PUBLIC DEMAND in CARIBBEAN ARCHIVAL INSTITUTIONS

Archives, modern information centers for the general public.

Nolda Römer-Kenepa

National Archivist of the Netherlands Antilles

For the archivist it is important to know the needs of the researchers. After all, records are preserved for the information they contain to be used and diffused. Information technology is increasing the need for information, which is also having its impact on the use of archival material. To find out how the Caribbean archival institutions are dealing with these new developments especially in the aspect of service to the public we tried to find answers to the following questions:

I) Is there an increasing number of visitors and/or new users of archives? 

II) How do we know what the need of the public is in order to meet with the demands? 

III) Are our archival institutions oriented to the need of the different type of users?

IV) Are we as archivists prepared to satisfy the requests of new users?

Two short and simple surveys were conducted among the members of the Caribbean Regional Branch of the International Council on Archives (CARBICA) to collect information to answer the four questions mentioned above. 

The first in March –April 2002 was meant to update the directory and discover the needs of the institutions in order to draft a program of activities for CARBICA for 2001-2005. The second in June –July 2002 was to collect information about service to the users over the last five years.

The situation of the archival institutions in the Caribbean 

First we need to know who are the members of CARBICA. 

CARBICA was founded in 1976.  The categories for membership were adapted by the last general assembly at CARBICA VII conference in Saint Lucia, November 2001. The present categories are:

Category A: National Archives

Category B: Institutions responsible for countries archives

Category C: Other institutional organizations

Category D:  Individuals

According to the last update September 2002 members are: 
Category A: 


Category B:
Antigua & Barbuda                 Anguilla
Aruba 



British Virgin Islands

Bahamas Dominica 

Grand Turk & Caicos

Barbados 


French Guyana  

Belize Grenada 

Montserrat

Bermuda 


U.S.Virgin Islands

Cayman Islands  

Guadeloupe 

Guyana 

Haiti

Jamaica

Martinique  
Netherlands Antilles 

Puerto Rico 

St. Kitts 

Saint Lucia 

St Vincent & the Grenadines  

Suriname

Trinidad and Tobago
25 Archival Institutions of which 19 members Category A and 6 Category B. 

2 Institutional members Category C: St.George’s University Grenada, Jamaica University of the West Indies, 4 Individual members Category D.
When addressing the question of public demand in archival institutions of the Caribbean one has to keep in mind the different archival traditions and the short archival history in this region.  First of all one has to consider the fact that the Caribbean has four archival traditions, a predominantly English speaking group and a small group of French, and Dutch speaking countries. The Spanish speaking Caribbean, except for Puerto Rico, tends to join the Latin American branch. Secondly most of the archival institutions are small and in a phase of development. Even the established institutions have a very young history. We cannot compare and study the demand of the public for a long period as countries with a longer archival history. That is why this research was based on the last five years, 1997-2001.

The 25 archival institutions both category A and B were addressed for cooperation with this research.

It is interesting to know if institutions are collecting information of the use and users of archives as statistical data is important for the management of archives. 

The result showed that most of the less developed institutions were not collecting data and were not able to contribute to this research. 14 members responded on both surveys. The first survey, March-April 2002 was important for establishing contact and communication with the individual institutions. Also interesting information was acquired about the developments in the archives, changes in management and addresses and also the needs of the individual institutions.

On the second survey June-July 2002 representatives of all four archival traditions in the Caribbean responded. Antigua & Barbuda National Archives, Aruba National Archives, Bahamas Department of Archives, Belize Archives Department, Bermuda Archives, Library Services Department British Virgin Island, Cayman Islands National Archives, Archives Departementales Guyane Française, National Archives of the Netherlands Antilles, Archives Departementales Martinique, Archivo General de Puerto Rico, National Archives of Trinidad & Tobago, National Archives Authority of Saint Lucia, National Archives of St Kitts. 

The information in this paper is based on the responses on both surveys of the mentioned members.  

I) Is there an increasing number of visitors and/or new users of archives?

