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Digital Archives Programme

Project Overview

The Extent of the Challenge
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.   Although records of all types must be managed and preserved, only recently has the challenges concerning electronic records been recognized and begun to be addressed. 

Risk & Unique Problems
In this regard, most records are created in digital form within the desktop environment or various computing systems.  However, policies and practices governing the management of electronic types of records, including email, are informal or, if ‘formal’, are not implemented.  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 be lost or inaccessible, or their recovery comes at very high cost.  In addition to the 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.

DAP for long term access, maintenance and use  

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. The DAP will be a combination of policies, procedures, standards and technologies that facilitates the proper management, appraisal/retention and preservation of digital records and provides for the long term access, maintenance and use of materials with long term value. 

2 Phases:  Strategic Plan & Implementation

Strategic planning is the first of two phases required to design and implement a Digital Archives Programme.  This phase will identify policies and guidelines related to digital records practices, establish minimal technical standards, requirements and specifications for software and network related to digital records preservation and establish a ‘Strategic Plan’ for the implementation of DAP.   Phase Two, the subject of a separate project, will implement the framework, establish pilot groups and begin the necessary technical and operational activities to establish digital archiving.

Interacting components for a reliable record lifecycle

Although the focus is digital records of long term value, 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.  Therefore the DAP will also include strategies for promoting trustworthy digital recordkeeping systems.

DAP Benefits
The benefits of implementing the DAP are significant and include: the long term maintenance,  accessibility and preservation of electronic records; a reduction in the dependency/need for parallel recordkeeping systems (paper and electronic) and reduction of associated costs; ensure record integrity and the security of recordkeeping processes; facilitation of record retrieval and content searches.

Efficiencies & Cost Containment  
Other benefits include improved efficiencies through more effective use of existing infrastructure, the improved productivity associated with the utilisation of digital technology and appropriate responses to changing operational environments.  In addition without proper management of electronic records, the costs associated with overloading digital systems with unnecessary and cursory information will continue to grow.

Start up balanced by Cost Avoidance

 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 of resources from paper to digital, depending on the choice of implementation strategies, there may be considerable up-front costs associated with DAP start up which can be minimized using a Common Services approach.  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) were ever appropriate. 

The main project activities for DAP Phase One are:
•
Activity 1  Establish Project Management Infrastructure

•
Activity 2  Survey and review the current policies, procedures, approaches, initiatives and best practices related to digital records 

•
Activity 3: Inventory the current Information Management data bases and technical platforms related to digital records

•
Activity 4  Develop DAP specifications, requirements and standards 

•
Activity 5  Prepare an Implementation Plan for DAP

•
Activity 6  Prepare and Market the DAP Strategic Plan and Implementation Plan 

•
Activity 7  Prepare a Work Plan for implementation (Phase 2)
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