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GOVERNMENTS ARE AT RISK
Governments’ ability to achieve their operational and strategic goals and hold themselves accountable for their decisions and actions depend upon how well they can create, use and preserve records.  

This ability is being placed at risk because of significant weaknesses in the way records are being managed:

· Civil service managers face the risk that major programme delivery initiatives may fail due to poor quality records.
· Civil servants are worried about how to cope with an overwhelming volume and variety of e-mails, documents, records and files and how to know what is important and what is not. 
· Technology specialists know that costly systems and applications often fail because the information and data in records are unreliable.

· Citizens and users are concerned that records to which they have a right under Freedom of Information or similar legislation is often unavailable, inaccessible, inaccurate, incomplete or out-of-date; implementation of Freedom of Information legislation is at considerable risk.

· Civil service managers and civil servants are unaware of the implications of poor records management on their programmes and services; they have yet to recognise that their programmes, services and initiatives can be undermined significantly because of the absence of adequate controls over records. 
Poor records management threatens all government programmes and processes, including e-government and other service delivery activities, economic development initiatives, health care programmes, land reform initiatives, environmental projects, and initiatives designed to enhance citizen rights.  At the core of these issues is the erosion of trust in government programmes and decision-making where records cannot be found, the accuracy of the information in the records cannot be trusted, or the records are lost or destroyed. 
The concerns about records management are being exacerbated because of the growing dependency of governments on records in electronic form.  Electronic records are fragile, and their integrity is dependent upon a confusing and quickly changing array of hardware and software.  Unless records are carefully managed and protected, governments will be unable to guarantee their availability, authenticity and usability over time and across sites.   

THE RISK IS A GLOBAL ISSUE

These are global issues that extend around the world.  As such they require a global response.  Countries in many parts of the world (notably Europe, the US, Australasia) have been concerned about them for some time and have worked together to take steps to address the issues.  They recognise that failure to do so is not an option.  Threats to electronic records, storage costs for paper records, and the overall erosion of trust in the government’s ability to manage its records are rising in significance on an exponential scale. For many countries around the world, maintaining the status quo of weak or non-existent records controls means falling behind. 
Countries that have recognised the significance of managing records as a cornerstone of governance are aware that records are valuable assets, similar to human and financial resources, and that a regulatory framework is required if they are to be managed effectively as assets.  Based on this recognition, many countries around the world have begun building components of the framework.  In several countries, government policies have been established, resources have been made available, systems have been developed, and education and training programmes have been introduced.  The investments have not been inconsequential.  For instance, the US National Archives and Records Administration has spent nearly $400 million on developing a digital repository to preserve the highly complex electronic records it expects to acquire.  While the level of investment varies around the world, and while success in managing electronic records also varies, progress is being made. 
THE WAY FORWARD 

Never before has the requirement for records management to be addressed at the highest levels of government been so great.   And never before has the level of urgency now being attached to records management been so high.  The need for a high-level government-wide strategy for records management is critical.   Permanent secretaries and other senior executives must lead the way in formulating such a strategy. The strategy should identify key priorities and the steps that must be taken to address these needs.
Much can be adapted from what has been developed in countries elsewhere, but ultimately the East African region needs to establish its own strategy for moving forward.  The EAC countries are well positioned to work together on the development of such a strategy.   Based on international good practice principles, such a strategy would:  

· clearly recognise the fundamental role records play in government business and accountability and the high levels of risk governments are experiencing as the result of inaction
· reflect national interests, concerns and directions.  While the strategy’s scope may be limited to an individual country government, it can inform the development of strategies at the regional level, especially if the country government is one of several governments working on records management strategies
· identify short-term goals that are readily achievable as well as longer-term goals and priorities
· comprehensively address all components of the regulatory framework required to manage records as assets.
Authority for the strategy should be clearly defined and reside with one organisation only. Similar to other resource management functions, such as human resource management and financial management, the authority for records management should not be divided among multiple organisations.  Overlapping mandates and conflicting objectives and priorities can lead to confusion on the part of records-creating organisations.  Assigning authority to a single organisation at an appropriately senior level is key to the success of records management improvement initiatives.  In most countries around the world, authority for overseeing and supporting records management has been assigned to the national archives.   This is consistent with the principles adopted by the International Council on Archives, which state that: 

…the archives should facilitate the establishment of policies, procedures, systems, standards and practices designed to assist records creators to create and retain records which are authentic, reliable and preservable; the archives should be involved in the entire records life cycle (conception, creation, maintenance) to ensure both the creation and retention of records that are authentic, reliable and preservable and the capture, preservation and  continued accessibility of records identified as having archival value…   

National archives understand the attributes of records, why they are important in terms of government decision-making, programme delivery and accountability, and how their integrity can be managed through time.  As a consequence it is the norm that the lead organisation for developing and implementing a records management improvement strategy should be the national archives working in partnership with others, especially the government’s ICT organisation. 

Country or regional level strategies can be developed to guide initiatives leading to the development of the components of the regulatory framework for managing records, keeping in mind the following objectives: 
· awareness about the dependence of government  programmes on effective records management, the significant issues being faced by governments as a result of poor record-keeping, the implications for government programmes and the strategic way forward; the primary target audiences would be ICT managers and staff as well as senior officials responsible for government programmes and services. 
· policy statements, approved at the highest level, which assign accountability for the management of records across all levels of government 
· positioning that brings together the key players who will lead and steer the steps involved in developing the standards, practices, systems and tools required to manage records throughout their life cycle.  The government’s national archives, working closely with the government’s ICT organisation, would be an important lead organisation.  At the regional level, and in the interests of promoting a consistent approach to implementation of the strategy, there could be a steering committee representing the  countries in the region.  
· human capacity to ensure that people are trained and/ or recruited to support the management of records; this would involve the development of a relevant scheme of service, the identification of core competencies, and the development of recruitment and training strategies based on a gap analysis.  
· partnerships between key players such as the government’s national archives and its ICT organisation.  While a single authority, normally the national archives, should oversee records management at the government-wide level, no one organisation can undertake records management improvement on its own; records managers and archivists can contribute professional content expertise and, with programme managers, identify requirements; ICT specialists can provide technical solutions that respond to the requirements.  They can both learn from one another in the process. 
· standards, practices, procedures and tools to facilitate the management of records at all stages of their life cycle:  creation, organisation, use, retention, preservation and disposition.  This would range from procedures and guidelines for documenting decisions and actions, to standards for classifying records and establishing retention and disposal schedules, to functional requirements for integrating record-keeping in ICT systems or developing trusted digital repositories.  Implementation would be based on a plan designed to ensure a comprehensive and effective outcome, relevant to the needs of government programmes and initiatives such as ICT/ e-Government and FOI. 
A strategy for improving records management needs to be based on a shared target vision of what should be in place if records are to serve their role in enhancing decision-making, accountability and achieving government priorities such as ICT/ e-Government and FOI.   In reaching for the vision, however, and in defining what needs to be done to achieve the vision, it is important to understand the current capacity of the organisation.  This understanding and the identification of the gap between the current state and the desired state as reflected in the vision will help to shape records improvement strategies and ensure that the outcome is comprehensive and relevant. 

Developing and implementing the strategy will require strong leadership, collaboration and co-ordination at both the regional and country levels.  By working together, senior managers, policy-makers, and records and technology specialists can respond to the challenges and opportunities discussed in this paper.
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