regional li-
brary networks), better promote use of ar-
chives and records information in these
networks, and make more effective use of
the data as a tool to guide regional and
statewide archival program development.

The New York Document Conservation
Training and Planning Project also re-
sponded to a recommendation in Toward a
Usable Past. This project, initiated by the
state archives, was conducted jointly by the
state archives and state library with advice
from a statewide New York Document
Conservation Advisory Council. It sought
to raise both public and archives-library
community awareness of problems in pre-
serving New York's "unique research re-
sources." Funded in part by the National

wide, collection descriptions for Long Island and some
repositories in New York City had not been fully
processed and entered into RLIN because of state budget
freezes and cutbacks in 1990 and 1991.

^In fact, many local government records are being
described through inventory and planning grants un-
der the Local Government Records Improvement Fund
described above. The forms, instructions, and work-
shops developed by SARA for these projects guide
local governments in producing survey data that is
fully compatible with the USMARC AMC format.
Survey work has been conducted on a pilot basis for
state agency records under the "Sourcebook" project
supported through an NHPRC grant to the New York
State Forum for Information Resources Management.
SARA seeks to make certain that information devel-
oped about state and local government records is com-
patible between and among these governments and
with descriptions of nongovernment records.

Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), the
project provided a series of preservation
administration workshops for key archives
and library leaders, sponsored regional dis-
cussions and a statewide planning confer-
ence, and issued a report on conditions and
an ambitious set of recommendations for
action. The agenda in this report, Our
Memory at Risk: Preserving New York's
Unique Research Resources (1988), sought
to focus increased attention on preservation
issues but to avoid isolating preservation
from related archival functions. The report
repeated, but in most cases updated and
refined, a variety of recommendations from
Toward a Usable Past. Not surprisingly,
these included a strong statewide role for
state government, including the state ar-
chival agency and the state library, in fund-
ing, technical assistance, and coordination.
During the project, passage of previously
pending legislation created a major state-
wide preservation grant program coordi-
nated by the state library; the state archives
sits as an observer member of the advisory
board for the program. Historical records
repositories (including archives, historical
societies, museums, and local governments
as well as libraries) have been regular re-
cipients of grants and the technical assist-
ance and materials supported by the state
library program, which now provides ap-
proximately $500,000 per year for such
preservation projects all over the state.

A number of the recommendations in Our
Memory at Risk have been subsequently
addressed either through the statewide
preservation program administered by the
state library or through initiatives of the
state archives or others. The report—and
the Document Conservation Project over-
all—demonstrate again the value of a state
government effort to understand better an
important statewide archival issue, to draw
on professional expertise and leadership
beyond government, to draft an agenda and
hold it up for broad critique, and then to
bring the results to the public, key decision
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makers, and the affected professional com-
munities. Among the recommendations in
Our Memory at Risk, as in Toward a Us-
able Past, is a call for periodic statewide
reassessment of conditions and refinement
of the action agenda.24

For archival records beyond govern-
ment, the major statewide initiative of the
1980s, and the one with the greatest prom-
ise for the future, is embodied in the Doc-
umentary Heritage Program (DHP) law of
1988. The DHP brings together several of
the initiatives and strategies suggested in
Toward a Usable Past and adds several
others.

The DHP law authorizes state grant sup-
port for the full range of basic archival
functions (except preservation), for the
analysis of archival problems affecting the
archival community, and for the develop-
ment of programs or tools to address them.
DHP projects may be undertaken by indi-
vidual repositories, groups of cooperating
institutions, and organizations that provide
services to repositories. Grants may also
support the promotion of public awareness
and increased use of historical records. The
aid provision of the DHP law authorizes
annual state support for nine regional ser-
vice providers, ordinarily one of the nine
regional library reference and research re-
source systems, called "3Rs"; each spon-
sor employs a professional archivist, creates
a regional historical records committee, and
provides coordination, leadership, and di-
rect advisory services in the region. The
regional entities do not themselves collect
or administer historical records but seek to
play an educational and advisory role and
to encourage cooperation and systematic
assessment, planning, and action to im-

24For lessons learned from the project, see com-
ments by Lany J. Hackman in the "case studies"
section of the report of the 1990 National Conference
on the Development of Statewide Preservation Pro-
grams, pp. 35-38. The 1991 report is distributed by
the National Commission on Preservation and Access.

