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Few dispute, at least openly, the value of local government records. For
over a century historians, and the antiquarians who preceded them, have
used local government records to document political administration, local
history, and the lives of individuals and families.' By the turn of this century,
progressive reformers and public servants began to recognize governmental
records as administrative necessities. 2 Archivists, too, have professed the
value of local government records. Unfortunately, their commitment has not
resulted in providing them with adequate care and protection because of the
weakness of state and, especially, national leadership.

The deplorable condition of local government records in the 1980s differs
little from conditions in the early twentieth century. The Public Records
Commission and the American Historical Association, the Historical Records
Survey, and the committees of the Society of American Archivists, the Na-
tional Association of State Archives and Records Administrators, (NASARA)
the Association of Records Managers and Administrators, (ARMA) and the
American Association for State and Local History, (AASLH) and the very
recent state assessment and reporting projects sponsored by the National
Historical Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) all have reached
a similar conclusion about the condition of American local government re-
cords over the past eight decades - that these records are mismanaged and
neglected.

3

The explanation of the devastating neglect of these records is complex.
Local governments have failed to accept the responsibility for properly man-
aging their own records. 4 Society in general has not valued its own heritage
enough to cope with the large costs required to preserve the historical records
of the political subdivisions. 5 Still, a large portion of the blame for the con-



34 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST Vol. X, No. 1, 1985

dition of local government records rests with the American archival profession
itself, if only because this profession wants and assumes the responsibility
for managing and preserving the documentary heritage. Archivists may not
have carried these records off to the dumps and incinerators or fed them to
vermin, but they have failed to stop this destruction, at least partly because
they have failed to develop and pursue any consistent strategy for caring for
local government records in this country.

Attempts to administer local government records in the United States have
been as varied as they have been unsuccessful. The earliest plans called for
centralizing local records in the newly-created state archival repositories, an
arrangement based on the convenience of historical researchers and the as-
sumption that these institutions could provide better care. This was, of course,
an unrealistic system proposed by eager and optimistic state archivists seeking
to establish their institutions. 6 The development and improvement of micro-
graphics systems offered an alternative to the centralization of original records
but the immense resources required to support such a program are beyond
the means of most state archives. The Historical Records Survey of the
depression years promoted the idea that merely inventorying these records
could help convince local officials to care for them better; surprisingly, the
1970s witnessed the resurrection of such efforts in a number of states, even
in the face of the obvious failures of the HRS. 8 None of these efforts have
resulted in the development of a completely viable means of resolving the
problems of administering local government records in the United States.

The recognition of these failed attempts led many archivists, beginning in
the 1940s, to urge the local maintenance of these records. Eventually, some
state archivists expanded their role to provide leadership for the pressing
needs of local governments. The concept of such a partnership emerged in
the 1950s, was advanced by Ernst Posner in his American State Archives in the
mid-1960s, and seemed firmly established by the following decade. Published
manuals, workshops, outreach programs, and state-run regional networks
became accustomed features among the state archives, and the notion of
state leadership and responsibility is, perhaps, the closest there is to a con-
sensus for working with local government records. 9

State archival leadership has proven to be the most effective approach
thus far for the administration of local government records. Instead of strug-
gling to centralize these records, some state archives have developed programs
that concentrate upon the education of local officials in records matters and
the creation of local programs that can be heralded as models for others to
emulate. Leadership, as understood in this context, is the recognition by
state archives that they alone cannot resolve all the problems or meet all the
needs of local governments, that local governments have a fundamental
responsibility for the care of their records, and that the most important goal
is the preservation of the historical records of local governments regardless
of whether accomplished locally or in a state institution.

Fortunately, there are some such energetic and innovative programs suc-
ceeding in the management and preservation of local public records, 10 but
such programs are far too rare when compared to the volume of local govern-
ment records requiring attention. The archival profession has still not com-
pletely embraced or accepted the importance and necessity of state leadership
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in the preservation of these records." That some states have developed
creditable programs for local government records is commendable, but in
the absence of a strong archival profession committed to a national agenda
for these records, such efforts will remain exceptions rather than the rule.
National leadership is needed to promote strong standards that local govern-
ment officials can follow in the administration of their records. This leadership
assumes the inherent interrelatedness of all information generated and used
by local, state, and federal levels of government. It supports, as well, leader-
ship by the state archives. Just as state archival leadership is all too often
missing, the lack of national archival leadership contributes to the poverty
of local government records programs in the United States.

