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ABSTRACT: The author outlines how the NHPRC's state assessment reports
might be transformed into planning documents with defined priorities, actors,
objectives, and monitoring procedures. He critiques the most commonly recur-
ring recommendations and establishes a three-level paradigm (state, regional,
and national) to implement the best recommendations emerging from the state
reports. He concludes that the state reports, if properly evaluated, could serve as
building blocks for an integrated national records program.

The American taxpayer, through the largess of the National Historical
Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC), has made an investment of
over $1,000,000 to examine the condition of historical records preservation
activities in the states, and to suggest what can be done to improve this condi-
tion.' How can the taxpayer get a good return on this investment? More
specifically, how can these reports be converted into planning documents? And
further, how can many of their important recommendations be implemented,
given the limited resources available?

In preparing these reports, the states were charged to analyze the condition of
public records at both the state and local level, to examine the diverse world of
historical records repositories, and to find ways to better integrate these separate
areas of endeavor into a more coordinated whole. With state after state adhering
to the NHPRC Guidelines and/or encountering many of the same problems and
issues, it is not surprising that there is considerable replication of proposed
remedies.

Most of these reports are comprehensive-sometimes global-in their pre-
scriptions for rearranging the archival landscape. At least at a rhetorical level,
coordination and cooperation are replacing isolation and competition. The
reports are replete with recommendations for coordinated collecting programs,
cooperative provision of archival services of all sorts, and unified access to
information about archival holdings through common reporting programs and
statewide databases. Indeed, coordinated action is a dominant theme.

But the recommendations, and there are many Oregon leading the pack
with eighty-five, while several others thought a dozen or so would suffice-do
not really add up to a plan of action. Rather they represent a broad set of goals,
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some of which are exceedingly general. For instance, one of the Texas board's
recommendations reads: "Cooperation among manuscript repositories on a
statewide basis should be encouraged especially on a regional basis." 2

In general the reports prescribe specific remedies for public archives and
records programs, but offer vaguer and more generalized suggestions for imple-
menting statewide programs, reflecting a lack of experience with the
requirements of coordinated undertakings, and with the mechanisms to put
plans into action.

Some states have developed both short term and long term objectives; some
reports state priorities within assessment areas; but none has developed an over-
all priority listing of task-specific activities.

The first job facing the state boards, in my opinion, is to transform these lita-
nies of woe, compendiums of data (useful and otherwise), and proposals for a
new archival order within the states into strategic plans of action with opera-
tional consequences.

With the wealth of raw material at hand, the boards need to go back and make
some planning decisions:
1. They need to set priorities, not only within assessment sections, but for the

state program as a whole.
2. They need to determine who will take responsibility for initiating action, and

who will provide leadership: the board, major archival institutions, networks,
or others.

3. They need to determine what objectives can be achieved with existing
resources, what tasks will require additional resources and where they can
expect to obtain these resources, and where resources should be reallocated
from programs of lesser priority to programs of greater priority.

4. They need to make planning a continuing and evolving process by monitor-
ing and modifying the plan at frequent intervals as circumstances dictate.
Though lack of resources, facilities, or trained personnel are impediments to

"documenting America," the greatest obstacle (usually unstated but implied in
many of these reports) is the dearth of statewide archival leadership. And with
the heavy emphasis on coordinated and cooperative approaches to archival
problems, statewide leadership is critical.

One source of leadership is the state historical records advisory boards. In
1979 I noted, optimistically, that the boards offered "the opportunity for people
of diverse archival and historical interests to work together to identify major
weaknesses in overall state archival programs and agree on principles and pro-
grams to correct those weaknesses." 3