prove conditions within the region.25 Mod-
est aid also goes to the central
administrations of the huge State Univer-
sity of New York and City University of
New York to foster sound system-wide ar-
chival policies and practices.26

In accord with the DHP law, the s ta te-
through the state archival agency—coor-
dinates the regional system and administers
the grant program. Through technical and
promotional materials, workshops and
meetings, and day-to-day communications,
SARA's External Programs Division op-
erates the DHP as a statewide program, even
while much of its activity is conducted
through regional service programs attuned
closely to regional conditions and attitudes.
Each region assesses needs, establishes five-
year objectives and priorities, and sets an
annual work plan, following general guide-
lines from the state archives. These re-
gional assessments and objectives are a
major source for statewide plans, priorities,
and approaches.

25An earlier version of this legislation passed the
legislature in 1986 but was vetoed by Governor Cuomo.
This bill would have supported a regional network to
provide technical assistance to promote archival pro-
gram development as well as coordination among both
local governments and nongovernment repositories in
the region. The state archives believed that a grants
program should then be proposed several years later,
after a stronger base had been built through an inte-
grated regional system. In retrospect, it appears that
inclusion of grants was essential to securing legisla-
tion to assist both local governments (the Improve-
ment Fund) and nongovernment programs (the
Documentary Heritage Program).

26The DHP authorizing legislation provides that or-
dinarily at least 35 percent of appropriated funds should
go for individual projects, up to 20 percent for co-
operative projects, at least 40 percent for the regional
programs, and 2.5 percent each to SUNY and CUNY
central administrations. The annual target is $2.2 mil-
lion. As of 1991, the state appropriation was $400,000,
enough to support regional services in only three of
the nine regions, as well as a modest program for
competitive project grants. The development of the
DHP is described in the annual reports to the governor
and the legislature required by the DHP law. For a
good overview of the origins and purposes of the DHP
from the perspective of the lead legislative sponsor,
see William B. Hoyt, "Archives, Politics and the
Public," Bookmark 47 (Summer 1989): 227-31.
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The Documentary Heritage Program can
help provide many of the ingredients re-
quired for strong archival performance
statewide. Among these are ongoing state-
wide and regional assessment and plan-
ning; communication and coordination
among programs within regions and be-
tween regions and the state; and training
and technical assistance to address priority
needs. The DHP will continually empha-
size increasing public awareness of and
support for archival needs; archival pro-
gram development and the skills needed to
achieve it; coordination with library sys-
tems and networks; and promotion of a more
cohesive, active community of individuals
and organizations committed to improved
archival services. Drawing on oversight and
advice by the State Historical Records Ad-
visory Board (specified in the DHP law),
continuous dialogue with regional entities,
and a growing base of data and experience
in grants and services, New York's state
government should be able regularly to re-
fine and improve the methods and materials
offered through the DHP.

In anticipation of the DHP, the state ar-
chives undertook a Statewide Historical
Records Program Development Project with
oversight by the State Historical Records
Advisory Board and partial support from
the NHPRC. A key aspect of this project
was publication and widespread distribu-
tion of a detailed manual, Strengthening New
York's Historical Records Programs: A Self
Study Guide (1988). This serves as a basic
guide for individual repositories, an edu-
cational and technical assistance tool for
regional archivists and other advisers and
teachers, and an indicator of expectations
for viable archival programs in New York.
The manual covers all of the core elements
of an archival program but gives more than
usual emphasis to administration and plan-
ning, development of resources, and out-
reach that will contribute to program
development as well as service. An accom-
panying pamphlet, "The Core Elements of

Historical Records Programs," highlights
the main points in the manual. The pam-
phlet is intended for trustees and others un-
likely to be familiar with archival
administration and unlikely to review the
lengthy manual. The development project
also encouraged preliminary regional doc-
umentation assessment and planning through
formation of a regional documentation
working group.27