A sustained national leadership in records administration is important for
the development of effective records administration programs in local govern-
ments. Educational and instructional materials and courses for local govern-
ment officials are essential but lack credibility until the archival profession
strengthens its own educational standards. Rigid standards and definitions
of certification - for both individual archivists and archival institutions
will aid local governments in procuring the information and individuals they
need for creating modern records programs. Even now, national leadership
could provide local governments with models of strong state or local programs
while working toward national standards. National leadership is needed to
create and promote the standards of archival administration in a manner
that not only strengthens the archival profession but clearly communicates
to all that there is a profession capable of administering all records regardless
of format or location. There is a need for a national mechanism to sustain
strong professional standards, cooperate with related professions, and clearly
communicate to political subdivisions the rudiments of good records pro-
grams.

National leadership is also necessary for identifying what local government
records need to be preserved for historical research. Appraisal is Senerally
regarded as one of the weakest components of archival theory,' in part
because appraisal decisions are made in virtual isolation. Over a decade ago
one well-known urban historian argued that only a selective preservation of
significant and representative local public records was required by the schol-
arly research community, and, very recently, an archivist posed the same
issue as part of "statewide archival documentation plans."1 3 Despite the
value of such records to each locality, state archival resources are inadequate
for providing comprehensive care to all of them. Archivists must carefully
identify local government records based upon purposely composed appraisal
criteria and the willingness of political subdivisions to cooperate in such
programs. 14 Such selection decisions require intrastate appraisal policies to
ensure that the records of historical trends and developments are being
salvaged for future research use. National leadership is a minimum require-
ment for the coordination of such a broad appraisal strategy.

A national plan or agenda is necessary for coping with many issues spec-
ifically affecting local government records. Two examples of such issues
should suffice. First, nearly all local governments that desire assistance with
their records problems desire help with all of the records. Unfortunately, the
management of current records and archival administration have become
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separated over the last several decades, although there seems to be some
movement back to the reunification of these functions. To preserve the his-
torical records of local governments, archivists must offer a comprehensive
records administration program that promises cost-savings, efficient retrieval
of information, and the cultural benefits of the preservation of that govern-
ment's memory. 15 Second, historical records are deteriorating rapidly and
an efficient and effective conservation program must be developed. Such an
effort, of course, would require tremendous resources, but, and even more
important, national, regional, and state coordination. Few state archival
institutions can care in this way for their own records and local governments
have even less of a chance to develop adequate programs. Selective microfilm-
ing projects and regional conservation centers are perhaps among the most
viable alternatives for coping with this problem, but they require significant
cooperation among archival institutions and a stronger national leadership.

Despite the poor condition of local government records in the United
States, there has been some progress in very recent years. The National
Historical Publications and Records Commission has generously supported
the development of some effective programs, most notably the establishment
and strengthening of municipal archives, the support of regional networks,
and the development and publication of manuals and inventories. With the
assistance of the NHPRC, NASARA and AASLH have both provided a
stronger national focus on these records with promises of greater things to
come. Still, even stronger national leadership is needed that reaches down
through the states into the localities and both educates and equips the local
officials to work effectively with their records. A strong and steady commit-
ment to a national agenda for the improvement and development of local
government records programs is a precondition for major changes.

