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Dear Minister Xingwana 
A crisis in the Archival Sector
The archive is an important mediator of the past and therefore also a shaper or our future. Good work has been done in transforming the role and functioning of archives, but there is an archival crisis in South Africa which now requires urgent attention. On behalf of the Delegates to a 2007 Conference on this crisis, we at the Archival Platform would like to alert you to the enclosed conference report, Archives at the Crossroads, which was endorsed by former Arts and Culture Minister Pallo Jordan but still requires a response from your Ministry. 
In the 1990s, building on struggles for justice through memory in prior decades, and consultative processes like ACTAG, the ANC envisaged an archival system that would open up the archive to the public, redress the imbalances of the past, strengthen state record-keeping, and integrate the archive with the broader heritage sector. This vision was embodied in the Constitution, the Arts, Culture and Heritage White Paper and the National Archives of South Africa Act in 1996. It flowed into a myriad initiatives to transform the apartheid national archival system, taking archives to the people in dynamic new ways, opening them up to indigenous ways of knowing, allowing new kinds of resources (such as oral history) into the official archive, providing for freedom of access to information and transforming professional archival staff. 
Although some strides have been made, this vision has not materialized in a number of key areas. These areas were highlighted in the Archives at the Crossroads report:

1. The political and social role of archive and archiving in a democracy and in facilitating the work of building social cohesion in a diverse and historically-fractured society is still not sufficiently recognized or fostered by government in general and the Department of Arts and Culture in particular.

2. This has led to a lack of public investment in the archive, including records management in government (the key instrument for ensuring support and auditing of state record-keeping). 
3. Thus, both the effectiveness and efficiency of government record-keeping is suffering, especially at provincial and local levels. Only a few provinces have been able to create even rudimentary archival services, and national coordination of archival services and standards is weak.  
4. Many collections are not receiving the attention they deserve, and some may be lost through neglect. Very little processing of collections is taking place, with processing backlogs building up dramatically.  Storage space shortages compound the problem, and there is no vision for a long-term solution to the space crisis. 
5. Implementation of the Promotion of Access to Information Act is poor. Mechanisms for ensuring public accountability have either not been effected or are poorly implemented.  Public consultation is minimal. Reporting is poor.  Oversight and advisory structures are not yet fully functional.
6. “Taking archives to the people” as a key objective has not been realized. The elitist nature of state archives services has not been transformed. User and audience profiles have not changed substantially. Public access to resources remains constrained, partly because of the number of unprocessed collections.
7. There is no national strategy for the effective education, training and retention of archivists. Archivists leave the sector in droves to work in more lucrative professions.
The Report concluded that there is a danger of the national system being reduced to an observer of poor governance and a loss of historical memory. What is at stake is not simply the survival of the inherited documents of the past, but our hard-won democracy itself and our possible future as a cohesive society. We remain at a crossroads, facing an unique opportunity both to fix the problems in the system and to use a revitalised concept of archive to underpin the urgent national project of social cohesion. 
As Director of the Archival Platform, on behalf of the Delegates to the 2007 Conference listed below, I humbly submit that that the archival crisis identified at this Conference has not been resolved – it has intensified. We salute you in your efforts to re-establish the Archives Advisory Council but appeal to you as Minister to urgently assemble a task team to address the issues raised above; to strengthen the independence of the National Archives; and to appoint a new and stronger Archives Advisory Council to perform an oversight function. The Archival Platform is willing to help wherever possible, as we believe in the value of the archive as a symbol of our democracy, our humanity and our future. 
Yours truly

(Dr.) Harriet Deacon

Director, Archival Platform