Another effort to influence the views of
resource allocators and the general public
is a fifteen-minute audiovisual show, "Let
the Record Show: The Practical Uses of
Historical Records." Released in 1989, the
show develops four case studies to illus-
trate the value of archival records for ed-
ucation, public policy, citizen advocacy, and
day-to-day operation of cultural institu-
tions. Like the self-study manual, "Let the
Record Show" is being used in a variety
of educational programs and by individual
repositories and other organizations and as-
sociations interested in historical records.
A short pamphlet was developed to pro-
mote broad use of the audiovisual program,
which has also been shown on community
cable networks across the state. Another
booklet, "Archives and You," draws in
part on the same four vignettes to explain
the importance of historical records to a
general audience.28

The state archives intends to develop and
distribute similar public awareness prod-
ucts statewide and via regional programs
and to encourage others to do so, with
funding, where appropriate, from the Doc-

27The documentation effort is discussed in Richard
J. Cox "A Documentation Strategy Case Study:
Western New York," American Archivist 52 (Spring
1989): 192-200. My own view is that this preliminary
effort, barely begun when the grant project ended,
was far too brief, modest, and informal to support a
formal evaluation or a published article.

28The video, "Let the Record Show," received the
SAA's 1990 Hamer Kegan Award. The "Archives
and You" booklet received the 1991 Custer Award
from the Mid-Atlantic Regional Archives Conference.
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umentary Heritage Program and the Local
Government Records Improvement Fund.
Increased public awareness and support is
a fundamental part of a statewide archival
agenda, one in which a statewide perspec-
tive and products are valuable, especially
to supplement work by regional and other
groups and by individual repositories. An
excellent example of this combined state-
regional-local approach is the emergence
since 1989 of New York Archives Week
as an important annual archival event. Here,
the Archivists Roundtable of Metropolitan
New York played a pioneering role and
provided an example that has been emu-
lated across the state. The state archives
shared information statewide in 1989 about
the roundtable's ambitious plans, obtained
a resolution from the legislature and a pro-
clamation from the governor, and began to
sponsor directly New York Archives Week
events in the capital district. In 1990, the
state archives and the state board of regents
of the New York State Education Depart-
ment initiated annual archives week awards
to recognize excellence in state and local
government and in other repositories, in ar-
chival research by scholars and students,
and in archival advocacy. The Archivists
Roundtable, other regional archival asso-
ciations, and the New York Association of
Local Government Records Officers also
give archives week awards. The DHP re-
gional archivists and SARA's regional lo-
cal records offices also participate actively
in regional archives week plans and activ-
ities. The state archives plays only a very
modest clearinghouse role in what has be-
come an important, largely decentralized
statewide effort in archival advocacy and
outreach.29

Systematic assessment of documentation
of topics, functions, and geographical areas

29For an overview of the first two years of New
York Archives Week, see Larry J. Hackman "Re-
solved: A United States Archives Week," SAA News-
letter, March 1991.

is another issue fundamental to future ar-
chival work in New York. Effective action
here awaits the enhanced documentation
analysis capacity, which could be sup-
ported by an ongoing statewide archives and
records database, and experience by re-
gional archivists and advisory committees.
The Documentary Heritage Program Com-
mittee of the METRO regional library sys-
tem in New York City has recently created
a special committee for documentation
analysis and coordination.

Finally, developing and maintaining re-
lationships with organizations that ought to
have a continuing interest in historical rec-
ords affairs is an important part of the state
archives' efforts to create a strong state-
wide infrastructure. Examples include the
New York Library Association, the Alli-
ance of New York State Arts Councils, the
New York Association of Museums, the
New York Council of Genealogical Asso-
ciations, the Associations of County and
Municipal Historians, the New York Social
Studies Council, and the New York Folk-
lore Society. To date, this work has chiefly
involved keeping these organizations in-
formed about archival activities, particu-
larly on legislative issues and funding
programs of interest to them. Much addi-
tional work is needed.

The initiatives described above demon-
strate the statewide intentions of the State
Archives and Records Administration. These
have been reinforced by generally positive
reactions from New York's archival com-
munity, counsel from the State Historical
Records Advisory Board, support by the
State Education Department, and, as ap-
propriate, by formal ratification by the board
of regents, legislature, and governor. The
clear message is that state government will
play a broad role in improving the identi-
fication, administration, accessibility, and
use of historical records across the state.30

'The most recent occasion for broad discussion was
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Attitudes and Approaches

