
 

Human Rights Archives and Documentation: 

Transforming Ideas into Practice 
 

     Working Sessions Notes:  Tuesday, March 4, 2008 
Contact:  Valerie Love, Curator for Human Rights Collections, 

valerie.love@uconn.edu 

 

 

Human Rights Archival Practices 

 

1. How are policies for working with human rights materials different from standard 

archival practices? 

 

Standard archival practices work fine for human rights collections.  Trudy Peterson created 

guidelines for ISAD(G) standards for human rights organizations and collections.  The document 

is available at the International Council on Archives (ICA)’s website, 

http://www.ica.org/en/node/30452 

 

A direct link to the PDF is available at: 

http://www.ica.org/sites/default/files/ISAD(G)%20Human%20Rights%20intro-application.pdf 

 

 

2. What are the issues unique to human rights materials? 

 

a. Vague archival policies of human rights organizations/lack of clear and effective 

records management system 

b. High employee turnover within non-profit/non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) 

c. Recordkeeping not primary function or high priority within NGOs 

d. Large collections such at truth commission records are expensive and difficult to 

maintain  

e. Records may not be well organized before arrival and may include sensitive 

material 

 

• Ethical concerns—prevent information from being misused or released 

to individuals or groups that would harm individuals   

o How to approach case by case access decisions—organizations 

and archival institution must work together to identify what 

needs to be restricted. 

• Privacy concerns—how to best preserve materials and provide access?  

How to protect individual rights? 

• Safety concerns for individuals and the documents themselves  

• How do we ensure collections are generally accessible, but not to 

people with malicious intent? 

f. Political pressures on archives  
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g. Security of collections  

h. Archives cannot always obtain documents – military and police believe they have 

a right to restrict the archival record 

i. Individuals leave office and take records  

j. Enforcement of archival responsibilities  

 

Access is the key issue—archives should be open to research, but creator organizations or 

individuals must designate what should be restricted.  The archivist still has the ability to restrict 

certain materials, series, or personal information revealed in a collection, but the donor 

organization or individual must take primary responsibility for restriction of materials to meet 

privacy and/or safety concerns of individuals.  Donors must also agree upon the duration of the 

restrictions—materials which are restricted must have a time frame for that restriction—75 years, 

etc. 

 

• Archives can create an agreement to screen users for first year or two that a collection is 

open, with all researchers requesting use of the collection getting permission from the 

donor organization or archivist.  Once the archivists and the institution have a greater 

understanding of the use that a collection, access can be opened up to the public, or the 

user screening protocols retained. 

 

• Staff could screen and the organization would have 30 or 60 days to look through the 

requested materials and pull out sensitive items.   

 

• Need to create privacy protocols for records of defunct organizations:  institutional 

records vs. working records 

 

• Issue of permissions – what happens if an organization or individual agrees and then 

changes mind?   

 

• Use restrictions?  Materials may vary depending upon use or institution 

(academic research/instruction, for example), but not necessarily other uses 

(publication, duplication).   

 

• Donor must specify context of materials and what is considered appropriate 

use in any written agreement 

 

• Need to create protocols for individuals who donate records to determine sensitive 

materials in advance—what types of materials might be “sensitive?” 

 

3. How can archivists preserve and provide access to electronic, digital, and online 

human rights materials? 

 

Meeting needs of research and teaching: 

 

• Would a small number of testimonies be sufficient or must everything be available to 

students and faculty? 
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• Digitization of materials  

o Cost of long term storage  

o Maintenance issues  

• JSTOR as a model?  

o Open access?  Fee to access which then goes to adding more content? 

• How do we create a sustainable, collaborative model?  

• Must be available to individuals, not just institutions  

• Funding of finding aid projects  

o Could be put up by country or by others to show what is in a collection 

 

Meeting needs of human rights practitioners and those outside of the academic community: 

 

• Who would actually be interested?  

• Would need funders up front for mounting and maintaining online collections 

• Local countries may lack electronic access to there resources  

• May be apprehension uncertainty/ on part of international partner to make materials 

openly available online 

 

Long Term Preservation of Materials:  

 

• Microfilm may provide access  

• Long term training and sustainability  

• Need for an electronic repository  

o Commercial project? Who would pay?  

o Norway seed bank could serve as model for human rights records 

o Who is eligible to use collections?  Who can recall a copy?  

o Need to establish standards for electronic formats  

o Who should be driving this discussion – archivists/others? 

o Creation of a trusted digital repositions—Scandinavian countries may be 

interested in helping 

 

• How do organizations create access? 

