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Message from the Chair 

As an aspiring archivist in Australia in the 2000s, pursuing my MA and working in a 
government records management role, I stumbled across ACARM’s website, which 
introduced me to an international network of records professionals working in situations and 
dealing with problems that were instantly recognisable to me. Thanks to the affordability of 
ACARM’s membership dues, I was able to join the association and receive the newsletter, 
carefully compiled by Carol Eden and mailed around the world in hard copy.  
 
After moving to the UK, I was fortunate to meet Carol and other key figures in ACARM when 
I was hired by Anne Thurston as a project manager at the International Records 
Management Trust, which, at the time, served as ACARM’s secretariat. I began to attend 
ACARM meetings, which were held under the umbrella of the ICA Congresses and CITRA 
round table meetings (as the annual conferences were known then), meeting and learning 
from colleagues from around the world. I remember fondly the warm and familial atmosphere 
that pervaded those meetings. 
 
Sadly, ACARM entered a period of decline not long after, with the retirement of some of the 
key contributors. The newsletter stopped being produced regularly and the Commonwealth 
Foundation ceased allocating funds to Commonwealth associations, meaning that ACARM 
training activities stopped. Attendance at the annual meetings began to decline. Our long-
serving Honorary Secretary, Kelvin Smith, was called out of retirement to get things in order 
again, and he continued to help us with administrative matters almost right up to his death in 
2018. Kelvin was the backbone of ACARM for a long time, and he is still deeply missed and 
warmly remembered by many of our members. 
 
In 2016, I was elected chair. It was my hope that ACARM could be given new life if its 
mission could be brought into line with today’s archival and social priorities. What was 
ACARM’s unique contribution to the record-keeping professional community? The English 
language is now so prevalent in international forums that our common language is not really 
a marker that distinguishes the Commonwealth record-keeping community from other 
groups anymore. And the shared administrative tradition of former British colonies is less 
discernible now, as new theories, digital technologies and local innovations have made 
record-keeping theory and practice both more standardised and more localised. What role 
can an association like ACARM have in such a setting? 
 
Could ACARM recognise that the common elements that had originally brought its members 
together – in particular our shared language and record-keeping concepts and practices – 
resulted from an imperialism that still waited to be acknowledged and addressed? Could 
ACARM look critically at itself and its priorities through the lens of decolonisation, and then 
find a new impetus for work that spoke to its members and prospective members, 
particularly among new generations of archivists and records managers? 
 
Ultimately, no. At the 2017 AGM, there was a limited acknowledgement of the legacy of 
colonialism in a revision to the constitution. At the same meeting, however, a position paper 
on the Migrated Archives prepared by Mandy Banton was adopted unanimously, which 
suggests a recognition that issues of imperialism and decolonisation are important and 
change is supported. Even though ACARM is now folding, I believe this clear statement of 
principles will endure. The position paper continues to be cited in the discussions about 
archival displacement, and I hope it will stand as a cornerstone of growth and change. But 
this critical turn was too little, too late for the future of ACARM itself. 
 
In the same year that I was elected, Dr Laura Millar bravely accepted the role of 
Communications Co-ordinator. Since 2016, she has worked with her characteristic energy 
and rigour to maintain and build ACARM’s social media accounts and coordinate the regular 
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production of our newsletter. While social media numbers continue to grow, Laura has found 
it harder and harder to solicit articles and news items from the membership. ‘Passive’ 
communications are not successful, falling as they do on the back of a handful of people, 
and ACARM’s newsletter is no longer sustainable. 
 
In mid-2017, Dr Margaret Procter stepped in to manage the association’s finances, and we 
are grateful to her for being generous with her time and judicious in her management of 
funds. As a result, the association’s bank balance has remained surprisingly stable, though 
inadequate to any tasks beyond maintaining a website and essential memberships. What 
remains of ACARM’s funds after our final AGM this November will be transferred to the ICA’s 
Fund for the International Development of Archives (FIDA) to be disbursed in accordance 
with the general mission of ACARM, in keeping with our obligations as a disbanded 
charitable agency. 
 