Four such agendas have already been proposed in the 1980s. In 1982,
NASARA adopted a platform that it hoped would provide a basis for discus-
sion of "ways to improve and strengthen the management of local government
records throughout the United States," intending "to encourage a working
partnership between state and local officials" with the state archives as the
responsible leader for promoting this. That same year the American Associ-
ation for State and Local History sponsored the Joint Committee on the
Management, Preservation, and Use of Local Government Records. The
committee met, deliberated, and concluded that the lack of leadership by
the archival profession on both national and state levels is a primary cause
for the poor administration of local government records. Perceiving that a
major reason for this was the lack of tools and resources, the AASLH com-
mittee recommended the creation of an audiovisual program, pamphlet,
guide, training packet, independent study programs, and a clearinghouse of
information. Another agenda evolved out of the mid-1983 meeting in Atlanta
that evaluated the first round of NHPRC-sponsored state assessment and
reporting projects. Participants again underscored the leadership role of state
archival institutions and the need for improved legislation, education, prog-
ram standards, and resources. And, finally, Bruce Dearstyne's paper at the
1983 meeting of the Society of American Archivists in Minneapolis sum-
marized and evaluated these earlier agendas, but stressed that local officials
themselves possess the "first line" of responsibility for adequately managingtheir records.'16
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Unfortunately, all of these agendas lack one major element: a stronger
commitment by the archival profession. The evaluation of the assessment
projects led to adoption of the principle that "at least one prominent national
organization or institution should assume national leadership responsibility
in redressing the imbalance in archival and records management priorities
which hinders progress in local records issues." Although this is, at best,
only a generalized statement, it hits upon the fact that without committed
national leadership, archivists are left with little more than pronouncements
devoid of practical action. The work of the Joint Committee, for example,
is leading to the production of materials that still requires leadership, on all
levels, to be effectively used. Effective leadership requires a clear commitment
to a precise strategy, but even the best strategy is useless without dynamic
and aggressive leadership. The condition of local government records is a
national problem and requires national leadership for resolution.

The issue of leadership and the origins of the Joint Committee are inexor-
ably intertwined. The catalyst for the creation of the committee was H.G.
Jones's book on local government records, a book initiated and published
by AASLH. 17 Jones took as a major theme the necessity of national and state
leadership, emphasizing that its absence was the major reason for the continu-
ing poor management of these records. 18 The original grant proposal written
by AASLH staff and submitted to the NHPRC in 1981 essentially para-
phrased Jones's conclusions, which were repeatedly supported by members
of the Joint Committee during its meetings and reflected in the final report
that was issued in 1983. The committee justified a second grant in 1983 on
the grounds of providing the necessary leadership. This proposal stated that
"there is no voice of national leadership prepared to begin taking the steps
necessary to solve these problems" and concluded that the initial work of
the committee could only succeed if it "secures the support of all the profes-
sional associations that should be interested in good local records manage-
ment......"19

The formation of the Joint Committee was completed with very careful
attention paid to its role as the "voice of national leadership." Aside from a
few individuals selected because of their experience and expertise managing
or using local government records, the members of the committee consist of
representatives of the Association of Records Managers and Administrators,
International Institute of Municipal Clerks, National Association of County
Recorders and Clerks, National Association of State Archives and Records
Administrators, National Center for State Courts, and the Society of Amer-
ican Archivists (a representative of the International City Management As-
sociation was added in 1985). 20 The group is designed to avoid the problem
that archivists and records managers have traditionally fallen prey to, com-
municating only within their own ranks and neglecting the very people whose
records and concerns they are attempting to address. 2 ' This committee -

composed of creators, archivists and records managers, and users - wrestled
with some crucial questions. What did local officials perceive as their needs
in records administration? Why did they so frequently avoid seeking the
assistance of state archival institutions? How can local officials and archivists
cooperate in resolving the problems of administering local public records?
How can the associations of local officials assist in resolving the neglect of
local records in this country?
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The committee's first phase of work resulted in a series of productive and
stimulating meetings about the management, preservation, and use of local
government records in the United States. The product of these meetings was
a report that suggested promoting the benefits of properly managing local
government records; encouraging state agencies to assume stronger and more
active leadership toward political subdivisions; developing new, and im-
proving existing, orientation and training programs for local officials and
records custodians; and developing guidelines for state and local legislation
that strengthens the management of public records. None of these concerns
are really new and, at best, merely echo the thoughts and opinions of a score
of archivists over the past generation and more.

The difference in the work of this committee, however, was its commitment
to national leadership. It called for a national body, armed with sufficient
resources, to monitor efforts at the local level, to study appropriate issues,
and to set and revise priorities concerning local government records. Led by
the American Association for State and Local History, a total of nearly
$200,000 was obtained from the National Historical Publications and Records
Commission and the Andrew Mellon Foundation to continue the work of
the committee for two additional years (through 1985).The present agenda,
established in 1984, included several major goals. First, the committee intends
to produce a brief, general audiovisual program, with accompanying pam-
phlet, that attractively presents the advantages and elements of records ad-
ministration to local officials and records custodians. Second, it is working
on preparing a more extensive manual on local public records administration
that defines and describes the nature of these records, outlines the benefits
of effective public records management and the techniques of such manage-
ment, presents who is responsible, and provides a bibliography and other
leads for further assistance. And, finally, the committee is establishing a
clearinghouse that local officials and others will be able to use in seeking
assistance to resolve their records problems and concerns. The audiovisual
program, manual, and clearinghouse are intended to foster the support of
other professional associations in this important work.