Many reports expect statewide leadership to come from the boards, particu-
larly in planning and coordinating statewide programs. Some boards would take
on consultative, clearinghouse, and educational and advocacy functions. More
radically, New York, Oklahoma, Utah, Vermont, and Wisconsin would trans-
form the board's advisory role to one of executive leadership. Wisconsin, for
example, proposed that the board-in addition to monitoring the present plan
and issuing revisions at two- to three-year intervals-undertake statewide pro-
jects such as a a grants-in-aid program, report annually to the governor, secure
state funding to support permanent staff, and adopt a new title to reflect "its
enlarged and more dynamic function."'4 Vermont's board would also "propose
strategies that will ease tensions within the archival community." 5
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Yet the evidence to date suggests that, with the possible exception of New
York where the board has provided notable leadership, state boards, at best, can
do little more than carry out a limited role in planning and reassessment. Most
state boards probably will rem-in "advisory" in the most elementary sense.
Washington, one of the few states that has actually developed an operational
plan, candidly wrote that the board "has acted only in a limited capacity as a
coordinating agency and that its future status must be clarified." This board
boldly-and perhaps naively-listed specific activities, actors, and time frames.
But the lack of implementation, according to the state archivist, has vitiated the
whole program.6 Most boards would be well-advised to stick to the limited but
crucial role of planning, and in some instances, resource development and advo-
cacy. Program implementation in many states, particularly those with strong
institutions, is best left to the professional staff of those institutions.

Many of the state reports assign leadership in program implementation to a
major historical agency in the state, but emphasize that such leadership depends
upon the agency's ability to modify its current roles and to adopt new ones.

According to one of the Atlanta conference recommendations in
Documenting America, a major new role-that of resource provider-would
have such institutions "emphasize the provision of coordination, technical assis-
tance and other services throughout the state." 7 The New York State Archives,
for example, plans to offer a wide range of "advisory services to historical
records programs on a regional basis." '8 The departments of library and archives
in Kentucky and Oklahoma want to create an extension or a field service to pro-
vide technical assistance.9 Other state historical agencies ambitiously propose to
take on leadership in implementing a coordinated statewide accessions program,
to provide program and technical assistance to institutional archives programs
and to smaller repositories, or to develop a statewide automated archival infor-
mation network. A review of these reports makes clear that when major
repositories are called on for leadership, that leadership is limited to providing
coordination and services. Implied is an unwillingness on the part of these insti-
tutions to confront the issue of strong overall program leadership. This
unwillingness undoubtedly reflects an awareness of political realities ("pussy
footin"'). Nevertheless only the major historical agencies have the pool of per-
sonnel and other resources to devote to the direction and achievement of
programs goals.

Several states- particularly where there is no single dominant institutional
actor-propose program implementation through networking. The Texas
Archival Network is an example. Among other things, it would create and
maintain a state database of program and record information, provide advocacy
and support for a statewide records program, and set up mechanisms for interin-
stitutional sharing of any material "in a reproducible medium." 10 As easily done
as said, Louisiana proposed a formal network, which, among other things,
would develop an outreach program that, "for the cost of postage and staff
time...would offer referral to appropriate literature on archival procedures."'.

The archival networks can provide an important mechanism for cooperation
and resource sharing but for the most part they are untested. Most of what we
now call networks are nothing but a string of regional depositories for the stor-
age of little-used records. With one or two exceptions, networks of any sort
have not prospered.
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In these reports, cooperation is the cement that is supposed to bind most of
these programs together but, unfortunately, it is a goal much easier to articulate
than to achieve. The reports say nothing about how to translate rhetoric into
action. States proposing networks must take a much more analytical look at the
network concept and let the potential participants know the costs as well as the
benefits. This is something none of them has done. A rigorous market survey
and cost analysis, for example, may tell them that a statewide conservation cen-
ter is not an economically viable program.

While cooperation may be a better way to preserve records, it has its cost.
Once archivists recognize this fact, they can move on to the more fundamental
planning element of program support. For the most part, archivists need to start
with some of the simpler forms of cooperation; for example, many states sug-
gested the cooperative purchase of supplies. Archivists need to share what they
can. The interinstitutional loan of microforms-recommended by a few
states-is a simple, but extremely useful, example with a nicely balanced quid
pro quo. Or perhaps a major repository will provide security storage for master
negative microforms, if the depositing institutions will allow researchers access
to user copies. In short, archivists must plan for coordinated activities-setting
priorities, assigning responsibilities, identifying funding sources-in the same
way they plan for acquisition work or processing.

Implementation requires not only planning and leadership but also program
support. The Louisiana suggestion that coordination can be had for the price of
staff time and postage, both ignores and highlights the importance of program
resources in implementing remedies. Indeed, most states (my own state of
Wisconsin included) side-stepped any discussion of the fiscal implications of
their many recommendations. Probably for good reason. Archives historically
have not been very successful in the intramural competition for resources.
Neither have they been effective advocates, skilled at marshalling constituencies
in support of historical records preservation or in educating or influencing their
sponsors to provide increased program resources.