We also thank Robert Hillman for managing the compilation and production of the newsletter 
so effectively for several years, and many thanks also go to Chris Prince for his work on the 
website, which will be archived in the Internet Archive. Thanks, too, to the members of the 
Executive Committee, who have represented the regions of the Commonwealth, and 
particularly to former member Dr Saroja Wettasinghe, who took on extra work during her 
term on the committee.  
 
While those who have remained active in the association have cheerfully carried the burden 
of administration, we were too small a group to support new projects or fundraising, which 
might have helped to resuscitate the association. In the end, I believe that ACARM did not 
move quickly enough to modernise its operations or simplify its systems, and more 
importantly ACARM did not take the steps needed to reflect critically on its role in a changed 
world and to bring new voices and new ideas, to help shape an agenda that would reflect the 
complexities of records and archives management around the world in the 21st century.  
 
ACARM is no longer needed. It will be remembered fondly, but clearly it is time for change. I 
am grateful for all the wonderful friendships I have made, and for the generative and 
rewarding projects I have been able to work on with my friends and colleagues. I hope and 
believe that we will continue to find other ways to work together, to connect and to share. My 
very best wishes to everyone in our Commonwealth archival community.  
 
 

 
 
James Lowry 
Chair 
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ICA Message for ACARM 

Dear colleagues of the Association of Commonwealth Archivists and Records Managers, 

I was sad to hear that ACARM will be winding down at the end of 2020 after 36 years. I 

want to take this opportunity firstly to thank all those that contributed their time to the 

Association over the years and also to acknowledge all the good work that was done for the 

Commonwealth family and the wider archival community. In recent years I think 

acknowledgment should be given to the ACARM Executive, especially James Lowry, Laura 

Millar, and Margaret Procter, who have guided the Association in this difficult time. 

We should not forget all the good that this organisation has done, but no association can be 

sustained by the work of a few; it needs everyone’s contribution to it keep going. The 

Association has provided wonderful networking opportunities for archivists working in 

Commonwealth countries to exchange ideas on archival practices and processes, 

emanating from a similar archival heritage. This has in turn contributed to documents such 

as Archival Legislation for Commonwealth Countries prepared by Dagmar Parer in 2000 

and ‘The Migrated Archives: ACARM Position Paper,’ presented by Mandy Banton to 

ACARM’s Annual General Meeting in Mexico City in 2017. 

I hope the members of ACARM will find ways to continue to work together in the years to 

come, and I ask you all to join me in thanking all those that have sustained and supported 

ACARM over the years. 

Warm regards 

Dr. Anthea Seles 

ICA Secretary General 

 

 

 

  

Left: ACARM members Bryan Corbett,  

Anne Thurston, and Sarah Tyacke in  

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 2008 

(Photo credit: Laura Millar) 
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Celebrating ACARM’s Achievements 

Anne Thurston, IRMT  

Having been present through nearly all phases of ACARM’s development, I am glad to be 
able to celebrate its legacy. Throughout its existence, ACARM has worked closely with the 
International Council on Archives and with the International Records Management Trust, 
which I founded and directed for 30 years. These organisations have taken complementary 
paths toward the same objective. For me, attending ICA meetings over the years, ACARM 
always felt like home base.  

In remembering ACARM, I want to pay tribute to Kelvin Smith, who served as the 
Association’s Honorary Secretary for nearly two decades. Drawing on his experience 
working in The (UK) National Archives for forty years, Kelvin, contributed significantly to 
archival and records management policy, practice and standards across the 
Commonwealth (in areas including digital records management, freedom of information and 
archival legislation). His humour and good nature made it a joy to work and travel with him. 
His death in 2018 came too early. As his obituary noted, he was ‘a good man, generous, 
and liked and respected by all, he will be much missed’. 

From 1948, when the ICA was founded, its projects and activities emphasised scholarly 
access to Archives. In 1966, an Extraordinary Congress was organised to stress the 
importance of technical assistance for developing national archives, with Africa being of 
special interest. Grants from the American Council on Library Resources enabled delegates 
from lower resourced countries to attend, and, for the first time, to articulate their needs. 
Although funding remained a challenge, UNESCO began to provide technical assistance in 
its regular budget. Regional ICA branches were set up in Southeast Asia and in Africa, and 
two regional training centres were established in Africa – in Ghana for English-speaking 
countries and in Senegal for French-speaking countries. 