The agenda of the Joint Committee is, admittedly, an ambitious one, but
progress has been considerable. The audiovisual program and accompanying
pamphlet were completed and available for use in early 1985. A professional
multi-media firm has packaged the audiovisual program itself. Also, in early
1985, the clearinghouse, renamed the National Information Center for Local
Government Records, became operative with two staff members at AASLH
headquarters to run it. Their primary responsibilities include marketing the
audiovisual program and pamphlet, issuing press releases and updates on
the work of the Joint Committee and other activities regarding the adminis-
tration of local government records, and fielding inquiries requesting advice
and assistance. Finally, Bruce Dearstyne of the New York State Archives
will prepare the manual, which should be published and ready for distribution
later in 1985. By 1986, then, there will be an important assemblage of tools
and advice available for local government officials and records custodians
that can supplement existing model state manuals, archival and records
administration handbooks, and training and educational programs, all coor-
dinated by the Joint Committee and the new national information center.
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The implications for national leadership should be readily obvious. There
are already professional associations and state archival agencies ready to use
these tools to supplement existing outreach programs or to create the nucleus
of one. With a free distribution of 100,000 pamphlets and 20,000 modestly-
priced manuals, it is anticipated that in a relatively short time a large portion
of the political subdivisions in this country will have received some exposure
to the rudiments of proper records administration. And it is also anticipated,
that local governments will apply considerable pressure on state archival
institutions to provide statewide leadership. For some state archives, this
will provide an opportunity to harness support that could be used to acquire
sufficient resources and authority to develop effective local government re-
cords programs. For other state archives, the interest might be unpleasant,
but, just the same, it could lead to effective local government programs. In
one sense, the purpose of the Joint Committee is to awaken or strengthen
the state leadership needed for improving the administration of local govern-
ment records.

The success of this new effort is, of course, dependent upon the continued
existence of the Joint Committee and the newly created National Information
Center. If only a few tools are created but no national mechanism to promote
them, improvement in the administration of local government records will
probably be marginal. To some degree, the sustained interest of other profes-
sional associations, like the International Institute of Municipal Clerks, will
probably prevent this from happening. More importantly, however, the Joint
Committee, along with its National Information Center, has every intention
of continuing beyond the time limits of its second grant. Details and funding
remain to be worked out and will be a major subject of the committee's
deliberations over the next year, but a number of prospects are possible.
Additional projects may be identified that could be attractive to the NHPRC
and the Mellon Foundation. Associations that are represented on the Joint
Committee might finance the ongoing work of the committee, especially the
National Information Center. Other associations, like NASARA, might have
the resources to assume some of the responsibility for the work after 1985.
Equally promising, perhaps, is the work of other associations with similar
concerns for national leadership, such as the Society of American Archivists'
Goals and Priorities Task Force and the Archives and Society Task Force.

The management of local government records in the United States, and
the preservation of those having historical value, is an immense challenge.
To succeed, energetic and imaginative leadership is needed on both state
and national levels. There are some good state programs and even model
records programs in local governments themselves, but national leadership
is especially crucial. National leadership is needed to draw national attention
to the problem, encourage and equip state archives to provide better and
greater assistance, assist local governments to undertake the proper manage-
ment of their records, and develop strong professional standards that clearly
communicate the necessity of the work of the archivist at all levels of govern-
ment. The AASLH committee is only a start in the development of the type
of national leadership that is required, but it represents an opportunity to
be seized. One final note about the AASLH's involvement in this work:
despite this association's long work with history museums, historic preserva-
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tion, and the interpretation and use of historical sources, it has been the only
professional association to provide strong leadership in the management and
preservation of local government records. Other national archival, historical,
and government associations need to join with and support AASLH in this
important labor.
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