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I stand before you today as a proud teacher.  I am here to announce that the Archives and Description Group of the Proyecto de Recuperacion del Archivo Historica de la Policia Nacional, Guatemala, can describe archives to the international standard.  Congratulations.

To get to this stage—the end of the beginning phase of the Proyecto—took a great deal of effort from every one at the Proyecto.  We all had to learn a new language, both the language of archives and the language of the police.  “Provenance” entered the language of the Proyecto staff, and words like “imaginaria” entered mine.  I knew we had really accomplished this when, earlier this week, I heard Gustavo Meono give a tour of the archives and explain the concepts of “chain of custody” and “provenance” and “original order” absolutely perfectly.  I would guess that three years ago Gustavo had never heard of those concepts, and today they are a fundamental part of the vocabulary of everyone at the Proyecto. 

This afternoon my remarks will be in three parts:  what the records looked like in September 2005, how the project got to where it is today, and the challenges ahead.  Along the way I will discuss the uses of the records for future research in a variety of disciplines.

I.  September 2005

My first visit to the police archives was in September 2005.  The storage buildings were in terrible disrepair:  broken windows, missing skylights, water dripping on records, water standing on floors, no concrete floors in places so mud squished underfoot, areas without light.

Given those conditions, it is no surprise that many of the records were moldy and seriously water damaged. Because the building was open to the outside, birds and bugs and bats flew in and sometimes stayed, depositing feathers and dung and eating into papers and photographs.  It is the only place I have ever worked where I was dive bombed by bat while looking at records.

The storage areas housed miles of piles of records tied in bundles, some with rough labels, some without.  There were very few shelves, but the Proyecto had already obtained a few wooden pallets to stack records on and at least get them slightly above the damp floors.  In some areas there were filing cabinets of rusted metal or wood, some easy to open and others falling apart or so twisted that the drawers would not pull out.  Staff members of the Proyecto were working on fingerprint cards and cedulas that had been found in the trash; they were muddy and moldy, and many photographs had separated from the cards.  

The police staff at the archives said they had no general inventory or location register; they depended on memory to know what was where.  Because of the lack of shelves and the general disorder, the police staff climbed on piles of records to get to records stored in higher piles (today some records bear footprints in memory of this practice).  

At that time the archives held the records of only four departments (Jalapa, Huehuetenango, Peten and Retelhuleu) and the records of Cuerpos 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6.  There were no records of Cuerpo 2, and if there were records of Cuerpo 7, I did not see them.  

While there was some very general order—the cuerpo and department records were generally together, as were the records of the detective unit--the mass of records from headquarters units was shelved as space was available.  In some of the storage areas order seemed to exist—for example, an area where “novedades” (reports to headquarters of the news from various police units) were stored—but that turned out to be a phantom:  there really was little order there, either.   And an alarming number of bundles were simply marked “correspondencia varios.”

II.  From then to now

So how did the Proyecto get from that stage to today’s professional project?  

First of all, the Proyecto adopted the standard archival principles of provenance and original order.  “Provenance” simply means the organization that created, accumulated and/or maintained and used records in the conduct of business.  The “principle of provenance” is a basic principle of archives that says that records of the same provenance must not be intermingled with those of any other provenance.  The principle of “original order” follows from provenance.  This principle says that archives of a single provenance should retain the arrangement established by the creating office in order to preserve existing relationships, evidential significance, and the usefulness of the finding aids of the creator.

These two basic principles were established over the centuries by archives in Europe.  The driving force behind the principles was the need to protect the records of an organization as evidence, primarily for legal purposes.  By adopting these principles the Proyecto entered the long tradition of archives and at the same time took a major step toward protecting the evidence found in the records of the Policia Nacional.   This decision was absolutely crucial.

Along with adopting those basic principles, the Proyecto took another key step by instituting a master location register.  As I noted above, the police apparently had no list of what record was housed where.  The Proyecto quickly developed a basic scheme for identifying buildings and storage areas and walls and made a rough list of what records were found where.  This then made it possible to develop the tracking system that follows the chain of custody, that is, the succession of offices or persons who have custody of a body of documents.  Documenting the chain of custody, as records are taken from one location, worked on in another location, and returned to storage, again protects the records as evidence because the responsibility for the care of documents at all times is clearly identified.

In order to identify and protect provenance, the Proyecto needed to learn the structure of the police; moreover, they need to know what units created records and maintained them separately.  To maintain original order, the Proyecto needed to learn the structure of the records: how did the police in a unit organize them (unfortunately, the Proyecto has never found a filing manual or standard file plan, which would help immensely in understanding the organization of the records).  This learning has been accomplished, at least the overall understanding of the organization of the Policia Nacional and the structure of the units on whose records the Proyecto is now working.  The Proyecto has sorted the records by unit, has cleaned off the remains of bats and butterflies, and has boxed them with a clear indication of the unit that created the records.

Access to records is the next step.  Two elements must be in place in order to provide access to information contained in records: first, finding aids that describe the records must exist and, second, a framework of legal authority for making the records available for consultation must be adopted.    

During the past months, the Proyecto has concentrated developing finding aids.  An international standard for archival description exists, and the Proyecto is using it.  The Proyecto developed internal rules for applying the standard to the police records and trained staff in them.  Now the work of description is fully underway.  This process has been helped enormously by the work of the Proyecto’s computer staff, which designed excellent input software to support the description work and also to support the master location register and the maintenance of the chain of custody of the records.  

This first phase of intensive training in basic archival principles of arrangement and description is completed.  That does not mean that the description work is completed—far from it.  But it does mean that the archives staff at the Proyecto knows how to do description to the international standard.

