NYALGRO – Monday, June 2


Happy 15th Birthday to NYALGRO!  You and the New York State Archives are celebrating milestone birthdays this year.  NYALGRO as an organization that was founded to meet a critical need for collaboration and education among local government records managers and the State Archives as the entity that has responsibility for establishing records management standards and providing advice, assistance and training to help local governments meet those standards.   Our two organizations have a shared history and a shared interest in the same common goals and a mutual responsibility to New York’s governments and citizens to ensure that records created by government are available for as long as, and at any time that, they are needed.

People are amazed when they hear that the New York State Archives is only 25 years old.  After all, New York is one of the thirteen original colonies.  Indeed, Dutch settlement in New York predated the establishment of British colonies in New England.  Beginning as fur trading posts, the Dutch West India Company established settlements in the Hudson Valley in the early 17th century and by 1626, Peter Minuet was sent to govern the colony as its first Director General.  Establishment of a governance structure that included a Colonial Council followed and records began to be generated soon thereafter.  While the very earliest records are no longer extant, the State Archives does have Council minutes dating back to 1632.  Many of you from the Hudson Valley, NYC and Long Island have related records.


Given the age and the complexity of New York State government, suffice to say that New York was a little late to arrive at the party – by the time that New York finally passed an Archives law in 1971, almost every other state in the union had established an archival program.  Even once the law passed, it took a few years to get things underway; we hired our first state archivist – Ed Weldon - in 1975 and finally opened for business in 1978.  It was not until 1987 that the local government records law was passed and 1989 that the activities mandated by that law were funded through the creation of the Local Government Records Management Improvement Fund – a program that, to this day, is the envy of every other state archival program!


During most of the 20th century, the State required that local governments protect their archival records, but provided no systematic program to ensure their identification or maintenance.  The program that was in place, run through the Education Department’s Division of Archives and History and was transferred to the State Archives in 1978.  This program focused on creating schedules, which were not much used, encouraging the construction of facilities to protect important records, and approving the design of these facilities – some of us remember this as the era of vault building.


It is clear that what was needed was a more systematic and consistent approach to the management and preservation of local government records (not to mention the records of state government).  Local Governments began to discuss the issue and to advocate for a statewide system to coordinate the management of their records.  The expectation was that this would ensure uniformity of standards and practice across governments and ultimately result in more complete historical documentation for the State through the preservation of those local records of greatest importance.


However, all the stars had to be aligned before this was possible.  Local Government officials had to see the importance of good records management, and this began to happen in the 1980’s – the birth of NYALGRO attests to that.  A functioning archives and records management program had to be in place at the State level with people who understood records life cycle issues and the need for records management.  These people, in cooperation with their enlightened colleagues in local government, put in place a system that considered records from a life cycle perspective, dealing with broad categories of records and identifying those categories that would have value into the future and those that could be systematically destroyed when no longer needed.  It was that coalition of records managers, archivists, historians, records creators, and advocates of good government that created the system that is in place today and that serves both state and local governments as well as the citizens of New York State.


I was thinking about recounting all of the advances that we have made together – over the last 15 years.   But the progress has been steady and the accomplishments too numerous to cover in such a short time.  So let me just hit some of the highlights.

There is, of course, the Local Government Records Management Improvement Fund – the funding that has made it possible for the State Archives to provide the services and the programs – not to mention the grants - that have helped to bring local government records management in NYS to its present level.  The law was enacted in 1989 and sunsets every 5 years.  We have twice successfully extended the sunset and I am confident that we will do it again.

Together we have greatly improved the quality of records management programs in the state and certainly expanded the number of programs in our local governments.  The track record here is pretty impressive.  As some of you know, we recently took advantage of a service provided through the State Education Department to analyze the data we have been collecting on local governments and our grants program since 1990 and the results of that analysis have given us a great deal of worthwhile information.


In brief, since 1990 (and not counting this year), we have given out 5353 grants amounting to nearly $100 million to 54% of New York’s 4300 local governments.  These include all the counties and cities and over ¾ of the towns, villages and school districts.  We analyzed only the grants program data, but have data on our training program and on our advisory services as well.  At some point, we will be able to determine the impact of these services on local governments records management programs.  This will allow us to fine tune our offerings and to ensure that the services we are delivering actually meet your most critical needs.


We are partners as well in bringing to the field the programs and services that truly fit the needs of those who use them.  I never consider the programs and services of State Archives to exist in a vacuum – they are not, for example, developed by people in Albany who never get out around the state, never talk to the people who use the services, and are loathe to change the content of the service as your programs grow and needs change.  One of our hallmarks is flexibility.  We pride ourselves on listening to our customers.  We understand that there are different needs in different parts of the state or among different types of local governments, and we try to customize our services to fit the environment in which the service is being delivered.  You have never been shy about telling us what works and what doesn’t and that willingness to test and to provide feedback is what helps us make sure our services really hit the mark.

And that brings me to an opportunity to say a few words about the people who make the program go – there are three groups, the first two are staff of the Archives.  The staff are truly at the heart of everything we do.