When the reports did talk about funding it was primarily a suggestion that
institutions return to the traditional wells-the NHPRC or National Endowment
for the Humanities-or that the board set up a grant-in-aid program. For the
grant-in-aid program, only Massachusetts suggested a source: corporate philan-
thropy. New Hampshire proposed that repositories "create more endowments by
increased fund-raising activities." The Pennsylvania board planned to assist in
drafting legislation to provide for facilities and program grants similar to those
available to libraries through state and federal programs.' 2

Important as collateral sources of funding may be, the most significant fund-
ing sources are program sponsors. Almost no reports considered this source. Yet
the major problem most administrators of archival programs face in funding is
that the historical records activity usually is deeply imbedded in some larger
program-a multi-faceted historical society, a state library, a department of spe-
cial collections, or a state department of administration and finance. In this
situation archivists must contend for scarce resources, an activity that requires a
more effective job than they have done to date of influencing and educating
sponsors-government officials, boards, librarians-to provide more adequate
program support.

Many reports-New York is a good example-recommended programs of
advocacy and public awareness, informing the citizenry of the cultural impor-



OBSERVATIONS ON IMPLEMENTATION 87

tance of historical records preservation through a variety of measures: newslet-
ters, audio visual presentations, exhibits, and so on, all directed, of course, to
influence those who control the purse. The "selling of the archives" may be a
splendid notion but it has huge problems. An effective public relations program
is not only very expensive, but it requires sophisticated professional staffing
beyond the means and capabilities of most archives and state boards. For most
states the initial drain of promotional activity on existing archival resources,
even if archivists could pull it off, would leave most of them further in the
archival red. Archivists do not need to reinvent the wheel or go it alone, but
rather must work to get the state's larger cultural affairs apparatus to incorporate
archival advocacy and public awareness as part of its program.

Finally, it should be obvious from an examination of recent budgets that
archivists will have to explore ways to redeploy available resources. Indeed, in
the area of program support, one goal of these self-assessments was to explore
ways to accomplish program objectives with resources at hand; to make choices
in the allocation of resources; to do more with less. Reallocating existing
resources may be the most realistic and immediate option and, as such, demands
much more attention. The persistent search for cooperative solutions is a recog-
nition of this fact. Yet most state boards, like kids at Christmas, simply asked
Santa to bring a pony.

Wise decision-making in the use of available resources can ameliorate to
some degree the larger problem of program support. In many ways these reports
would have the archival community bite off more than it can or, indeed, needs
to chew. One dramatic case in point is the multitude of programs of technical
and program assistance, workshops, and other training opportunities for the
thousands of local historical repositories that, at best, are barely capable of pro-
viding even the most rudimentary maintenance of and access to their holdings.
Is it not better to concentrate limited resources on the development and
improvement of major repository programs than to concentrate resources on
those small repositories some states refer to as the "have nots."

Many state boards think so. Arkansas urged "marginal repositories to consoli-
date or eliminate archival functions." 3 Nevada recommended that such
repositories transfer their collections to local libraries, several of whom, accord-
ing to the report, have already demonstrated "the effectiveness of this
strategy."' 4 Numerous states-Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma,
Massachusetts and Delaware-concurred that if repositories cannot properly
provide for the long-term preservation of material they should transfer their col-
lections to institutions that can. This is a radical strategy fraught with social and
political repercussions. In some ways it runs counter to the idea of building a
broader constituency for archives. A parallel strategy might be to educate local
groups as to what functions are appropriate to their resources. One objective
that could be accomplished, with cost savings, is better preservation of materials
through centralized storage and access.