Several basic approaches have informed
many of the particular initiatives described
above and have been viewed as paths to
success. Although none are individually in-
novative, together they represent a set of
proactive approaches that seemed appro-
priate for New York in the 1980s. Pro-
moted most strongly by the leadership of
the state archives, these were generally
shared and supported by the State Advisory
Board and by the deputy commissioner for
cultural education, the resource allocator
directly above the director of the state ar-
chives.31

at an October 1990 day-long hearing in New York
City on "Archives, Unique Research Resources, and
the Future of New York." This hearing was co-spon-
sored by the Governor's Commission on Libraries and
the Archivists Roundtable of Metropolitan New York.
Two discussion panels were followed by nearly thirty
witnesses representing a wide range of archival and
related organizations. The hearing confirmed very
strong support for the Documentary Heritage Program
and highlighted the need for increased analysis and
action on, for example, archival education, incentives
for the development of business archives, the archives
of the government of New York City and of state
government, and for use of historical records in ele-
mentary and secondary education. See Archives, Unique
Research Resources, and the Future of New York: A
Report of the Governor's Commission on Libraries
(Albany N.Y.: New York State Archives and Records
Administration, October 1990). Unpublished report.

3IMany of these views were based on my experi-
ences at NHPRC as I considered methods tried in
other states and other programs and, especially, as I
noted issues that appeared not to be addressed at all.
I was also particularly impressed at the time with the
ideas in the "Wilson Report" for development of a
Canadian archival system. See Canadian Archives:
Report by the Consultative Group on Canadian Ar-
chives (Ottawa: Social Sciences and Humanities Re-
search Council of Canada, 1980). It appeared to me
that on many issues what was needed was a more
formal agenda, a stronger focus on strategy, better
bases for sustained and coordinated attention to dif-
ficult archival issues, and more and stronger allies
beyond the archives and historical communities. These
views led me to propose and advocate creation of the
initial SAA task force on goals and priorities, not an
easy sell in the early 1980s. A decade later, "plan-
ning" is much more widely accepted in the society
and the profession.

For the development, testing, and refining of strat-

These approaches include a strong reli-
ance on broad assessment projects and re-
ports, beginning with the statewide
assessment project of 1982-1983. These
projects have provided a basis for setting
an agenda and for acting on it. As needed,
selected issues (local government records,
court records, preservation, electronic rec-
ords) have been examined through a par-
ticipatory process modeled in part on the
first statewide assessment project. Each
study is viewed as an opportunity to define
and examine an issue, identify interested
constituencies and seek their advice, estab-
lish or refine an agenda or methods to ad-
dress it, and communicate the findings
broadly to the appropriate constituencies and
decision makers. Clearer direction, in-
creased legitimacy, and expanded support
for action have ordinarily resulted from this
process.

A second approach, obvious in a number
of areas described in the case study, has
been to emphasize initiatives that will help
prepare the way for continuing programs.
Consistent with this has been devaluation
of actions that, no matter how worthy oth-
erwise, will likely have a more limited,
short-term impact. In short, projects have
been considered important when they can
lead to programs.

New York's state archival leaders have
also stressed the need for visibility, under-
standing, and support among nonarchivists
(individuals and organizations) who could
have a continuing positive impact on ar-
chival affairs. A closely related approach
has been to emphasize the practical benefits
and the diverse beneficiaries of the use of
records rather than to focus on personal and
academic research or on the number of users
and uses per se.

Another perspective has been to empha-

egies in New York, major credit is due to the talented
staff of the state archives. Deputy Commissioner of
Education Carole Huxley has been both a valued col-
league and our constant supporter.
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size the interrelationship between good ar-
chives and good records and information
management. The assumption has been that
most individuals and institutions will iden-
tify more readily with the need to manage
records effectively than with the value of
good archival administration. Furthermore,
support for good records management is es-
pecially important from executives whose
organizations handle important records;
these organizations are unlikely to retain
and make sound decisions on archival rec-
ords unless they effectively manage their
records overall.

To the extent possible, the state archives
has sought to take the initiative in each ma-
jor problem area and then to seize oppor-
tunities when they arise, rather than adhering
to a rigid plan of action. Where some mo-
mentum has been achieved in a given area,
conveying a sense of it to others, especially
potential support groups, has been viewed
as a high priority.