First, the State Archives staff who are closest to your needs and who best understand your situation are the Records Advisory Officers (RAOs)– the first line of assistance for local governments – these are the folks who to many of you are the face of the State Archives.  They are our circuit riders, logging hundreds of thousand of miles among them each year.  They are the people who you know and trust.  It is through the RAOs that we in Albany are able to understand the situations you face daily and to develop services that focus on the problems you encounter in your shops.  This, I believe is the most successful aspect of our program.  The RAOs are our link to you and yours to us.  They are what keeps the Albany part of the program grounded in the reality of your work.  Of course, I have to say that we could not simply put any nine people out there and expect the results that we get.  These are nine very special people (18 counting the Regional Office Assistants)– committed to their work, loyal to their customers, and embedded in the local fabric of their regions.  We would have no chance of success without the hard work and dedication of our RAOs, and the Regional Office Assistants who back them up – they are the lifeblood of the program.


The second group is the central office staff in Albany, lest anyone think that their contributions to our shared endeavor could be overlooked.  These folks as also the best – the best at what they do, many of them with very special expertise, some quite unique.  What our Albany staff does quite outstandingly is to support in any number of ways what goes on in the regions.  They spend a lot of time working with the RAOs to take the pulse of the field and to find out what you need.  They then work very hard at creating just the right services to meet those needs – and many of them actually get out to you to deliver those services personally.  There is a lot of collaboration and mutual respect among Albany and regional staff.  I have been attending meetings that bring field and central staff together for a few years now, and I can tell you that I always leave those meetings feeling elated and excited by the interactions that I observe among these folks.


And the third segment of the triumvirate – the group without which there would be no program - is you.  You are our customers, but more importantly, you are our partners in building a program that ensures high standards for managing records across local governments in New York.  And this results in services to our citizens that foster public confidence in government.  You, through the LGRAC, the nine regional advisory councils, your professional associations and, not least among these, NYALGRO, provide the leadership and direction to help us shape a program that is truly responsive to the needs of government and citizen.  Not only are you our customers and our partners, but you are also our advocates.  You have been there to voice your approval of the Local Government Records Management program and the services that it provides and to fight twice to extend the sunset on the enabling legislation.  As I mentioned before, we are coming up again on our third sunset in 2005.  We will be in this one together again, making sure that both the executive and the legislature understand how important this program is to you, to your governments, and to your constituents.


Other issues such as the economy and government budgets also have an impact on the program and services that we are able to bring to you.   As you know, we are currently living under some rather severe spending constraints – even though there is money in the fund, we are unable to get authorization to spend it.   We have had some successes, but the challenge continues and I have been forced to make some difficult decisions among priorities as well as spend inordinate amounts of time justifying what we do and why it is important.  Be assured that we will continue to fight to keep the services coming to you.


Now, I was asked to make a few comments about the future.  Some predictions are easy to make.  We will continue our partnership and collaborations with you.  Our services will continue to evolve to meet the read needs of real programs.  And we will continue to listen and hope that you will continue to talk to us to make your needs known.


There are also lots of challenges ahead which we face at both the state and local levels.  We need to communicate about these, learning from each other and sharing stories of successes and failures.

· Money and budgets are always an issue.  The current situation calls for creative solutions, doing things differently and working our way around the bureaucracies to get things done.  One example of how we are dealing with this is our recent decisions to change the way we are delivering our services to you.  If we cannot print, we will publish on the web; if we cannot travel, we will transact business through conference calls or video conferencing.  Our goal will be to keep the services coming.

· Storage and space issues are constant for you.  We are dealing with these at the state level as well.  We need to be talking more about collaborative and shared ways of dealing with this problem.

· Electronic records is another challenge that we share. This challenge is three-fold and includes their management, access to data contained in the systems, and long-term preservation of important records in electronic format.

· Advocacy for the local government records programs and for records programs in general is another shared challenge that looms in the very near future.  The LGRMIF law sunsets in 2005 and we will need your strong voices and support to help keep the program alive.

· And a final challenge is how to ensure the visibility of records and archives programs across the state.  How do we establish and maintain the legitimacy of our programs; how to we justify their existence?  Local governments have made a lot of progress in this area as is evidenced by your testimony at this meeting.  Several of you have noted that, even in this difficult fiscal environment, you sailed through your local budget processes.  This is such encouraging news; you are to be applauded!  We need to work together to keep our programs in the spotlight and to continue to prove the importance of these programs to both the government and our mutual constituents – the citizens of the State of New York.


As we increase the visibility of the New York State Archives using the programs of the Archives Partnership Trust as a vehicle – the magazine, web initiatives, and publications - I expect that the visibility of other archive and records programs will also increase.  And as we improve access to all of New York State’s records through exhibits, kiosks, databases, and the Internet, we will be continually thinking of ways to expand our projects to include materials from our sister institutions.  I view our partnerships with colleagues around the state as critical to the success of anything and everything we do and I see our two organizations – NYALGRO and the New York State Archives - as inseparable partners in the New York records business.  So, a toast to our birthdays and may both of our organizations prosper and grow.