We first asked the institutions to inform us if they have noticed an increase or decrease in the quantity of visitors. The outcome showed that except for Puerto Rico and French Guyana most countries are experiencing a steady growth of visitors and requests for information. Puerto Rico informed that the decrease is due to restoration activities of the archive building in the years 2000 and 2001 and French Guyana is dealing with the factor of inaccessibility of documents and limited means for improving the situation.

Then we asked the institutions to mention the number of visitors for the last five years 1997-2001. Aruba, Bahamas, Belize, Martinique, Netherlands Antilles, St Kitts and Trinidad & Tobago mentioned the number of visitors for five years. Bermuda, British Virgin Islands mentioned the number for 1999-2001, St Lucia for 2000-2001 and Antigua for only 2001. Cayman Islands and French Guyana did not mention any number. Keeping of statistical records seems to need some stimulation in this area. Bermuda informed that gaps in the registration of visitors occurred during the absence of the director but that the registration is now improving. 
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Bahamas showed a growing trend from 1997-2000 but decreased in 2001.

The growth of the number of visitors in Belize is remarkable and is ascribed to more P.R. facilities, public awareness and better staff relations with the public. With regards to the growth the question we asked was:

To what factor would you ascribe this development?

0 more PR activities

0 less PR activities

0 public awareness

0 interest in new subjects

0 automation

0 lack of interest

0 little interest of the part of the public

0 international clients

0 better staff relations with the public

0 more friendly staff

0 more facilities

0 Other……………………………
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The outcome is as follows:

More PR activities: Belize, Cayman Islands, Martinique, Netherlands Antilles Saint Lucia, Trinidad Tobago, St Kitts mentioned more PR with the remark that not  too much because they do not have resources to cope with the demands that may result from these activities. 

Public awareness: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Belize, Bermuda, Cayman Islands, Martinique, Netherlands Antilles, Saint Lucia, Trinidad & Tobago

Interest in new subjects: Bahamas, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Martinique.

Automation: Cayman Islands

International clients: Bahamas, Belize, Martinique, Netherlands Antilles, Saint Lucia, Trinidad & Tobago

Better staff relations with the public: Belize, Saint Lucia, Trinidad & Tobago

More friendly staff: Trinidad & Tobago

More facilities: Martinique

Other: Aruba more accessibility of records, Bahamas educational activities.

The increasing interest in the archives is ascribed in some countries to more P.R. activities and public awareness. P.R. activities are important as it increases public awareness and also the growth of the interest in archives and history. 

In order to find out if the visitors were traditional or new users we asked the question: “Can you give information about the type of users of your archives over the past 5 years?” 

0 Schoolchildren (Primary level)

0 Students (Second level)

0 Scholars (Tertiary level)

0 Amateur historians

0 Journalist

0 Genealogist

0 Group associations

0 Other,…………………….

Genealogists were mentioned as the largest group, followed by students and scholars, amateur historians, journalist, group associations and schoolchildren. So we can conclude that there are in the Caribbean archives apart from the traditional scholars and students, new users, discovering the way to the archives. Under item “other” the general public, businessmen, citizens soliciting legal claims and other professionals were mentioned. International clients were mentioned as reason for growth of the number of visitors by some countries.
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II) How do we know what the need of the public is in order to meet with the demands?
Apart from collecting names, addresses from visitors it is also important to collect information about the records that are being used for research to help us determine which sources are most relevant for the need of the visitors so that we can prepare ourselves to cope better with their requests. 

We asked the institutions the following questions: 

Which sources are frequently used?

0 Government archives

0 Business archives

0 Religious sources

0 Genealogical sources

0 Legal records 

0 Statistical sources
0 Maps 

0 Photographs

0 Audiovisual sources

0 Private sources

0 Oral sources

0 Other 

The result showed that the most frequently used sources are genealogical sources, governmental archives, maps and photographs. St Kitts mentioned also linguistic sources under the item “other”.
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Collecting data of topics of interest for researchers will also give us an indication not only of the sources that we need to make available for the public, but also which of these sources based on great demand or international need are relevant for us to make accessible by means of modern technology. We asked the question:

Which subjects are of interest?