Aggressive national recruitment and
maximum support for staff involvement in
professional organizations have been con-
sidered vital ingredients in program devel-
opment at the state level. Great value has
also been attached to quality in published
products and presentations. This has been
viewed as a way to convey competence,
legitimacy, and leadership.

Creation of external advisory bodies,
committees, and task forces has also been
viewed as basic to success. These are val-
ued as sources of ideas and as sounding
boards, for endorsement and support, and
as vehicles for building broader alliances
with key organizations and constituen-
cies.32 Closely related has been the practice

32As of 1991, the groups included the State Histor-
ical Records Advisory Board appointed by the gov-
ernor, the Local Government Records Advisory Council
appointed by the commissioner of education, the Ad-
visory Committee for the Center for Electronic Rec-
ords appointed by the chief of the Bureau of Records
Analysis and Disposition, the Research and Reference

of sharing ideas and reports and other prod-
ucts extremely broadly, in order to educate
and build support but also to reduce sus-
picion of government as insular and defen-
sive. Often such products have been
endorsed or sponsored directly by external
bodies.

Finally, when possible, external funds,
especially NHPRC funds, have been sought
to develop effective techniques and to pro-
vide high leverage in advancing the state-
wide agenda—not to support core state
records work. The exception to this has been
the several major grants from the expanded
NEH Preservation Program for preserva-
tion microfilming of records of national re-
search interest.

Unfinished Business

The sections above report action on a
broad archival front and the attainment of
important thresholds in several areas. De-
spite these advances, New York is far from
achieving adequacy for any major archival
function or for any of the major categories
of records, repositories, or users. In part,
this is due to New York's late start and to
the magnitude of its challenge, i.e., the va-
riety of records, the number of govern-
ments and other institutions, the range of
repositories, and the plethora of interests to
be served. Moreover, some of the pro-
grams in place are based on methods that
still have not been fully tested or demon-
strated as successful.

A number of basic questions remain to
be answered to the degree that should be
expected by both the archival community
and the public. One set of questions relates
chiefly to the status of archival programs,
including new ones. For example, can the
statewide approaches being used for train-

Services Advisory Committee appointed by the chief
of the Bureau of Archival Services, and the important
new Visiting Committee for the State Archives ap-
pointed by the board of regents.
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ing, technical assistance, and financial sup-
port for local governments and for
repositories have a major impact on quality
of archival performance and on the devel-
opment of programs where they are needed?
What are the appropriate criteria for as-
sessing the degree of success? What should
be the ultimate archival role of the several
thousand small local governments and the
hundreds of tiny repositories that seek to
retain or collect and administer archives?
What kinds of cooperation and consolida-
tion are appropriate and might be effective?
What can be done, and what role should
the state play, to promote the development
of archival programs in those institutions,
including in the private sector, which will
not, or are too large to, transfer their ar-
chival records to a collecting program?
Where, if at all, should the state adopt stan-
dards for archival programs and how, if at
all, should standards relate to eligibility for
state services? What standards should ap-
ply to the treatment of the state govern-
ment's own archival records, and how is
the state to be held accountable for meeting
these standards?

A second set of questions relates chiefly
to archival documentation and its use. Can
the status and adequacy of documentation
be assessed statewide? If so, how and by
whom, and how can the results be used to
improve documentation overall? What is the
value, for documentation analysis and for
access and use, of a continuing statewide
database describing archives and their
holdings? What are realistic expectations
for the use of archives, and how can edu-
cational and promotional programs help
achieve this potential? Who, after all, are
the potential users whose needs should be
given priority when viewed statewide?

A third set of questions relates to lead-
ership and cooperation. For example, can
large repositories work together on a sus-
tained, even formal, basis? Should they do
so? What special roles should they seek to
play statewide? Can SUNY and CUNY de-

velop policies and programs systemwide
and, if so, what impact will these have in
their regions and statewide? Can the na-
tional and international aspects of many ar-
chival resources in New York City
repositories be integrated into statewide
frameworks? Should they be? How can the
archives community work effectively with
other information services, especially with
libraries and library systems, to improve
access and use? Can the archival commu-
nity develop a continuing, coordinated
statewide vehicle for advocacy in its own
interest, or will this depend mostly on other
communities that have greater political in-
fluence or that are more willing to act? In
the long run, can the state archival agency
effectively attend to its state government
responsibilities, including records and in-
formation management, and sustain a cred-
ible performance in statewide archives and
records affairs? Given the current fiscal cli-
mate, can the state role be sustained under
severe resource constraints?

