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ABSTRACT: What has been the result of the tremendous expenditure of energy
and tax dollars on the historical records assessment reports funded by the
National Historical Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) since
1981? In his analysis of Documenting America and subsequent state reports, the
author notes that little progress had been made in the twenty years since Ernst
Posner published his observations in American State Archives in 1964. The
author concludes that future assessment activities must involve a constituency
broader than the archival profession if they are to make a difference.

What weighs more than forty pounds, stands nearly two feet high, runs to
approximately 5,000 pages, and cost the taxpayers nearly a million dollars? The
answer, as some archivists but virtually no one else will know, is the historical
records assessment reports funded by the National Historical Publications and
Records Commission (NHPRC). Projects have now been conducted by more
than forty states and the District of Columbia. What has been the result of this
sizeable effort and expenditure? A depressing, if truthful, story, told in excruciating detail, of the sad state of America's documentary heritage.
NHPRC developed the idea for these reports in response to the Reagan
administration's proposed elimination of the agency in its 1982 fiscal year budget proposal. For a time the demise of the tiny federal program appeared a very
real possibility unless Congress rescued it. NHPRC, facing imminent extinction,
allocated $600,000 of its remaining funds for a program designed to prepare
states to continue active archival programs after NHPRC's demise. Slightly
more than half the states applied for and received grants of approximately
$22,000 each "to assess historical records conditions and needs in the state, to
prepare recommendations to meet these needs, and to report the findings and
recommendations to the interested public." ' Resuscitated by Congressional
appropriations, NHPRC subsequently funded a conference convened by the
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National Association of State Archives and Records Administrators (since
renamed the National Association of Government Archives and Records
Administrators). The purpose of the conference, held in Atlanta in June 1983,
was to analyze and evaluate results of the early assessment projects. Buoyed by
the popularity of these grants and by its new lease on life, NHPRC awarded an
additional sixteen grants, bringing the total to forty-three in 1983.2
Clearly the state assessment projects have been popular-virtually every state
has now completed such a study. What is less clear is the value of these studies,
other than as badly needed employment for archivists or as grist for the
researcher's mill. Some assessments, most notably New York's, have quickened
the pace of archival activity, raised the visibility of archivists and the problems
they face, and generated support for a coordinated effort to preserve the state's
documentary heritage. From an historical perspective, however, do the reports
provide either the knowledgeable archivist or the interested lay reader with
much that they did not already know or could not easily learn? If not, then one
must look elsewhere for the value of these reports.
A review of earlier studies, reports, articles, and papers over the past twenty
years reveals that the sorry state of America's historical records programs has
been known for some time. Some may argue that, at least in an absolute sense,
archivists have made significant progress during that period in protecting the
historical record. At the same time, greater numbers of better-trained and bettereducated archivists have come to expect and demand a greater share of society's
resources to preserve records. New technologies promise both to solve many
archival problems and to create new ones. Competition for declining state funds
from those seeking social and environmental reforms makes historical records
preservation more difficult to justify to a constituent-conscious legislature. In
this climate of higher aspirations relative to the expectations of an earlier generation, archivists today are perhaps no better off.
Ernst Posner's classic study, American State Archives, written nearly twentyfive years ago, provides an important milestone from which to measure
progress. With financial support from the Council on Library Resources, the
Society of American Archivists hired Posner to examine state archival agencies
and their programs. His state-by-state analysis revealed a wide range of programs, but his general conclusions painted a somber picture:
In practically all states that have archival agencies worthy of the name,
staffs are too small to carry out all essential archival functions. As a result,
arrangement and description of holdings must be neglected and, because of
lack of guides and other finding aids, reference services consume an unduly
large amount of time-a vicious circle from which there is apparently no
escape. Lack of staff also keeps archivists from productive participation in
research activities.... Unsatisfactory salary arrangements and lack of job
security, too, contribute to deterring highly qualified persons from accepting archival posts and make it difficult to fill vacant positions. 3
If the picture was and still is bleak for state archives, then what of local government record repositories? Apparently even worse. Historian Sam Bass
Warner, addressing the subject at the 1971 annual meeting of the Society of
American Archivists, aptly titled his paper, published in Midwestern Archivist,
"The Shame of the Cities: Public Records of the Metropolis." Warner observed

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

73

that we have been an urban nation since 1920, when the federal census for the
first time showed more citizens living in urban than in rural areas. Even so, he
continued, "save a few exceptions, the official records of our municipalities are
ignored, neglected or systematically destroyed. Surely a civilized concern for
informing the present with the experience of the past requires at the very least
the ordering of these public records." 4
In 1977, Patrick Quinn, Northwestern University archivist, described Chicago
as "an archival wasteland" until the mid-1960s. Prior to that time only the
Chicago Historical Society had a mandate to collect archives and manuscripts
important in documenting the city's history. Quinn blamed the absence of a city
archives on "a consistent lack of historical consciousness and concomitant lack
of appreciation for the historical value of official records that has pervaded virtually every administration in the city's history." 5 Not until 1987 did the Illinois
State Archives sign a contract with Northeastern Illinois University for establishment of an archival program for Chicago's records.
