Archives in the UK
Current landscape
We have a long tradition of record keeping and a rich accumulation of archives and records dating back to around the 12th century, together with other kinds of manuscripts (narrative, literary and technical works) for a similar period.  The records of Westminster government form the longest continuous series anywhere in the western world and certainly in the English speaking world.  Many countries have followed a similar tradition through colonisation and trade from Britain, such as the US, Australia and New Zealand.  We also have extensive archives and records that have not originated in state government, e.g. those of the Church, landed estates, institutions and corporations – many of which stretch from medieval to modern times – and those of business and industry, together with unique types of written material that reflect the different histories of the constituent parts of the UK.  The wealth and range of our collective ‘archival inheritance’ from past centuries is a substantial proportion of the UK’s ‘written heritage’ today.  It records the interactions of our predecessors and their relationships with the various administrations, organisations and influences that affected or guided their lives.  We hold it in trust as an irreplaceable asset for future generations while also endeavouring to ensure that our own activities are documented and included.  
The range of repositories and services is wide but the number comparatively small in relation to libraries and museums.  A total of about 2,500 includes national institutions; special repositories such as university libraries, Oxbridge colleges and learned institutions; a network of county and local archive services which developed during the 20th century (many prompted by sudden changes in society and communities resulting from WW1 and WW2); museums which hold archives among or alongside their principal collections; business archives, and ‘special interest’ collections that have been actively developed on particular themes. 
Patterns of custody and administrative responsibility are complex, resulting in different agendas and funding streams, and there is no statutory responsibility for archives (unlike libraries) other than the ‘Public Records’.

· The National Archives at Kew (TNA, an amalgamation of the former Public Record Office (PRO) and the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts (HMC) in 2003) is sponsored by the Ministry of Justice.  

· The DCMS and its predecessors have had little responsibility for the archives domain, except for sponsorship of the British Library and national museums and galleries, of HMC until 2003 and in recent years (until 2011), of MLA and its predecessors.

· Local or county archives services are the responsibility of local government and are positioned in various directorates (often with culture and leisure). They rarely have a high level ‘voice’, especially where cabinet-style local government operates.  They are particularly vulnerable during local government reorganisations, and their collections reflect historic boundaries. 
· ‘Special Collections’ of archival material held by university libraries are the responsibility of the individual universities or colleges.
· Culture and heritage in Scotland, Wales and NI are devolved.  Policies and strategic and advisory services have developed differently.

In most cases the archivist must serve as intermediary between the users and what they wish to use, primarily because no two users will have the same needs or questions, so information provided for archive users in general will not serve all their needs.  They will usually need guidance on sources for their particular interests and which collection or type of material to use, and perhaps help to interpret information they find in the relevant catalogue and in the archival sources.  Support for individual users is thus a major part of every archivist’s duties and it is a ‘high maintenance’ activity.  Archive cataloguing is also time-consuming because it must include contextual information.  By contrast, it is worth noting that the majority of library users can be fairly independent, and the majority of visitors to museums are able to benefit from displays which have been interpreted and presented by curators. 
Key features of archives and records

They were not created with the needs of future researchers in mind (!).  Researchers at all levels must rely on what was actually recorded for whatever purpose in the hope of finding information that they need.  They must also understand why the particular archive material they are using was created if they are to use it effectively and draw appropriate conclusions.
They have a dual role: they constitute evidence in the legal sense but also have immense ‘culture and heritage’ interest.  Archive users therefore have many reasons for their searches, ranging from professional/legal purposes to community or personal interests or advanced academic research. This duality is not helpful when those who hold the purse strings or establish policy are working to a one-sided agenda.  For example, the ‘culture and heritage’ perspective may not be comfortable with the role of ‘modern records management’ as a core element in an archive service, although it is essential to securing the archival heritage of the future.

‘Public Records’ in the UK are a specific category defined by legislation (between the mid-19th and mid-20th centuries).  They are the records of central (Westminster) government and the judiciary, including all the departments of government and extensions of central government that have operated locally, such as coroners, customs and excise services, law courts, hospitals and shipping.  They do not include local government records.  Definitions differ internationally: e.g. in the US ‘public records’ are all those official records to which it is assumed that the public have a right of access. 