 

4.     What materials or types of materials are not being collected that should be? 

 

•  Organizational Records 

 

• STAND (a student anti-genocide coalition) 

• Other student organizations 

• Immigration organizations  

• Grassroots organizations 

• Others? 
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• Online Activities – Providing access to electronic human rights collections  

 

• Cell phones/camera phone images  - should they be preserved/access & use issues 

• Web capture  

• Electronic newsletters  

• Facebook groups 

• Blogs 

• Event calendars 

 

• Scholars doing research sometimes let archives know a collection exists and is in need of 

an archival home.   

 

 

4. Who are our potential partners (International agencies, governments and government 

agencies, NGOs) in addressing concerns about documenting human rights issues and 

concerns? 

 

Resources for Human Rights Archives  

 

o International Council on Archives (ICA) Archives and Human Rights 

Working Group; http://www.ica.org/groups/en/node/37  Contact:  Perrine 

Canavaggio, canavaggio@ica.org  

 

� ICA Archives and Human Rights Newsletter: 
http://www.unesco.org/archives/hrgnews/ 

 

o ICA-- Archival Solidarity – linking projects and people in other countries; 

http://archives3.concordia.ca/Solidarity/default.html 

Contact:  Nancy Marrelli, Nancy.Marrelli@concordia.ca 

 

o Endangered Archives Program at the British Library: 

http://www.bl.uk/endangeredarchives 

 

o Archivists without Borders:  http://www.arxivers.org/en/index.php 

 

o UNESCO Archives Portal: http://www.unesco.org/cgi-

bin/webworld/portal_archives/cgi/page.cgi?d=1 

Contact:  Jens Boel, j.boel@unesco.org 

 

 

5. Who are potential funders (government, NGO, foundations) of human rights archival 

efforts? 

 

• What resonates to funders? 

o Building a case for human rights collections which have world wide impact to 

contemporary events  
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• Where does infrastructure rest?  

 

 

6. What institutions in the United States currently house human rights archival 

collections or are currently collecting human rights materials? 

 

This information is currently being compiled.  Institutions represented at the symposium 

include: 

 

The Center for Research Libraries 

Columbia University 

The University of Connecticut 

The Drammeh Institute 

Duke University 

Harvard University 

The International Center for Transitional Justice 

The University of Maryland College of Information Studies 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

Rutgers University 

WITNESS 

Yale University 

 

Information regarding Iraqi records in the United States is available on Trudy Peterson’s 

website, http://www.trudypeterson.com/perspectives.html 
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Collaboration and Next Steps   

 

1. How can we, as archivists and librarians, collaborate with each other?  Are there 

existing structures or do we need to develop new ones? 
 

Current Needs: 

  

• Increased support for the human rights archival community 

o Human Rights Archives Information Portal � 

� List of institutions collecting human rights materials  

� Information for organizations interested in donating materials  

� news about human rights archives activities  

� lists of organizations with archives  

� blog  

� online portal/presence for human rights archival community  

o Increased communication in archival community 

� Human Rights Archives Listserv – could be hosted by either the Center for 

Research Libraries (CRL) or the University of Connecticut 

o Continued meetings/conferences for human rights archival community 

� Informal meetings at the Society of American Archivists (SAA) Annual 

Meeting – human rights lunches, etc 

� Not yet large enough human rights archives community to become an 

official SAA roundtable—50 member minimum 

� perhaps rotating meeting locations among universities active in collecting 

human rights materials 

� Must ensure those not in room today are still included in discussions—

NGOs and Universities - Texas, Minnesota, etc. 

o Greater collaboration with law libraries and academic human rights programs  

• Increase number of finding aids for human rights materials available online, even if 

collections themselves aren’t online 

• Still need tool for web archiving  

• Need a trusted electronic repository for records 

• Technical assistance in archiving materials and working with limited resources 

• Others? 

 

2. How can we better engage and work with non-American/non-Western institutions and 

organizations? 

 

• Difficult to manage projects with large geographic barriers, as well as cultural 

differences, issues of trust, and other obstacles 

• Non-US institutions may not want American assistance 

• Must create projects which are sustainable and can be maintained over time once initial 

training or support has ended 

• Resources—how do you build capacity to maintain material in country? 