Barry Bloomfield, Director of Collection Development at the British Library, was the first to 
recognise the important contribution that an association of Commonwealth archivists could 
play. As head of the Library of the School of Oriental and African Studies, of the India Office 
Library and Records, and of the Oriental Collections at the British Library, Bloomfield had 
carried out a series of specialist tours in Asia for the British Council and had acted as 
adviser to the National Archives of Burma for the United Nations Development Programme 
and for UNESCO. He understood the value of the Commonwealth well. 

Bloomfield surveyed archivists from across the Commonwealth and got a substantially 
positive response. He then asked the Commonwealth Foundation to fund a consultative 
conference to explore the need for an association. In April 1984, Commonwealth delegates 
met in London to decide whether they wanted to form a Commonwealth Archivists 
Association, and if so, what its aims should be. Despite concerns by ICA representatives 
that the association would divert attention and finances from ICA programmes, in 
September of the same year, a draft constitution was ratified by the ICA general assembly 
in Bonn, and an inaugural, meeting of the Commonwealth Archives Association was held. 
Thereafter, the Association met regularly during ICA general meetings.  

Initially, the Association focussed on record copying projects in Britain, building on 
collaboration between the UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Zimbabwe, Kenya and 
Botswana through shared microfilm and the exchange of information about displaced 
archives. Conservation was also an important early emphasis, and workshops were held in 
Barbados and Zimbabwe. 
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Perhaps ACARM’s most lasting impact was achieved through its field workshop 
programme, which was inspired by the Zanzibar Archives project. In 1984 and 1985, 
archivists from the national archives of seven Commonwealth countries in eastern Africa 
joined to address substantial challenges in Zanzibar. The air conditioning unit in the 
Archives had broken down, leaving the holdings, including the Sultan’s manuscript library, 
correspondence from early British explorers in the region and the records of the German 
East Africa administration susceptible to extreme heat, damp, mould and silverfish. The 
solutions, which included paper conservation, listing and description, and identifying funding 
for a new air conditioning unit, demonstrated the immense power of practical collaboration 
for problem solving, as well as records management’s essential contribution to archival 
management. 

As a result, the name of the Commonwealth Archives Association was changed to the 
Association of Commonwealth Archivists and Records Managers in 1988. ACARM then 
delivered a series of practical hands-on workshops in The Gambia, Ghana, Sierra Leone 
and Tanzania in collaboration with staff and students of the Universities of London, Ibadan 
and Ghana. Offices, storerooms, and in some cases entire buildings were cleared of huge 
volumes of closed records. New systems were introduced, with records of longer-term 
value being transferred to the Archives or to records centres operated by the Archives. It 
now became possible to locate files within a few minutes. The workshops created a new 
awareness of the need for records management in each country where they were delivered. 

ACARM went on to collaborate with the International Records Management Trust to 
address the severe shortage of professionally trained records managers and archivists 
across much of the Commonwealth, especially in the area of managing digital records. 
Ultimately, the Management of Public Sector Records Project produced 18 training modules 
with supporting materials, including video films and manuals, that were developed and 
distributed without charge to commonwealth countries across the world, thus laying the 
foundation for making the essential transition to the digital environment. Most recently, 
ACARM has returned to its focus to displaced or migrated archives, agreeing a position 
paper on the ownership of records taken from the countries where they were created. 

The initial concerns that ACARM would divert funds from ICA programmes proved to be 
unfounded. ACARM projects have been funded from a range of different sources including 
the Royal Geographical Society, the Commonwealth Foundation, the British Council, the 
Canadian International Development Research Centre, UNESCO, the Commonwealth 
Secretariat and the UK Department for International Development. Over the years, these 
projects have achieved results that have had ripple effects across the world, and every 
member of the Association who has participated or applied the lessons learned is to be 
congratulated. We have shared wonderful times, for which I am very thankful! 

