Peterborough DAC

Parish Records; Safer storage 

Guidance notes

The PCC’s duties in respect of records
It is very important that the parish records are well managed particularly as many church activities are subject to external regulation - for example in areas of child protection and accounting. This is especially true in the current climate where the volume of records (whether stored in paper or electronic format) can easily become overwhelming.

The main purpose of managing your records is to ensure that the right information is with the right people at the right time.  If you have too many records then the important information can get buried; but if you can’t find the information when you need it there is little point in keeping it in the first place. On the other hand, if records are destroyed before they need to be, then the parish may not have the information which is required to deal with issues that arise.

PCCs should also be aware of the importance of “informal” records, such as parish magazines.  These can be of great interest as social documents and sometimes offer a fascinating picture of community life.

A new guidance note has been published, Keep or Bin - The Care of your Parish Records

This is designed to help clergy and parish officers to understand which records need to be kept by the church, which should be sent to the local archive centre, and which can simply be disposed of as confidential waste.
The advice document, originally published in 1995, has been overhauled to include new guidance on the implementation of the Data Protection Act alongside other legislative changes, as well as to reflect the shift toward electronic storage of information.
The guide includes the answers to questions such as:

· For how long do we need to keep bank statements? 

· Should we keep copies of our service sheets or weekly pew sheets? 

· How can we store paper documents to safeguard their preservation over time? 

· How should we go about backing up our computer system? 

Keep or Bin? hopes to help parishes develop a consistent approach to the treatment of church records, with the benefit of advice from specialists in the field of archive management, including The National Archives, County Archives, and of course, the Church of England Record Centre.
This is the most comprehensive guide available to PCCs. Copies can be downloaded from http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/librariesandarchives/keeporbin/  

If you are unable to download a copy, paper copies are available by post from the Church of England Record Centre, 15 Galleywall Road, South Bermondsey, London SE16 3PB.

What records must be sent to the Diocesan Record Office?
The Parochial Registers and Record Measure 1978 (which was amended on 1 January 1993) imposes certain duties on those who hold parochial records to act for their preservation.  
The following registers must be deposited at the DRO: -

a. any registers where the earliest entry is at least 150 years old.  These should now be closed and new registers started

b. any register not in current use

c. any records, all of whose contents are at least 100 years old, unless their retention has been specifically authorised by the Bishop.

Note, however, that Marriage Registers started after June 1837 may be retained if still in use and in satisfactory condition.

Advice about keeping Parish Records

The Guide to the Parochial Registers and Records Measure 1978, published by Church House Publishing,  ISBN 07151 37476 states that "the Stationery Office Record Ink advised for the use in the marriage registers is recommended for use in all three registers.  Do not use any felt-tip or ball-point pens which may fade and can stain, spread, or deface documents".  Record Ink is available from Ecclesiastical Stationery Supplies, 1 Rookwood Way, Haverhill, Suffolk, CB9 8PB (Tel:  01440-703303).  

The parish Registers will be inspected from time to time, either as part of an Archdeacon's Visitation or by the Rural Dean on a quinquennial basis.  They will check the condition of all records including Log Books and Terriers, and ensure all are up to date.

Basic principles of storage

· Store books, documents and photographs in a damp-free room which has a steady (not hot) temperature.  In many churches damp is a problem but proper storage boxes or bags can minimise the impact.  Most churches are not consistently hot but variations in temperature (e.g. if the heating is on to warm the space for services) can also cause damage.

· Items should not be stored near a direct heat source or in direct sunlight.
· Handling, light, dust, dirt, water, vermin and insects all cause damage.  Try to minimise these risks:
a. handle items carefully and store on shelves or in boxes. Don’t pack them tightly and if things are fragile use cotton gloves. Cover photographs with polyester film (Melinex)

b. keep storage areas clean and dust free in careful packaging

c. avoid daylight or strong artificial light and don’t photocopy  multiple copies - do one if you have to and then reproduce the copy.

d. never display an original - produce a facsimile

· Careful storage limits deterioration.  If you cannot find a box or storage bag which is suitable try to store large sheets of paper flat, not folded, or loosely rolled and covered with a protective outer layer of paper.

· Fragile books can be wrapped in paper and tied with linen tape or boxed.

· All packaging materials should be acid-free and designed for the purpose.  Paper, boxes, folders, tape and photographic storage sleeves are all readily available.

· When packaging, remove all metal items (paper clips, staples, binders) as these can tear the paper and go rusty.  Remove all previous unsuitable packaging, including coloured tape, acid paper, string, plastic folders, sellotape, glue

· Never write on documents or photographs in ink - use a soft pencil

· Remember to check the contents of boxes regularly to spot any problems at an early stage.

Is the parish safe the best place?

· Generally speaking, whilst the safe may protect records from theft it is probably not the best environment for records because it is likely to be damp and suffer variations in temperature when  the door is opened.  

· Putting records in archive boxes ensures they have a “micro-climate” which is dust free, clean and largely undisturbed.  They can then go on a shelf in a secure room (e.g. the vestry) quite safely.  

· Archive boxes could be put in the parish safe - but many parishes find the safe is only just large enough to hold communion vessels, candlesticks and the collection!

What about the risk of losing important records in a fire or flood?

· Very few churches burn down but environments where there are combinations of candles, loose books and a risk of electrical problems (as in many vestries) are dangerous places for records.  In fact most damage is done not by fire but by fire fighters putting out the blaze using water!

· Archival boxes will not withstand flames for a long period but they will protect the records inside from the heat and smoke - both of which are more likely to cause damage than the fire itself.

· Archival boxes will also limit water penetration by soaking up a great deal of water themselves, reducing the amount that gets through to the records inside.  

· A flood or hose-pipe is much less of a risk than persistent damp.  Archival boxes will mitigate the problem and keep the records in a consistent atmosphere so long-term damage is minimised.

Where can PCCs get advice and packing equipment?

· The staff at Northamptonshire Record Office are always happy to offer advice - this guidance note is based on their guide and on help generously offered to the Diocese.  
· NRO has also offered to supply, at cost price, acid free archival storage boxes, Melinex sleeves for photographs and marbleboard archive folders.    PCCs needing these should contact the archivist for details of price and quantity.  
Northamptonshire Record Office

Wootton Hall Park,

Northampton

NN4 8BQ

Tel. 01604 762129

Fax. 01604 767562

email: archivist@nro.northamptonshire.gov.uk
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