0 Political

0 Cultural

0 Social

0 Economic

0 Genealogical

0 Legal

0 Other, ……………………………

All countries mentioned that the topics are of equal interest with accent on family history and history of the country. Also topics related to the social economic development of the respective society, slavery, migration and mixing of cultures, political history especially the resistance against colonialism are very popular.

Apart from the task of preserver, the archival institutions in the region were established after the de-colonization with also an educational task, which is to promote the knowledge of the history and culture of the country among the general public, thus to promote the new nations history. As the Caribbean is composed of multicultural societies one of the questions that is being asked frequently by the public in the archival institutions of the Caribbean is ”where are we from?” Genealogy research is therefore very important in our archives. Also the remote researchers are asking for genealogical data.  This is also a region of intense migration either compulsory during the period of slavery or voluntary in search for better economic opportunities. Each group in society has its own history and has its demands for sources for they all want to see history from their own perspective. One must take into account the history of each of the groups that form part of the society.  

Active communication with the public is apart from collecting data of the visitors also important for the archival institutions to acquire information to meet with the demand of the public. We need to find out if the institutions are developing activities to communicate with the general public such as: 

· A) Promotion of the archives. 

· B) Involvement of the public with the archives.

Ad A) 

We asked the Caribbean institutions: 

What programs do you have in place to encourage all persons to use your archives? 

0 By the publication of press releases and brochures

0 By organizing open houses

0 By the publication of the results of investigations 

0 By the publication of articles about historical events

The institutions mentioned that they are doing a lot to make archives more appealing to people by P.R. activities, such as publication of press releases, articles about historical events and publication of catalogues and guides of the available holdings. Cayman Island mentioned the publication of “word of the month”. They also grasp media opportunities to promote the archives. Educational activities are mentioned such as conferences, educational tours at the institute, participation in cultural historical events, organizing exhibitions in- and out doors, giving talks to schools and interested groups. They organize activities like an annual ”Open house”,  ”Archives day” or “Archives week” aiming to attract public attention to the role of archives in society.
Ad B)

Some countries, Martinique, the Netherlands Antilles, Bahamas and Barbados involve the public in archives matters. They have a user’s support group called  “Friends of the Archives”. It is an important group in which regular users and representatives of different associations are involved. They seek alliances with other organizations for example historical associations and work together to promote the use of the archives, seeking assistance in preserving records and encouraging donations to the archives.

This is also a way to reach out to the public by allowing close participation and involvement of the public.

III) Are our archival institutions oriented to the need of the different type of users? 

The institutions are not yet completely oriented to different type of users. The general view is that there is a great deal of room for expansion and improvement. It appeared that the developments of the last five years had increased the workload of the staff. Sources are not always accessible. Apart from lack of trained staff, lack of space is also a mayor problem.

Archival Personal

We asked the members of CARBICA the following questions:

Has these changes increased the workload of your staff?

0 Yes

0 No

If yes, please explain your answer.

0 By having to make the sources more accessible

0 By having to provide special assistance

0 By acquiring more requested archives and collections

            0 Other, …………………………………

Do you think your institution satisfy the public demand

0 Yes

0 No

Which of the following hinders your ability to serve the public?

0 poor fragile condition of the material

0 lack of finding aids

0 lack of intellectual control over archival material

0 lack of psychical control over archival material

0 lack of personal

0 lack of trained personnel

0 inadequate facilities

0 others……………………………………………………

How creative have you been to meet these needs?

…………………………………………………………………………………

The workload of the staff is increasing for two reasons. They have to make the sources more accessible and at the same time they have to give special support to the visitors. The service hours were extended in some countries by opening on Saturdays.