These questions do not have simple an-
swers, and the criteria for addressing them
are not well established in the archival world
at any level. Listing them indicates the
complex issues that remain for New York's
state government and for all New Yorkers.

ARCHIVAL ROLES FOR STATE
GOVERNMENTS

The case study above described the ef-
forts of one state government to support
and influence archival affairs statewide. The
aim in this final section is to provoke analy-
sis and discussion of the appropriate archi-
val roles of all state governments.
Considering the experience in New York,
the nationwide archival agenda, and what
might be termed the "archival infrastruc-
ture" in the United States, here is one per-
son's list of ten activities in which every
state government might play a useful con-
tinuing role. To assess this list, the archival
community should consider both archival
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needs and alternative ways and means for
addressing them.

The list does not presume or propose a
particular scope of activity or method of
action in any area, merely some continuing
state role designed for effectiveness. De-
pending on the activity area, the state's role
could be carried out, for example, by
adopting a statewide policy, standard, or
regulation; through evaluation and plan-
ning; by offering direct services; through a
granting or technical assistance program;
by supporting networks or systems; through
tax policy; and by other means. One would
expect a variety of methods best suited to
the traditions, conditions, and style of each
state and reflecting discussion among its
concerned professional and institutional
communities.

Here is a working list of state govern-
ment roles offered for the consideration of
the archival community, those who need
effective archival services, and state gov-
ernment policy makers.

1. Assessment. The goal here would be
a systematic approach to measuring archi-
val conditions by examining, for example,
the status of records and the programs that
administer them, the use of archives, the
degree of success of any existing state pro-
grams, and the level of support for archival
activities. This process would include pe-
riodic data gathering and statistical analy-
sis, as well as hearings and discussions with
experts and interested members of the pub-
lic. Ideally, a base line of conditions and
standard survey approaches could be estab-
lished so that change could be measured
effectively.

2. Agenda Setting. This involves a reg-
ular, open, well-understood formal process
to establish and refine a statewide archival
agenda, including recommendations to ad-
dress it. It is not enough to assess condi-
tions. Interested parties need to be drawn
into a process to understand the identified
needs and to debate, advise on, and seek a
consensus on the actions needed. Ideally,

this agenda will receive some formal state-
level ratification as a result of this open
process; it should then be communicated to
all in the state who have a role to play in
addressing the agenda or who otherwise have
a need to know.

3. Public Awareness. Information about
archival conditions and the archival action
agenda should be shared with the "inter-
ested" public. At present, the portion of
the public that is "interested," i.e, that un-
derstands the benefits of archives and sup-
ports sound archival policies and programs,
is far too small in every state. State gov-
ernment and the state's archival and cul-
tural community need materials and
programs to inform the general public about
the importance of archival records and of
sound archival programs in the state. Al-
though national public awareness efforts are
needed as well, a statewide effort is per-
haps ideal; at this level, planning and prod-
ucts can be attuned to the character of the
state and sensitive to regional and local dif-
ferences within the state.

4. Advocacy. This is actively advancing
and advocating within state government
proposals to achieve those parts of the state's
archival agenda that can effectively be ad-
dressed through state government action.
This includes encouraging and assisting the
efforts of nonarchrvists to advocate such ac-
tion. Just as an assessment process does not
in itself produce a sound archival agenda, so
an agenda does not in itself lead to effective
action. An organized archival advocacy ef-
fort is essential, especially when state gov-
ernment legislation or increased support is
needed. Effective advocacy might best be
based in a coalition of organizations involved
in archives, records, research, education, and
informational and cultural affairs.

5. Reporting. This requires providing an
ongoing newsletter or other regular com-
munication to inform the archival com-
munity and other interested organizations
and individuals of developments of state-
wide importance. Public awareness is not
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the primary purpose here, but rather pro-
viding a reliable source of important infor-
mation to key parties within and beyond
state government.

