POLICY RAP SHEET

Policy Issue

Long-term Viability of Electronic Records

Summary of Issue

Without reliable electronic records, colleges and universities will be unable to manage and defend themselves -- they will lose their memories and be at significant risk.

Reason for Institutional Impact

· Unlike paper records, which contain their content, context and structure within a visible document, electronic records separate these key elements. While the content of a message may be somewhat familiar, the context and structure are embedded in hardware and software. 

· Without knowledge of the operating system and application software that interprets the record, the content itself is often useless, and the broader structure and context is entirely lost. 

· Without a proper migration plan, as hardware and software are upgraded, the context and structure of records that are migrated forward can be lost, as well as the relationship among documents. 

· The records that are not migrated, but left behind in a system that is no longer supported are, of course, at even greater risk. 

Links to Existing Policy

Many institutions have policies about retention of records, including electronic records. 

MIT: 

http://web.mit.edu/policies/13.3.html
Cornell: 

http://www.univco.cornell.edu/policy/RR.for.html 

But, as there are currently few easy technical solutions to these problems, the policies do not reflect the requirements to make long-term access possible and reliable.

External Mandates/Deadlines

The retention of records at state institutions will be governed by state records disposal schedules.  Some state institutions, such as:

Minnesota State Archives 

http://www.mnhs.org/preserve/records/contact.html  

New York State Archives have electronic records programs, and may be in a position to offer guidance on these issues.

http://www.sara.nysed.gov/ 
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Recommendations

These problems require collaborative solutions. Archivists, records managers, auditors, policy administrators, information systems professionals, and librarians each play a role in collecting, managing, and providing access to information. All of these players, and perhaps many others, must work together to solve the problem of managing electronic records 

Related References

The text of this RAP sheet has been drawn from an article, “Our institutional memory at risk: collaborators to the rescue,” by Timothy J. McGovern and Helen W. Samuels (CAUSE/EFFECT Fall 1997).  Further details about this problem and proposed solutions can be found at:

http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/html/cem9735.html)

