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Digital Archives Programme 

Project Overview

1. Introduction

“The creation of an “electronic United Nations” is an essential for the realisation of better communications (as well as)… increased “efficiency  and effectiveness of the delivery of both substantive programmes and management of the United Nations”, reference ‘Information Technology in the Secretariat: a Plan of Action’, report of the Secretary General, 13 February 2001.  In order to realise the goal of an ‘electronic United Nations’, digital records of long term value must be able to be identified, accessed and preserved.   

Records are defined as all material "regardless of physical form, created or received in connection with or as a result of the official work of the United Nations" and constitute the business, legal and historical informational assets of the organisation.  Therefore, records of all types must be managed and preserved, however only recently has the challenge concerning electronic records preservation started to be addressed. 

In this regard, most records are created in digital form in the desktop environment.  However, policies and practices governing the management of electronic types of records, including email, are informal or, if ‘formal’, are not enforced.  Therefore, digital records of long-term value are not captured, managed or preserved in an appropriate or consistent manner.  This creates significant risk, since critical knowledge assets may become lost or inaccessible, and their recovery may come at very high cost.  In addition to challenges connected with the decentralised computing environment, electronic records pose unique problems in terms of obsolescence and ageing of storage media, as well as software and hardware dependencies.

2. Digital Archives Programme, Objectives and Scope

The Working Group for Archives and Records Management WGARM seeks to address these risks by developing a Digital Archives Programme, DAP, within the context of the UN Common Services initiative.   Project objectives are to:  

· Establish Guidelines, Policies and Standards related to Digital Records practices;

· Establish minimal Standards, Requirements and Specifications for software and network related to digital records technology;

· Create an implementable framework that can be applied by United Nations Participating Organizations (UNPOs) to establish or share common Digital Archives Facilities;

· Identify high level electronic records management, document management and digital preservation strategies;

· Ensure long term preservation, maintenance and access to digital records of archival value;

· Promote trustworthy recordkeeping systems.

Strategic planning is the first of two phases required to design and implement a Digital Archives Programme within the UNPOs. This phase will identify requirements and specifications, define standards and establish a ‘Strategic Plan’ for the implementation of DAP.   Phase Two, the subject of a separate project, will implement the framework established and begin the necessary technical and operational activities to establish digital archiving.

The Strategic Plan will apply to records created or received in New York  UNPOs.  However, the Plan will also identify issues which concern the preservation and management of digital records created or received in UNPO offices outside New York if they are integrally related to business processes or operational performance. 

Although the focus is on digital records of long term value, it is expected that the DAP will have components that interact with records throughout the entirety of their life cycle, including guidance on the creation of digital records, their registration and indexing, and the application of  appraisal and retention requirements for the ultimate purpose of  ensuring that the records are appropriately preserved and accessible.  In recognition of the fact that preservation and accessibility is reliant on the active management of digital records beginning with their creation, the DAP will include strategies for promoting the recordkeeping system’s trustworthiness.

3. Appraisal Decision Assistance 

One of the records management components required for facilitating DAP implementation relates to the application of standardised rules and practices to the appraisal of records and the development  of retention schedules.  With this in mind, WGARM’s parent entity, the Common Services Task Force, approved its proposal for an Appraisal Decision Assistance Project.  Project objectives included: 

· A list of major audit, financial, personnel rules and values important for considering long term protection of records;

· A list of all major UNPO records series and, where appropriate, UNPO business processes to which these rules and values could be attached;

· The assignment of specific time periods and type of protection class for records or business process products based on appraisal values agreed for specific records. 

Phase I of the Appraisal Project – the identification of rules, record series and retention periods - was completed in December 2002.  Follow up and confirmation of results will take place in 2003, and implementation should occur in 2004. 

4. Implementation Constraints

Implementation of the Strategic Plan may be limited in a number of ways.  Lack of funding and long term commitment by the Organisation is of primary concern for DAP implementation.  Another possibility is that the Organisation may fail to recognise the importance of its business records (both paper and electronic) and the costs and risks of ignoring them.   A third concern is the degree to which the Organisation will be ready and willing to change the status quo and incorporate DAP requirements into its business process.  

5. Benefits

The long term benefits of implementing such a system are significant:

Records and Information Management (RIM) benefits include the long term maintenance,  accessibility and preservation of electronic records; a reduction in the need for parallel recordkeeping systems (paper and electronic) and associated costs; record integrity and the security of recordkeeping processes; facilitation of record retrieval and access based on keyword or record content searches; reduced paper usage; decreased storage costs; and the enabling of multiple and simultaneous access to records, locally and remotely, at any given time.

Other benefits include improved efficiencies through more effective use of existing infrastructure and through emerging technology, improved service enhancement and productivity associated with the utilisation of digital technology and appropriate responses to changing operational environments. 

6. Status/Timeline

Expression of Interest, EOI – September/October 2002 - completed

Request for Information, RFI – October/November 2002 – shortlist established

Statement of Work, SOW – December 2002 - finalised

Issue Request for Proposal, RFP – March 2003 – pending distribution

RFP Closing/Evaluations – April/May 2003

Contract negotiations – June/July 2003

Vendor start up – mid July 2003

Vendor deliverable 1 – end July 2003

Vendor deliverable 2-5 – mid January  2004

Vendor deliverable 6-7 – January/February 2004

Phase I (Strategic Plan) complete  - March 2004

Phase II (Implementation) Pilot/Startup – 2004/05

Phase II (Implementation) Full/expanded implementation – 2006/07

7. Conclusion 

The DAP project can be viewed as an integral step in the transition from paper-based records to digital-based records.   Although this transition includes a shift resources from paper to digital, depending on the choice of implementation strategies, there may be considerable up-front costs associated with DAP start up.  Once established, however, the DAP will bring significant long term cost savings and cost avoidance  measures throughout the organisation.  

These savings include direct savings through the reduction of paper and paper based record keeping requirements, including storage, file cabinets (office space) and staffing resources needed for filing, maintaining and managing paper copies, as well as indirect savings through  the realisation of efficiency and productivity benefits from enhanced records and information management.

It is also anticipated that project strategies will optimise resources and reduce costs wherever possible.  This will be done through an integrated Records and Information Management approach, developing partnership with IT staff and the use of existing resources and technologies (hardware, software and infrastructure). 