Though most of the archives of the Caribbean are underdeveloped, some institutions managed to introduce some automation and are connected to the web. This means that also the international visitor needs proper attention.
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Some countries are creative to meet with the needs like the Bahamas, Bermuda and the Netherlands Antilles by using summer students to do data input. In the Netherlands Antilles a group of researchers are helping as volunteers to indexing and digitalizing of the public registers of the 19th and early 20th century, which is important for the genealogists. A number of enthusiastic volunteers are helping with the organization of educational activities to promote the archives. Puerto Rico reported that they establish cooperation with governmental organizations & private citizens for fundraising and awareness campaign to the public of the needs of the archive. For example they have recently finished the 1st phase of description of a 19th century municipal fond with the help of volunteers, genealogists & bonafide researchers. Under the project “ Adopt a fond” they are currently establishing an intern governmental agreement with the Department of Transportation & Public Work to microfilm & digitalize 19th-20th century construction projects. The Moving Image Division is sponsoring local productions with presentation throughout the Island and an international film exhibition in collaboration with private institutions. 

-Availability of Sources

The Caribbean archivist are aware that there is need to promote the service to the public by creating new finding aids and instruments for research but cope with mayor problems such as lack of both available sources and accessible sources and also lack of funds.

It has been very difficult to preserve archival material in the tropical climate in the past. In order to prevent deterioration we find in most countries that archival material was shipped to the repositories of the former mother countries in Europe. Some of these sources are available on microfilm but for the majority of information of the colonial period one has to travel. Because of the colonial past most countries have a “shared past” which implicates also a  “shared memory”.

New access tools can make this material available for more people. It is costly and we have to make choices. Therefore a research of the need of the public is necessary.  For example Venezuela, Coro, and Curaçao are making arrangements to start up a project for making calendars of certain topics of common interest and demand over a certain period. As the public is interested in the history of the slave-revolt these documents can be compiled, transcribed and published. The microfilming project of archives of the Netherlands Antilles that are kept in Holland and the license for freedom of former slaves that use to be both on the website of the National Archives of the Netherlands as the National Archives of the Netherlands Antilles is also one of these examples of accessibility of information to an international public. Indexing, microfilming, nowadays scanning of public registers are giving the genealogical research an extra boost. Even though the traditional inventory is of most importance for the access of the information in archives it is these new tools that are making the use of archives attractive to the general public. These modern tools can also be exchanged and be available to a wider public. A sharing of cultural heritage will be promoted.

Apart from the fact that sources were shipped away we have to deal with the material that was left behind which is not always accessible for several reasons like no archival regulations, lack of trained staff and adequate storage and service facilities. 

As the Caribbean communities are more informal oriented, information collected by oral history and oral tradition are of equal importance as the written sources. The demand for information is met by collecting information by oral history and oral tradition. For consultation of these information audiovisual equipment must be available. 

-Archival Buildings

Lack of sufficient space both for keeping of record and for areas for the different type of visitors is the problem of most countries except for example for Martinique, where we find a modern, spacious well-quipped building. Most of the institutions apply the division in study-rooms according to the type of sources genealogy research, written sources, audiovisual sources and maps. Not all the institutions have enough space to make this division. For example Aruba extended the study room by using the hall. To accommodate visitors some institutions started also to open on Saturdays. As there is no possibility to build an equipped repository some countries are renting extra storage place or adjacent buildings. The Netherlands Antilles Archives is housed in two separate buildings. Financial constraint mentioned as hinder is also for the Caribbean a common problem.

 IV) Are we as archivists prepared to satisfy the requests of the new users? 

We are trained as traditional archivist. Our training is primarily concentrated on preserving and making documents accessible by means of inventories. As far as service to the public is concerned we expect the researcher to visit our study-rooms and find their own way to the information they seek in these inventories. We now experience that the new public expects more access then only inventories and in order to not disappoint them we have to put in staff to give extra service to help them find what they are looking for. Our study-rooms must become user-friendly. St.Kitts mentioned that they are trying to improve automation of finding aids to become more self-sufficient.

