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1. Records are an important asset of the United Nations.  They provide evidence of business activities, support decision making processes, protect entitlements and rights, ensure organizational accountability and form part of the historical and cultural resources available to our member states.  In the context of the Emergency Command Centre’s  emergency preparedness planning, I should like to request the co-operation of each department head in taking the steps necessary to manage and protect this critical resource, in particular, the Organization’s vital records.

2. Vital records are those  records, in any medium (e.g. paper or electronic), which contain information essential to the survival of the Organization and that are vital for the protection and legal and financial rights and/or for continued inter/intra-departmental co-operation.  If a vital record is lost, damaged, destroyed or otherwise unavailable, the loss itself is a disaster, with an effect on critical operations.  Generally, only between 2-7 percent of a department’s records are vital.  A vital record is not necessarily one with long-term value; it may only have short-term value, e.g., lists of people currently entitled to pensions.

3. As part of the overall planning of the Emergency Command Centre, each department will be required to develop a vital records plan.  The identification and protection of copies of records containing vital information and the implementation of records disaster mitigation programmes are, in effect, an insurance policy against disruption of the organization’s critical operations.  To effect that insurance policy, departments need to:

· determine the most critical activities that each department must perform if it must operate under other than normal business conditions and in a facility other than its normal place of business;

· identify which records support those critical activities and the resumption of normal operations; and 

· identify which records series or electronic information systems contain information needed to protect the legal and financial rights of the department and persons directly affected by the department’s actions and preserving copies of such records.  Note:  UN relies on electronic information systems to conduct its business and to document essential transactions; special provision for the identification and protection of digital records may be required.
4. Primary responsibility for the development of a vital records plan will lie with each department; however the United Nations Archives and Records Management Section (ARMS) will provide guidance and assistance on its web page (www.un.org/depts/archives).  Information will be available on types of records that may be vital, strategies and tools for conducting a records inventory, common methods of protecting vital records and samples of and links to other organizations’ vital records plans.  In addition, ARMS will organize a series of large-group training sessions on the identification and inventorying of vital records.

5. In disaster and emergency management, the development of a vital records plan falls in the stages of prevention and preparedness; in collaboration with the Emergency Command Centre, ARMS will provide input on the development of plans in the response and recovery stages of disaster and emergency management as they relate to records.
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