6. Database Services. Coordinating,
supporting, or otherwise ensuring contin-
uing statewide information services de-
scribing the historical records repositories
and collections in the state is what is meant
here. This activity contributes to meeting
several ongoing needs: improving access to
archival materials and promoting their use,
fostering cooperation and building a sense
of community among the state's diverse re-
pository community, promoting the use of
appropriate standards for description and
institutional reporting, and conveying a sense
of the documentary heritage of the state.
Some of this information is appropriate for
reporting to, and may be "downloaded"
from, national databases; maintaining it at
the state level is useful for needs assess-
ment, program development, and resource
advocacy. A statewide program permits
relevant information to be linked most ef-
fectively to the broader information net-
work in the state and tailored to the needs
of the state's citizens and institutions.

7. Access to Archival Expertise. Pro-
viding for ongoing technical assistance to
the organizations and institutions collecting
or administering historical records is im-
portant to the citizens of the state. Given
the value of every state's historical records
as a resource for research, education, and
the operation of public and private institu-
tions, it is logical for the state to see that
those who administer these resources have
regular access to advice that will improve
their performance. This expertise could be
provided in a wide variety of ways: through
educational programs, consultation, and
technical materials—including the pro-
grams of statewide, regional, and national
professional associations. However, it is
unlikely to be reliably available to those
who need it without some continuing action
by state government.

8. Financial Assistance. Providing fi-
nancial support for important historical rec-
ords and historical records programs and to
meet priority historical records needs state-
wide is essential. The arguments for such
programs are similar to those for access to
expertise: The citizens of the state have an
interest in effective archival performance.
As in other areas in which state government
is involved, financial assistance for histor-
ical records should be seen within the con-
text of federal, local, and private sources
of support, and state tax policy as well as
direct assistance should be considered. Fi-
nancial assistance programs might also be
linked to state guidelines, e.g., for report-
ing to a statewide or other database.

9. Setting an Example. Conducting its
own work, especially regarding state gov-
ernment records, at the highest level of
quality and energy is a requirement for state
archives. Ideally, this state government ar-
chives and records work will be carried out
within a comprehensive state information
policy that promotes an accessible and ac-
countable government overall. One can ar-
gue that the state's own archives is the place
to start and that nothing else should be done
until this is fully achieved. In an imperfect
world, however, this could excuse a lack
of state action in the other important areas
indicated above.

10. A Presence in Federal Affairs. Care
must be taken to represent the state's in-
terest in federal policy and programs by
monitoring, reporting on, advocating, and
otherwise influencing federal government
action as it impacts on archival affairs in
the state. State archives and records agen-
cies, with the state's archival agenda as the
primary reference point and in collabora-
tion with a broader statewide archival ad-
vocacy network, should lead these efforts,
working in concert with nationwide archi-
val and other appropriate associations. The
state's archival interests can thereby be
protected and advanced, and the nation's
archival policies and programs made better
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and more responsive. In an increasingly
complex society in which information is a
vital resource at all levels, these policies
and programs are of ever greater impor-
tance to archives and records work below
the federal level.

Coda

It would benefit the archival community
and others interested in our documentary
heritage to engage in a spirited, carefully
framed discussion of the role of govern-
ment in archival affairs in the United
States.33

As the archival community has begun to
better assess archival conditions nation-

33This should include the role of the federal gov-
ernment as well as of state and local governments. At
the federal level, for example, the existing mix of the
National Archives, federal collecting programs, fed-
eral granting agencies, and federal retention require-
ments do not fully meet the thoughtful, coordinated
set of policies and services needed beyond the Belt-
way. See Larry J. Hackman, "The United States Needs
a National Historical Records Policy," History News
43 (March-April 1988): 32-37.

wide and to formalize an archival agenda,
it should by now recognize how few strong
vehicles exist to address archival needs.
Although professional associations and
individual archival programs are crucial,
they are not presently sufficient. State
government generally, and state archival
agencies in particular, can contribute more
to the archival infrastructure we need.
States can provide leadership, communi-
cation, and resources relatively close to
home and at a distance convenient for
regular oversight by those who conduct
and use most archival programs. Every
state has the capacity to carry out the ac-
tivities described above if it chooses to
do so, and each can be doing so in many
of these areas by the year 2000.

As we consider whether our state, or all
states, should play such active roles, we
must ask, "What are the alternatives? Are
they likely to be more or less effective? Are
they likely to be more or less achievable?"
Objective analysis will indicate the wisdom
of a continuing, active role for state gov-
ernment.
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