In addition to more rigorously defining a workable program for the universe
of repositories, boards need to identify unnecessary replication of programs, a
point forcefully made by Margaret Child in Documenting America. Indeed, by
mainly limiting the implementation of these reports to intrastate resources and
mechanisms, the boards have imposed a burden upon themselves that they need
not bear. Again they have bitten off more than they need to chew. It should be
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obvious upon reflection that many proposed remedies are not really appropriate
for implementation at the state level-indeed, that the state is not the natural
arena for all archival activity. Many remedies are impeded by state boundaries
and can only be effective when applied in a larger regional, national, or profes-
sional framework.15

The education recommendations provide an example. Most, if not all, reports
recommended educational and training programs as a universal solvent for
archival problems. Many reports called upon the state's higher education system
to offer improved graduate training in archives in order to insure a sufficient
pool of trained professionals. However, no report attempted to determine
whether the current output of graduate archivists is sufficient. But the real point
is that graduate education is not a problem every state has to solve. Part of the
remedy is national-for the profession to set standards and to see that graduates
meet those standards. For the states, the more appropriate remedy is to make
sure employment requirements assure the hiring only of qualified archivists-a
real problem in many states, though no report mentioned it.

Technical and program standards are another example of the limitations of
the state context. One report called for the development of technical standards
for microfilming; still another wanted institutional archival standards, akin to
those developed by the museum profession. These and other standards already
exist; the problem in many areas is not the development of standards, but rather
their implementation within a given state through formal adoption and contin-
ued monitoring. Indeed, if all the state recommendations were carried out, we
might easily have, in addition to some forty programs in graduate archival edu-
cation, scores of unnecessary manuals on records management and conservation
as well as audio-visual presentations on the value of our documentary heritage
ad nauseam. What a horrendous waste of limited archival talent and resources.

Archivists can achieve some of the recommendations in these reports more
easily if they work more effectively with allied professions. In addition to inte-
grating advocacy and public awareness with larger cultural affairs efforts
mentioned above, public records legislation offers another example where such
cooperation might produce results. No fewer than twelve boards call for a revi-
sion of state statutes governing public records and the archives-records
program. Here is a situation where the National Association of Government
Archives and Records Administrators, the professional organization of state
archivists, should be working with the influential Council of State Governments
to develop model laws and should use the backing of the council to get them
passed.

Some states propose common solutions with our close allies, librarians.
Mississippi proposes that the state library association and the Society of
Mississippi Archivists form a common clearinghouse on library-archives con-
cerns while the Hawaii board looks to the state library association as the major
vehicle for carrying out the board's limited programs.' 6

Similarly, archivists must make use of cooperative institutional arrangements.
Illinois, for example, hopes archival repositories will soon be included in the
library-based Illinois Cooperative Conservation Project. A few states-Nevada
and Utah are two-suggest that archives in their states plug into existing bib-
liographic networks in order to exploit the advantages of a ready-made
communications system.' 7
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Finally, it is important that we use both institutional and professional struc-
tures in such developing areas as photographic film and magnetic tape
conservation, the electronic storage of information, and bibliographic network-
ing. This will allow archivists as a profession, as well as archival repositories, to
be more informed of advances in information science and management and to
work together with professionals in these fields to develop archival applications.

To repeat: boards need to identify more precisely those mechanisms, coopera-
tive structures, institutional and professional arrangements, and geographic
levels most appropriate for implementation. Some advisory boards need help in
archival planning-help that should be provided by a planning consultancy
within the NHPRC.

A planning consultant might recommend analysis of archival programs by the
basic functions of acquisition, preservation, and use rather than, as in current
reports, by provenance: state archives, local records, and historical records
repositories. Such an examination, I believe, would give sharper focus to com-
mon program elements, needs, and solutions. For example, while most reports
call for coordinated interinstitutional collecting to provide a more comprehen-
sive record, no report considered the public record-state and local-in its
universe. Yet the public record forms an essential part of the larger documentary
record, and may document some activities so thoroughly that collecting similar
information in the private sector would be redundant. This failure is evident in
other areas. Mississippi, for example, wisely proposes the interinstitutional loan
of microfilm copies of private records and papers. It also proposes a regional
center for the storage of local government records on microfilm.' 8 But the
Mississippi report does not consider how simple it would be to connect the two
systems. This type of functional integration within the reports should bring
basic priorities into much sharper focus by making program interrelationships
more obvious.

These reports are important also as components-building blocks-for a
national records program. They identify key needs that can best be implemented
within a larger regional or national framework. They underscore the fact that all
planning does not proceed upward from the state level but takes place within a
variety of contexts. These reports could be used concurrently at three different
levels and directed therefore to different audiences, interests, and priorities.