Chicago is hardly unique. In 1964 the SAA surveyed administrators of 130 of
the country's largest cities. Of the two-thirds responding, only twenty indicated
they had a municipal archives; only half of those were supervised by a professional archivist. Eleven years later, in 1975, a survey of the largest twenty-five
cities revealed that, of the twenty respondents, only eleven claimed to have a
municipal archives. Fewer than half of these were administered by a professional archivist. As might be expected, it appears there was a greater likelihood of a
large city having an archives than newer or6 smaller cities having one. Even so,
the statistics do not suggest much progress.
In 1979, Richard Cox, then city archivist and records management officer of
Baltimore, examined that city as a case study of the plight of American municipal archives. He identified a number of general causes for the inadequacy of
urban archives, including: (1) municipal apathy, (2) archival emphasis on
records at the state and national rather than local levels, (3) lack of strong support from historians and the historical community generally, (4) failure of
records management programs, and (5) the lack of continuing public support.
Prior to the American Revolution bicentennial celebrations in 1976, Cox reported, "there was a consistent pattern of apathy, broken by periodic waves of
concern, on the part of historians, antiquarians, archivists, and the general public." Neither Baltimore's long history, the existence of the Maryland Historical
Society and the Maryland Hall of Records, nor the historical research methodology pioneered in the United States by Johns Hopkins University generated
support for a municipal archives in Baltimore. 7
In 1980, North Carolina archivist and historian H.G. Jones undertook a
study of 81,000 repositories of record and published his findings in Local
Government Records. Although he had hoped to find that improved technology
and recordkeeping systems had changed conditions for the better, he instead
concluded that little progress had been made. His search for a program fit to be
emulated by others had to be abandoned, "when it became evident that there
exists in the country neither a model program nor an agreement on what should
constitute a model program." 8 While he found this regrettable, he sympathized
with harried public officials, past and present, who scarcely had time to administer their current records, much less those they inherited from their
predecessors.
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So much, then, for the observations of knowledgeable researchers and practitioners about the condition of state, municipal, and local government records. If
state and municipal governments do not adequately care for their records, then
perhaps the nation's colleges and universities have fared better as preservers of
our cultural heritage. Their record, however, belies this assumption. A 1981 survey of higher education institutions in the United States that claimed to have an
archives showed the "typical" college or university archives was relatively new
and staffed by a single professional with some student assistants. The entire
annual budget, including salaries, was about $23,000. Frequently the archivist
also carried some records management responsibilities and collected nonuniversity records as well. If the university archivist collected beyond the campus, he
or she usually collected manuscripts from the local community served by the
campus. 9
In concluding their analysis the authors of the survey quoted from a report on
Canadian archival repositories that they felt described conditions similar if not
identical to those of college and university archives in the United States:
Archives do not appear to rank highly in the priorities of their sponsoring bodies....
Few....have realized the significant cultural and administrative
advantages'of a fully functioning archival program. In Universities...
archives are seldom seen as central to their operating objectives or to
their efficient management. 10
The Canadians go so far as to state that if cuts were made at many institutions,
"some repositories would have no alternative but to close."' Programs were
already so lean, there was no place to cut.