During this first phase of the work in the archives, the staff of the Proyecto has developed a truly important range of competencies:

*Competence in description

*Competence in how to analyze a document

*Competence in developing research strategies

*Competence in basic techniques for physical preservation of documents

*Competence in computer programming for archival description

In the process, the Proyecto has raised the Guatemalan public’s consciousness of the importance of archives.  The Proyecto has consulted with other government agencies on the need for preservation of their records, sharing their experience and expertise.  The competencies developed in the project are a resource—a vital human resource—for all of Guatemala.

III.  Uses of records

How can the records of the Policia Nacional be used?  

In the immediate future, one principal use will be to try to resolve fates of individuals.  That is the human rights motivation for working on the records, and that is the most pressing question for the public.

But these rich records provide much more evidence and much more information than that.  Let me suggest a few areas that could be researched in the records of the Policia Nacional:

*History of Guatemala.  The records are unparalleled evidence of the activity of a key government organization during a turbulent period of the nation’s history.

*History of regions of the country.  The organization of the police by department means that the records of those departmental police will contain important resources for understanding what went on in a particular region over time.  

*History of towns.  The records of the Cuerpos in Guatemala City provide detailed, almost minute information on the activities in the zones of the city.  The records of the departmental police forces should provide similar information for towns and villages.

*History of the government structure.  The records show relationships between organs of the state and reveal the perspective of one organization on how the organs meshed (or did not) in order to provide state security. 

*History of the police.  Very little scholarly work has yet been done on the history of the police, and these records are indispensable for that study.  The records also provide possibilities to study the police as a bureaucracy and as an employer, including sociological profiles of police and policing.

*International relations.  The Policia Nacional maintained international contacts, both with national police organizations and with Interpol.  These international activities included training, provision of equipment, and the development of techniques and programs.  This is an important part of the story of foreign policy in Guatemala.

*History of the development and use of police techniques.  The records provide an insight into the development of techniques like fingerprinting, the use of telecommunications and computerization, and the increased use of motorized transport over the sweep of the 20th century.

*Sociological studies of crimes and criminals.  The statistical and biographical data on persons apprehended is extensive and can form the basis for looking at change over time.  For example, the records could be used to profile the persons arrested for smuggling over a border in the 1930s and compare it with a profile from a later date.

Determinations of fates, human rights issues, historical studies, political science analyses, sociological examinations:  all these types of research can be pursued to great effect in the records of the Policia Nacional.

IV.  Three challenges ahead

The Proyecto has come far, but we are concluding only the first phase of work.  Three great challenges face the Proyecto:

*Establishing the framework of legal authority for access to the records by the public; 

*Developing the standards and techniques for providing reference service to the public, using the descriptions prepared and acting within the established legal framework;

*Re-imagining and invigorating a national archives system and embedding within it both the archives of the Policia Nacional and the archives of the Procurador de los Derechos Humanos.

Establishing the legal framework for access is the next essential step.  Without it, no research can be done, except that for the necessarily limited number of cases under development by the PDH.  As we have seen, research on cases is only the beginning of the potential research uses of the records.  

In the mid-1990s, the United Nations Commission on Human Rights asked a French lawyer named Louis Joinet to develop a set of “Principles for the protection and promotion of human rights through action to combat impunity.”  This set of principles was updated in 2005, and that version is now the adopted position of the Commission.  The principles include a section on the need for “preservation of and access to archives bearing witness to violations.”
  Principle 15 is titled, “Measures for Facilitating Access to Archives.”  It reads:

Access to archives shall be facilitated in order to enable victims and persons related to claim their rights.

Access should also be facilitated, as necessary, for persons implicated, who request it for their defence.

Access to archives should also be facilitated in the interest of historical research, subject to reasonable restrictions aimed at safeguarding the privacy and security of victims and other individuals.  Formal requirements governing access may not be used for purposes of censorship.

I urge the Guatemalan authorities to rely on these principles as they develop the legal framework for access to the records of the Policia Nacional.

Reference service is the second challenge.  Reference service includes the entire range of activities involved in assisting researchers in using archival materials, including providing information about or from the archives, determining within the access framework whether the specific records requested can be released, making records available for use in research rooms, and providing copies or reproductions.  This is detailed and time-consuming work, but it is the purpose of all archival endeavor and is enormously rewarding for archivists and researchers alike.

The third challenge is to develop the national system of archives in Guatemala.  The archives of the police cannot continue forever as an archives apart from the archives of the rest of the government.  It must be embedded in a national system, in which the records of the government are part of a national governmental archives while private archival institutions preserve the records of non-governmental bodies and the personal materials of private citizens.  Together, these records—public and private, institutional and personal—make up the documentary heritage of Guatemala.  This system needs to be re-visioned and invigorated, operating under appropriate legal frameworks, preserving its materials in secure buildings, and making available the public and private patrimony.   

The police archives project of Guatemala is the largest police archives project in the Americas—north, south, or central—ever.  The Proyecto is working with the largest body of police records in Latin America that are potentially available for research.  Guatemala has a great opportunity to show how to manage sensitive records responsibly on behalf of its citizens, its government, and concerned researchers around the world.  It can demonstrate that access to archives is a key factor in ensuring the rule of law and enhancing democracy. 

The Proyecto has taken the first big step towards access by starting to describe the police archives.  Thank you for letting me be a part of it.

� “Updated Set of principles for the protection and promotion of human rights through action to combat impunity.” Report of the independent expert to update the Set of principles to combat impunity, Diane Orentlicher.  United Nations Commission on Human Rights, E/CN.4/2005/102 and E/CN.4/102/Add.1, 2005-02-08.  
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