
THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS

A response from the Australian Society of Archivists

Introduction

The Australian Society of Archivists (ASA), founded in 1975, is the peak professional body representing archivists in Australia. The work of archivists is vital for ensuring organisational efficiency and accountability and for supporting understandings of Australian life through the management and retention of its personal, corporate and social memory. Among the objectives of the ASA are to

· promote the keeping care and use of archives and encourage research and development in all areas of archival practice 

· establish and maintain standards of archival practice and professional conduct amongst archivists, including standards of archival qualifications and professional training 

· encourage the responsible use of archives including cooperating with other organisations and groups with common interests and concerns

The following submission addresses two issues of major concern to the ASA which fall within the scope of the Inquiry, university education for archivists and funding for university archives.

University education for archivists

In their roles of sustaining and nurturing their current and future membership, professional associations such as the ASA need to be closely involved in education for their disciplines. To this end, the ASA has revamped its course recognition activities for university archives courses and has participated in the development of national records and archives competency standards over the past few years. In 2001, the ASA has endorsed the ANTA Business Services Training Package and has made a submission to the Review of the Australian Qulaifications Framework Guidelines for the Bachelor Degree and Postgraduate Qualifications. 

The ASA is greatly concerned for the future of professional education for archivists within the higher education sector. We require university qualifications for entry to professional membership of the ASA. The networked digital world provides lots of opportunities and challenges for archives in terms of preservation of electronic records

and online access to archival holdings, but to do these things properly archives need adequate funding and suitably qualified professional staff. 

Opportunities for postgraduate study in archives have been severely affected in recent years by the elimination of HECS for postgraduate courses and its replacement by full-fee paying courses. The introduction of full fees for postgraduate diploma and masters courses has caused a noticeable drop in enrolments in university archives and records courses and was a significant contributing factor in the demise last year of Australia’s first archives course, established in 1973 at the University of New South Wales.  Our profession is not particularly well-paid and students attracted to the discipline do not have the expectation of substantial earnings on graduation. Few individuals have the ability to pay full fees upfront. Also, assistance by employers with fees is unusual in our industry. Under these circumstances, the ASA is concerned that before too long all university courses in archives and records could disappear in the near future. Thus the  ASA welcomes in principle the proposed Postgraduate Education Loans Scheme as a means of alleviating this particular problem in the delivery of postgraduate archives courses. 

Funding for university archives

Archives are a vital component of the national research infrastructure and significant portions of the archival resources of the nation are located in universities. Universities are covered by state and Commonwealth archives and related legislation including FOI and as such have a raft of obligations to create, maintain and retrieve their records over time.  However, university archives generally do not receive any funding from state and Commonwealth archival authorities and their capacity for generating revenue from other sources is limited at best.

The last few years have seen an increased emphasis on accountability in universities and a necessary focus on improving recordkeeping, particularly in view of the proliferation of electronic databases used to manage student records, for example. Most of Australia’s universities have established programs to manage their archives, both electronic and paper. However, a detailed survey by Don Boadle of Charles Sturt University in 1998 found that reporting and staffing arrangements and funding levels for university archives vary considerably from one university to the next.  This study also found little consensus among universities as to the rationale for maintaining their archives programs. (AARL, September 1999) Many university archives exist in uncertain circumstances, their survival relying on good luck rather than sound planning. This is notwithstanding a growing awareness of their rich and diverse holdings which provide important resources for supporting the key functions of research and teaching and learning. 

In addition to preserving and making available their own records, a significant number of universities have been collecting the archives of other organisations for many years (for example, the University of New England which collects material relating to the New England hinterland and the University of Melbourne Archives which has substantial holdings of the archives of Victorian businesses, as well as the labour movement and community organisations).  For those universities located outside the capital cities, the role of the university in preserving local and regional records for research use is often very important to the local community and is one way in which the university provides cultural heritage services to an audience beyond its own students and staff.

The crises in the funding and direction of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre (NBAC) at the Australian National University (ANU) since 1997 have illustrated the very real problems facing universities which have responsibility for preserving significant collections of Australia’s documentary heritage. In this case, the fact that the NBAC had literally rescued large quantities of unique records and preserved them for primary research into Australian economic, political and social history was ignored in internal university processes for the allocation of recurrent government funds. Twice in three years the NBAC has been saved from an extreme fate by national campaigns strongly expressing public interest in continuing the NBAC’s work of acquiring, managing and providing research services for records of nationally significant businesses, federally registered industrial organisations, professional associations and industry bodies. Statements and submissions by organisations and individuals also stressed that the NBAC should be funded by ANU rather than by external sources. The Senate passed a motion urging ANU to meet its financial obligations to the NBAC on 1 November 2000.

However, the problem of funding remains – how are universities to continue to support the archives for which they have responsibility in times of increased pressure on their funds? Archives are often seen as optional rather than central to a university’s operations, a view which the ASA rejects. It must be noted here that the capacity of archives (which are not-for-profit organisations) to become even partially self-funding is very limited, something which has been confirmed by the recent NBAC experience of seeking external funding.

Possibilities for funding university archives include recognition of archives as an integral part of the national research infrastructure, along with university libraries. It is promising that archives will continue to have access to ARC funds for infrastructure projects, although it must be noted that the relevant scheme is intended for collaborative projects and requires university archives to have guaranteed existing funds and stable administrative structures. Following a recent National Scholarly Communications Forum Round Table on Archives in the National Research Infrastructure, the ASA has commenced discussions with the Academies and with the Council of Federal, State and Territory Archives with a view to developing a preferred national funding model for archives in Australia. In this context, one suggestion that has emerged has been that funded research projects should be required to identify a budgetary component to cover the archival infrastructure support costs for the project in addition to a budgetary provision for the archival preservation of the records of the research itself. 

In the USA, Canada and the UK there are substantial government-administered grant schemes available to a range of archival programs and institutions, including university archives. It is the view of the ASA that Australia sould make greater provision for funded archival research and infrastrructure projects of this kind. With the emerging challenges of the digital research and access agenda and the need to make provision for the archival preservation of today’s and tomorrow’s fragile and elusive electronic records, this need is even greater now than in the past.

Conclusion

The ASA considers that the provision of equitable access to postgraduate university education is vital for the continued care and future development of the nation’s archival resources. It is likewise imperative that university archives as the custodians of archival collections of national, regional, local and sectional significance be funded adequately to ensure the survival of an important component of the nation’ s documentary heritage for the use of current and future generations.

The ASA thanks the Committee for the opportunity to place its views before the Inquiry.