If the picture is bleak for state and municipal archives, marginally better for
college and university archives, then what about the holdings of thousands of
historical societies around the country? Charles Phillips and Patricia Hogan
found that nearly forty percent of all historical agencies had no paid staff. In
1983 more than sixty percent of the institutions surveyed operated on a budget
of less than $50,000; one-third had operating budgets of less than $10,000 a
year. More than eighty percent of the historical societies had fewer than 500
members; nearly the same percent charged less than $10 per year for membership. 2
In spite of these limited resources, three-fourths of the societies maintain an
archives. Although they claimed to possess an archival collection, few budgeted
any funds for acquisitions or upkeep. Another ten percent allocated less than
$1,000 a year for archives. Thus, while historical agencies may play an important role in preserving local history and cultural heritage, "the majority are
doing so without the money, people, and technical know-how they need.
Because they lack adequate resources, the physical remains of America's
past...are in peril." The authors conclude with the rhetorical question: "if the
small, community-based historical organizations
cannot care for an essential
I
13
part of America's heritage, who will?"

This, then, was the state of historical records programs on the eve of the
assessment projects funded by NHPRC. Those projects analyzed archival conditions in four areas: (1) state government, (2) local government, (3) historical
records repositories, and (4) statewide functions and services. Most of the
assessment projects in the initial round were the subject of analysis for the 1983
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Atlanta conference funded by NHPRC. Consultant reports examined the results
of the completed assessments in each of the four areas noted above. Their findings and recommendations, published in Documenting America: Assessing the
Condition of HistoricalRecords in the States, complement more than they contrast with earlier reports. Assessments undertaken after the Atlanta conference
simply confirm results found in other states. Even the recommendations found
in later reports tend mainly to echo earlier reports, suggesting that the Atlanta
conference did not have a significant impact on subsequent state assessments.
In his analysis of state records agencies, Alabama state archivist Edwin
Bridges found that "agencies are in an impoverished condition and are currently
unable to provide adequate care for their records." 14 State archives, he reported,
lack program independence and they operate under "passive and permissive"
laws and under a "hodgepodge of placement arrangements."' 5 Further, most
agencies "suffer from disinterest and lack of support" from state government
departmental administrators and budget officials, Bridges concluded. 6 To solve
these problems, most states advocated: (1) stronger statutory authority, (2) more
integrated records 7management/archival programming efforts, and (3) more
staff and resources.'
This same general pattern of findings and recommendations typified reports
that were prepared after the Atlanta conference. Delaware, for instance, found
that, " [d]espite a five-fold rise in public use, the State Archives staff has not
increased in the past 20 years. As a result, eighty percent of holdings have not
been processed for use."' 8 The Delaware report further noted the inadequacy of
state archival and records storage facilities and the need to do a better job of
managing current records. Predictably, the report called for additional state and
federal funding, expanded and upgraded storage facilities, and revision of the
Delaware Code to give the archives greater statutory authority.' 9
The second major area examined by the consultants dealt with local government records. Consultant Richard Cox, then head of the Government Records
Division of the Alabama Department of Archives and History, concluded "the
worsening condition of these records is the predominant theme of the project
findings....Few local governments have adequate records programs. '20 In
particular, individual state assessments reported: (1) poor storage conditions,
(2) the absence of local government personnel trained in records administration, (3) inadequate legislation regarding the care and disposition of records,
and (4) poorly defined or insufficient state supervision and advisory service. As
was the case at the state level, recommendations to address these problems
included (1) more and better storage, (2) more staff, (3) more local government
support, (4) improved state legislation, and (5) new 2or1 revitalized state government leadership to reverse the pattern of past neglect.
Since Cox not only prepared the section of the report dealing with local government records, but also (with Bridges) shared major responsibility for the
Alabama project, it is worth noting whether the Alabama report, completed after
the Atlanta conference, pointed in a new direction. The findings are different
more in degree than in substance from earlier reports. Many of Alabama's local
government records, the report declares "are in deplorable condition-threatening the destruction of this element of the documentary heritage, limiting the use
of their informational content for the administration of local government, and
jeopardizing the rights of the state's citizenry-and there is no program at pre-
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sent for rectifying this situation."'22 Recommendations tied to findings called for
development of a statewide plan for administering the state's local records,
strengthened records legislation, and a more active role for the state archives.