Modern archivists not only create inventories and preserve archival material but also produce digital tools for accessing information in the archives. But creating and operating of these material is costly. We have to make choices based on an analysis of the need of the public. We have to take into account the diversified demand of clientele. We need to find out what the interest is of the new public and start creating apart from the traditional inventories, according to the need of each type of user, modern tools for accessing the information that is available in our archives. Active communication with the public is therefore also part of our task and it is important to gather information of the need of the public. Diffusion of information and promotion of research not only among scholars but also among the general public should be a policy to attract people searching for information to the archives. We must have an educational program in place to promote the archives. 

We also need to learn how to market our products and try to get some income from the new products we are creating in order to keep on investing in the developments of our institution. Belize started to charge a modest fee for use of the facilities and mentioned the selling of archival memorabilia. The Netherlands Antilles has created a small “Archives shop” were archival souvenirs are offered for sale.

People want to find the information quickly and some clients would not mind to pay a small fee, especially if the data is meant for commercial purposes. We must have a pricelist for all the products we derived from the archives and this material should be available also electronically. Not only the quality of the accessibility to the different types of information is therefore important but also the aspects of legislation and security must be taken into consideration. New departments should be added to our organization, like PR and marketing department.

Additional training for archivists should be developed to prepare them to deal with the new demands. The training of archivist should not only include the technical aspects of dealing with modern information but also include the above-mentioned new tasks, like how to reach out to the public? How to find out what the interest of the public is, how to develop apart from the traditional inventories according to the needs in the society more tools for accessing the information and how to market our products.

We cannot maintain our traditional attitude towards service to the public. We must try to benefit from the new opportunities the modern information society is offering us.
People tend to consider archives as a place where old dusty paper is kept. It is time to adapt the archival profession and change our institutions in modern information centers in order to be able to satisfy the new public.

In Conclusion.

This must be considered a first step to study the development of the demand of the public in the Caribbean archives. Some guidance is needed in collecting and processing statistical data about the use and users of archives and also topics of interest. CARBICA can serve to guide and coordinate this activity that should become a management tool for each institution. These data will serve individual institutions in finding funds for the development or modernization of the infrastructure, upgrading of the staff and creating new access material derived from the archives in order to meet with the needs of the new users. Having information on the demand from the point of view of the clients from each institution will also help us to draft a program for developing of modern access material that can be made available for the whole region. As these products derived from archives are very costly, countries can join forces to find funds and realize projects that are of common interest. Thus promoting a better cooperation in the region and a dissemination of information not only in the region but worldwide. By reaching out to the new public we can benefit from the new demands in this modern information society.

A word of thanks goes out to the members of CARBICA for their cooperation. 

Willemstad, October 2002
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Nolda Römer-Kenepa is historian and archivist. She was born in Willemstad, Curaçao, Netherlands Antilles in 1953. She studied history at the “Vrije Universiteit of Amsterdam” and passed her doctoral exam in 1980. She is specialized in the social history of the Netherlands Antilles.

She worked from 1981-1988 at the National Archives in Willemstad, Curaçao as historian in charge with research and publication and as history teacher of the secondary school in Willemstad. She was editor of the historical review of the Institution “Lantèrnu” and she has some publications based on historical research on her name.

In 1988-1989 she studied at the Archive school in The Hague, Holland and had one year training as archivist at the General State Archive in The Hague. In 1992 she passed her exam as archivist with success. 

Meanwhile she was appointed in 1990 as director of the National Archives of the Netherlands Antilles. In this function she promotes the profession of both records managers and archivists, organizing and participating at seminars and workshops as speaker. She contributed to some important developments in the archives of the Netherlands Antilles in the last decade, like for example the reorganization of the National Archives, introduction of expertise and professionalism in the archives, implementation of the archive law and the extension of the archive building. The Netherlands Antilles is an active member of the Caribbean Regional Branch of the International Council of Archives (CARBICA) since its establishment and is one of the relatively developed archival institutions of the Region. Nolda Römer-Kenepa was treasurer of CARBICA 1993-1997 and Vice-President 1997-2001. She is at the moment president of CARBICA 2001-2005.
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