 

  

Left: Kelvin Smith and Anne Thurston in 

Quebec City, Canada, 2007 

(Photo credit: Laura Millar) 



 

ACARM Newsletter, p. 8 
 

Issue 63, October 2020 ACARM 

My appreciation and admiration for the work of IRMT and ACARM 

Sylivester Sennabulya 

I first heard of ACARM and IRMT during my 

induction at University College London (UCL) 

in 1991. At that time, I had not even been 

aware of the work that had been done earlier 

by the two organisations in Uganda because I 

was working in a ministry that had not 

participated in their activities. Later I learnt that 

it was ACARM, led by its indefatigable head 

Dr. Anne Thurston who had visited Uganda, 

that had made a report to the Government of 

Uganda (GOU) and the then Overseas 

Development Administration (ODA) that 

convinced the GOU to request ODA to include 

records management in its support to the civil 

service reform received, ACARM and IRMT 

sent a program. When this support was team 

led by the late Kelvin Smith that helped in the 

description of the UNA collection. 

There were no trained records managers in the 

country then apart from a single Ghana-trained 

Archivist who was assisted by a couple of clerical staff. Later, through technical assistance, 

seven awards based on merit were awarded to seven civil servants over a period of seven 

years: I was one of the beneficiaries. Records management had been neglected for so long 

in Uganda that we became the pioneers of professional records and archives management 

in the country. Our undertaking with the government was to return, lay a foundation for 

records and archive management in the civil service and train others in the subject.  

Later that year, immediately after the Christmas break, all international students of UCL’s 

Overseas Records Management and Archive Administration (ORMAA) programme and 

some ACARM and IRMT experts travelled to The Gambia to participate in a records 

management workshop. We were joined by our peers from Nigeria, Ghana and of course 

our Gambian hosts. ORMAA students were from Malaysia, Botswana, Kenya, Ethiopia, the 

Bahamas, Belize, St. Lucia, Ghana and of course Uganda.  

The purpose of our three weeks’ workshop in that country was to help the government 

appraise its records going back to the 1600s, then describe them and prepare finding aids. 

Earlier, I had had a very good background working in registries, but for the first time, I was 

introduced to practical archival work in a setting that was similar to a developing country like 

Uganda. Guided by the experts, we were deployed in the various ministries, where we were 

welcomed, and we worked with our Gambian counterparts to their satisfaction. During 

evening meetings, we would discuss the work we had done during the day and share 

experiences from our different countries, as we all came from various civil service offices in 

our countries.  

Sylivester and Emma Quick; at ACARM 

Offices, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, 

Russell Square London, 18 June 1992 
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By the end of the workshop, nearly all the 

records that had been selected for 

preservation had been listed, 

accessioned and added to the existing 

archival guide. This was indeed a very 

valuable experience for all of us 

especially me, who had never had any 

archival work experience. We would not 

have got such skills and combined 

experience without ACARM, which raised 

the funds for such a big team from the 

Commonwealth Foundation for that trip.  

My MA Thesis was titled ‘Need to 

Establish a Records Centre in Uganda’, 

to reflect a need for a records centre in 

Uganda. Such a centre, which did not 

exist in Uganda at that time, would support all agencies of government to decongest their 

paper files in a centralized place and to help them set up records retention schedules. IRMT 

supported the development of such a centre, by providing consultants in civil service reform 

and carrying out a programme on records management, which included a project to train 

record staffs in the various ministries, conduct records surveys, establish in-house records 

centres within the ministries, set up records management systems in local governments 

and in ministries, equip the registries and newly set up in-house records centres, pilot an 

automated records management systems and design a purpose built National Records 

Centre and Archive. Whenever we wanted technical support from consultants, we used to 

call upon the IRMT, which would answer to our call willingly. Personally, I am grateful for 

this support, because whenever we found hurdles in pushing through our ideas through the 

bureaucratic hurdles, a consultant’s report would do the magic to clear them.  