The recommendations are not substantially different from those Cox found in
the assessment reports that had been completed before the Atlanta conference.23
Historical records repositories formed the third major area addressed in the
various state assessment studies. Consultant William Joyce, formerly assistant
director for rare books and manuscripts at the New York Public Library, found
the early reports "dreary if not depressing." Once again reports found many
repositories with too few staff, poor storage conditions, and inadequate or
nonexistent collecting policies. Joyce found a pattern of "underfunding of historical records repositories and underutilization of their holdings....The
majority...are barely capable of providing even the most rudimentary and basic
maintenance of their holdings." 24 Typical recommendations called for (1) training programs to develop professional skills, (2) technical assistance for
repositories, (3) greater cooperation and coordination among repositories, (4)
establishment of clear program standards, and (5) allocation of more resources. 25
Utah, which undertook its study after the Atlanta conference, reflected similar concerns and recommendations. In particular, lack of a central
archival/historical agency, undefined or poorly defined collecting policies, proliferation of historical records collecting without regard for the ability to care
for and provide access to holdings, and the business community's ignorance of
archival standards, have all contributed to a fragmented and incomplete
approach to preserving the state's documentary heritage. To solve these problems, the Utah report calls for a central coordinating agency, more precisely
defined collection development policies among major repositories, and a commitment "to conserve historical records collected in rural areas of the state by
placing fragile original material where it will most likely be preserved." '26
Finally, the fourth area of analysis for the assessment studies dealt with
statewide functions and services. Consultant Margaret Child, assistant director
of the Smithsonian Institution Libraries, focused more on recommendations
than on findings, and provided a critique of those recommendations. Common
themes of state recommendations were the need for education and training, better information dissemination and communication links, conservation training
and facilities, a statewide directory of repositories, and a guide to collections. In
these recommendations Child saw a "go it alone" approach, reflecting ignorance
of developments in library and information science and a tendency to want specialized manuals when generalized ones should suffice. She also noted that the
single-state focus did not always provide the best solution to problems such as
27
conservation and education.
Vermont's 1985 study examined statewide functions and services and found:
Because of the complex organization of government records agencies, the
inexperience of many local officials and historical society groups in record
preservation, the paucity of trained conservation personnel, and the lack of
aggressive, broad public outreach programs, 2potential leadership in the
archival and records fields appears immobilized. 1
The Vermont report also noted the lack of formally trained archivists and cited
conflicts within the state government archival community as a barrier to greater
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cooperation and more rational coordination of efforts. To rectify these problems
the assessment report called for: (1) a statewide board to provide overall leadership, (2) an archival network to facilitate communication and cooperation, and
(3) a legislatively mandated study of 2relevant
statutes, current practices, and
9
facilities for housing the state's records.
It appears from this survey of the status of archival repositories over the last
quarter century that the concerns of professional archivists remain largely
unchanged. They need larger staffs, better-paid and better-trained. Archivists
want the public, and especially resource providers, to have a greater understanding of the important role of archives and archivists in society. Adequate space
and proper storage conditions for historical records continue to be important
issues. Enforceable statutory authority for the preservation of state and local
public records remains an issue in many states. Better intellectual control over,
and access to, archival holdings are necessary for better and more efficient
patron service. Greater cooperation and less competition among historical and
archival repositories should be encouraged.
Did archivists, historians, genealogists, government administrators, historical
society directors, librarians, or records managers need these state assessment
studies to tell them this? Probably not. Certainly the individual assessments provide more detail on specific conditions within the states in the form of
information gathered largely through questionnaires. The reports not only documented their findings, but also provided recommendations for ameliorating the
conditions they found. Those recommendations, however, were nearly as predictable as the findings.
In a review of Documenting America in 1985, I concluded:
It is difficult to read about the sorry state of America's documentary heritage without becoming demoralized. The problems are so great and so
obvious, the solutions so few and so difficult. For that reason alone this
report should receive a wide reading. Because most of the state assessments
and many of the consultants' recommendations are directed at archivists,
this report will not likely reach a wider audience.3
Subsequent assessment reports have not altered my opinion. If, as George
Santayana wrote, "Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to
repeat it," then we should resolve to profit from our past experience. In future
efforts archivists need to engage the attention of a broader and more influential
constituency. Solid research and recommendations alone will not prompt
change in a diverse and complex society of competing interest groups.
Influential leaders outside the archival field and related professions must be
involved in the assessment process from the outset. If they are not, then at a
later point they are unlikely to be receptive to a lengthy list of recommendations
that may, to the uneducated eye, appear self-serving. Such an approach will
require patience, compromise, and accommodation, but it also may have a more
important long-term impact than the growing number of state reports that
denude our forests to print, document the obvious, overcrowd our shelves, and
remind us only of opportunities lost.
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