• Assistance with finding aids for institutions who don’t currently have them online 

• Duplication and deposit of at risk materials 
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3. How can we better collaborate with governments and human rights organizations to 

ensure that human rights materials are preserved? 

 

• Creation of guidelines for human rights organizations to understand the importance of 

their records and how to archive their own materials, and how to prepare materials for 

donation—marking sensitive records, case studies as to the benefits of maintaining their 

records, etc. 

• Increased communication is needed between archivists and human rights organizations to 

encourage them to better maintain their records 

• Need to increase awareness about the transient nature of electronic records 

 

 

4. How do we, as archivists, personally advocate for social justice? 

 

• ALA, SAA, and other organizations are currently writing letters advocating for the return 

to Iraq of Iraqi records taken to US  

• Change must come from within—can not be something forced by outside 

• US based archivists can only advocate to our representatives in Congress to pressure UN 

and other multinational bodies to ensure human rights records are preserved; can not 

force our will onto others 

• Must form coalitions and partnerships between institutions and countries to ensure 

records are preserved 

 

Unresolved Issues: 

 

• How can we provide immediate assistance when it is needed?  Archival “first responder” 

volunteers, consultants, financial support, etc.? 

• Issues in human rights documentation—too big for any one institution on its own 

 

Agreed Upon Next Steps: 

 

• Creation of a human rights archives information portal to be developed collaboratively 

with individual responsibility for specific functionality 

• Ongoing meetings and communication among archivists/librarians working with human 

rights collections – Informal meeting at SAA in August and ICA human rights meeting in 

Mexico in December 
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Human Rights Archives Portal:  Information, Advocacy, and Outreach/Training 

 

Priority 1:  Information about institutions with human rights collections and human rights 

organizations with archives 

 

Priority 2:  Collection development policies, collection descriptions, links to finding aids 

 

Priority 3:  Best practices and information for NGOs and individuals on records 

management and archiving human rights materials 

 

Priority 4:  Calendar of human rights archives events and training opportunities 

 

Other resources to be included in portal: 

 

Information: 

• Open source documents/free resources/archives toolkit 

• SAA materials that are relevant  

• Spanish language/translations  

• Trudy’s documents  

• News/RSS feed 

• Conservation info 

• Best practices for archives with limited resources  

• List of consultants who work w/human rights orgs + archives  

• Links to related organizations—ICA, SAA, etc.   

 

Advocacy: 

• Records at risk 

• Issues in human rights archives 

• Funding needs/opportunities 

• Streaming videos 

 

Outreach/Training: 

• Cooperative projects  

• Listserv 

• Online exhibits 

• Contact info 

• Human rights teaching resources  

• Internship opportunities  

• External internships/consultants  

• Archival training and workshops for organizations  

• Training film for NGOs  

o without archival jargon and tailored to reflect the reality of human rights 

organizations 
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Upcoming conferences/meetings pertaining to archives and human rights: 

 

• March 31- April 2, 2008,  Ramallah, Palestine.  “International Conference on Libraries 

from Human Rights Perspective.”  http://www.rchrs.ps/aboutC.html 

 

• May 2-3, 2008,  Ann Arbor, MI.  “Archives and the Ethics of Memory Construction.” 

http://memoryethics.org/ 

 

• July 21-27, 2008,  Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.  “International Council on Archives 

Congress.”  http://www.kualalumpur2008.ica.org/ 

 

• December 10-12, 2008,  Mexico City, Mexico.  “International Forum on Archives & 

Human Rights” 

http://www.unesco.org/archives/hrgnews/data/MexicoForumonarchivesandhumanrights.doc 

 

 

Other Events:   

 

• May 30-31, 2008.  Olsztyn, Poland.  “8th International Conference on Human Rights: 

Right to Knowledge and Information in a Heterogenic Society.”  

http://wpia.uwm.edu.pl/humanrights/ 

 

• June 30- July 3, 2008,  Nantes, France.  “3
rd
 World Forum on Human Rights,” Nantes 

France. http://www.spidh.org/en/home/index.html 

 

• August 26-30, 2008,  San Francisco, CA.  “Society of American Archivists Annual 

Meeting,” http://www.archivists.org/conference/sanfrancisco2008/ 

 

The University of Connecticut will organize an informal human rights archives lunch in San 

Francisco, details TBA. 

 

 

 