Most other archives and records in the UK are ‘private’ in origin i.e. they are not part of the Public Records as defined – and are therefore outside the remit of Public Records legislation.  They are probably just as extensive, if not more so, than the Public Records, and immensely valuable in heritage terms as historical sources.  Major categories are the records of the Church and Parliament, and those of the landed estates which held most land in the UK before the 20th century and are especially rich in local community interest and topographical evidence.Copyright issues are easier to deal with for Public Records because they are subject to Crown copyright which may be waived for appropriate purposes.  The position is much more complicated for archives and records of private origin.

Perceptions of family historians as a category of users with different needs has been unhelpful, reflecting a rather superior view that they require ‘simple’ approaches.  All users require the same attention, and all groups contain highly experienced and less experienced members.  If their motivation and interest is strong, their needs are equal. 

Notes on terminology and processes.

1. Archives:

Today’s flexible use of the term ‘archives’ tends to create confusion among those who want to know more about archives and are interested in discussing them.  The following points are worth noting:  

· The traditional definition of archives is that they are the written documentation created and accumulated by individuals, organisations or businesses in the course of their activities and retained for usefulness and as evidence.  By today such documentation may be in digital form.
· Archives such as minute books, registers, deeds, agreements, contracts etc., are actually records in the legal sense, because they formally record official processes and transactions.    

· Modern IT language has popularised the idea of ‘archiving’ material that is not required for immediate use, namely putting it in a safe place where it can be found if necessary.  

· The growing popularity of collecting information relating to a neglected or ‘special’ area of interest to create an ‘archive’ adds further complication.  Collections that are artificially created in this way are better described as ‘special collections’.

· Current enthusiasm for developing ‘community archives’ usually involves creating a website where information of interest to local communities is made available by scanning the original material which is the property of the participants.

· The term Archive/s is now widely applied to organisations or subsections of organisations which have custody of archives/records, e.g. The National Archives, the Tate Archives etc.

2. Archive collections:

Archives that have accumulated as part of the normal activity of an organisation, business or individual and have survived as a unit are considered to be a ‘collection’, the integrity of which must be respected.  Such collections cannot be fragmented without loss of inherent information, including contextual evidence that is essential for understanding the individual items.  Collections vary considerably in size, from small, relating to a short period, to very large, perhaps comprising a long series of records (e.g. accounts or minute books) or a wide range of material dealing with many kinds of activity.  The ‘collection’ is the unit on which archive catalogues are based.  
3. Archive catalogues:

Archive cataloguing requires the application of first principles to individual collections.  The process begins with sorting the collection in order to understand it, identifying an appropriate arrangement to reflect the activities that gave rise to it, and then ‘describing’ the contents.  The catalogues are hierarchical in structure, so that each individual item is described within a contextual framework.  The top level comprises a brief description of the collection and its content, which serves to indicate the nature of the content.  However, ‘collection-level’ descriptions alone will not allow users effective access to the contents or enable the archivist to gain full control of the contents for reference purposes.  The presence or absence of a catalogue that includes ‘item-level’ descriptions is therefore the criterion used when describing the status of an archive collection as ‘catalogued’ or ‘un-catalogued’.
There are significant differences between books and archives in terms of cataloguing methods, as explained by Caroline Williams in Managing Archives: foundations, principles and practice (Oxford: Chandos Publishing (Oxford) Limited, 2006, p.74):  

‘Books are single items that do not depend on other items for their meaning.  They are catalogued as discrete units, often by subject.  However, each archival collection is an aggregate: it comprises a sequence of interrelated documents.  It has a collective significance, and significance is lost if documents are treated as single items.  Much of the meaning of archives is derived from their context: from an understanding of the origins, functions, administrative or business process that generated the information they contain….’.  

The current international descriptive standard for archives has been influenced by the technical demands of electronic data exchange and search systems, as well as the wider advantages of standardised approaches. This General International Standard of Archival Description (ISAD(G)) governs the ‘levels’ of description and the core elements.  Other sets of national and international rules apply to specific issues, such as the forms of names, and are designed to address the particular needs of search systems and indexing.
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