The first level of use is within the state. Here programs should address the
elemental needs expressed by many institutions such as public libraries, busi-
ness corporations, and college archives. The major archival institutions in the
state should take a leadership role, providing information, program and techni-
cal assistance, and, if possible, contract use of service center facilities. While
the participating repositories, individually, might not have great immediate
influence on a national records program, their cumulative effort, in time, would
be enormous. Such a program would introduce isolated repositories to coopera-
tion and lay the groundwork for further program integration. It would enable
local repositories to buy into a larger program at a very basic and practical level.

The second level of this paradigm is regional. It would allow groups with
common interests to confront problems too large, or complex, or otherwise
inappropriate to be handled by individual repositories, especially where solu-
tions should cross state boundaries. One such solution is cooperative
conservation and the New England Documents Conservation Center is a superb
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example of its application. But conservation is only one of many issues that
need to be addressed, not necessarily on a profession-wide basis, by those to
whom it is a priority.

At the third level of planning and implementation-national-we need to
address issues and activities that are important to the entire archival enterprise.
For example, while it is important, as many reports recommend, that states
develop mechanisms for reporting repository accessions, the ultimate goal of
such programs should be to make this information available nationally as well
as statewide. Pennsylvania sees its database as "a node in a national information
system for archival control." 9 Our goal should be a national database of infor-
mation about holdings; not fifty separate state bibliographic databases. A
landmark move in this direction is the increasing adoption of the USMARC for-
mat for archival and manuscripts control (AMC), a standard for the
communication of information on archival holdings.

A similar process, based on the commonalties of needs and solutions recom-
mended in these reports, should be repeated in several other areas, particularly
in appraisal and collection development and sharing. New York, New Jersey,
and Washington, for example, want to make microfilm copies and other easily
reproducible formats available for interinstitutional loan within the state. It cer-
tainly cannot be a difficult step to form a consortium of such states and to make
such material available nationally through a combined catalog.

Many remedies listed in the reports are the natural province of national orga-
nizations that sponsor meetings, seminars and workshops, and that publish
professional literature. Others are the province of national grant-making agen-
cies and private foundations that give fiscal encouragement for profession-wide
planning and other program initiatives, or that fund experimental projects that
have a potential impact upon the entire profession. At this level the profession
sets standards, federal granting agencies and private foundations facilitate
research and development, and the repositories make commitments and imple-
ment programs.

It is no accident that these reports place such great emphasis on various forms
of communication. For example, the fifty-third of Utah's sixty recommenda-
tions notes: "There is a need for institutions to communicate with each other." 20

Implementation requires that archivists have ready access to information both
for decision-making and for program and technical assistance. In many areas of
archival endeavor there is no paucity of information: project reports on model
programs, conservation guidelines and manuals, and records management pro-
cedures of all sorts. But there is a lack of awareness of this information, and it
must be a major concern, for report after report calls for clearinghouses for
everything from record disposal practices to archival thefts. Some states would
give the boards a clearinghouse role-a poor idea; others would utilize the
major state archival institution-a much better idea.

The real problem is the fragmented and unstructured ways archivists commu-
nicate information. One of the more important Atlanta conference
recommendations was for a national clearinghouse "to identify, obtain and make
available...materials of broad utility. '21 The need is still unmet. Yet too many
people lack even basic research skills for locating the information sources they
need. For them no number of newsletters, clearinghouses, abstracting programs,
or central databases will solve the problem.
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These reports, for all their many shortcomings and "canned" or deriva-
tive recommendations, are a quantum leap forward from the early 1970s
"Statements of Needs and Preferred Approaches," which I characterized as "lit-
tle more than archival laundry lists." The reports mark a real advance in the
process of developing cooperative intrastate archival planning. They represent
ore to be refined. They can be transformed into state, regional, and national
plans if they are subjected to a critique beyond that contained in Documenting
America. Archival leaders in each state must reexamine their own report within
the broader context of these studies and identify which of their needs stem from
common national and regional interests and should be solved jointly, and which
stem from particular circumstances and demand a localized solution. Only then
will they be able to better tailor their plan to their own conditions.
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