By 1998, the revival of the East African 

Community had been agreed by the 

heads of the original three states: 

Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania. There was 

a need to organise the records of the 

defunct East African Community (EAC), 

which had collapsed in 1977 and whose 

history went back to 1893. For over 

twenty years, the files had been 

abandoned and locked up in stores in the 

basement of the building that used to 

serve as the headquarters of the EAC in 

Arusha, Tanzania. IRMT was invited to 

help organise a workshop to re-organise 

and appraise the records. I am aware that 

the IRMT and ACARM were active in 

supporting records management 

Timothy Kihiko (Kenya), Astou (Gambia), Jawo 

(Gambia), Freedom Senaye (Ghana), Cole Cosna 

(Gambia), Penda Bah (Gambia) and Sylivester 

Sennabulya (Uganda); at the Ministry of Trade and 

Industry, Banjul Gambia 31 January 1992. 

Break in beach soccer and picnic at Palma Rima 

Beach one Saturday in January 1992 with Gambian 

hosts. Sylivester (Uganda), Evbrokhai Akalul (Ghana), 

Freedom Senaye (Ghana), Elizabeth (Gambia), 

Margot Thomas (St. Lucia), Ella (Malaysia) and 

Timothy Kihiko. Girl in picture was Elizabeth’s 

daughter. 
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internationally, including the East African region, during these years. They had supported 

similar efforts in Kenya, Uganda, Burundi and Tanzania, including the archive in Zanzibar. 

Using its contacts, IRMT invited records managers and archivists from the East and 

Southern African region to participate in the workshop. I was one of the participants in the 

event, which took place in August of that year. Participants came from the above-mentioned 

countries as well as from Botswana and (then) Swaziland (Eswatini). We combined our 

efforts and were able to sort files that were worth preserving as archives for the people of 

the region. Our efforts were dampened with the twin bombings of the US Embassies in 

Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam. On that day, participants were frantic calling their families and 

friends to confirm if they were still safe. It must be noted that the mobile phone was a new 

and expensive trend in the region, and the Internet was not even well established.  

When I joined the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) in 

2000, I was tasked with helping to establish that country’s national archives. The country 

had never had a formalised archives one and the war had led to the destruction of most its 

records, which were laying in burnt out public buildings. To cut a long story short, I 

contacted Dr. Thurston on some problematic issues and she selflessly gave her advice, 

which was most useful in salvaging and reorganising the records.  

When I left East Timor in 2002, I found out that there was still no fully fledged records 

management training in any institution of higher learning in Uganda. Only one university 

had two course units in a program on Librarianship. I convinced the Uganda Institute of 

Information & Communications Technology (UICT) to start that course, as it related to the 

management of information. The idea was accepted, but the start was difficult owing to lack 

of reading materials. Books on records management were not available in any Ugandan 

Opening session of the East African Community Records Appraisal Workshop Arusha Tanzania, 

August 1998. 



 

ACARM Newsletter, p. 11 
 

Issue 63, October 2020 ACARM 

bookshop and when we tried to order them, the institute found their cost very prohibitive 

compared to other books used in other programs. I wrote an e-mail to the IRMT for support 

in this area, and the organisation agreed to send us its entire training pack if we paid for the 

postage. IRMT also gave permission for my students to copy and use the material for study 

purposes. Additional materials, including CDs, videos and donated books followed over the 

years. The contribution of these two organisations has been very important to the 

development of records management in Uganda, and I wish to commend their effort.  

In 2011, the revived and expanded East African Community worked with the IRMT on a 

project called Aligning Records Management with E-Government and Freedom of 

Information in East Africa. I was among the participants from five countries who met at 

Eldoret. We each presented individual country reports, then discussed them and drafted a 

report with recommendations for the EAC Secretariat.  

In 2013 Mr. James Lowry managed to 

secure partial funding for me to travel to 

the Central European University in 

Budapest to attend the Access to 

Information Lab that was organised by 

Integrity International. I was able to 

interact with participants from over thirty 

countries around the world, some of 

whom I am still in touch with to this day. 

The information exchanged in that 

consultation was vitally important to me 

as an academician, professional records 

manager and archivist: I would not have 

got it from anywhere else. Everyone freely discussed each other’s problems and 

weaknesses with regard to records management, integrity and e-government.  

I wonder at the number of contacts and worldwide network the two organisations had built 

over the years. When I recall the names of consultants and peers I have met internationally 

throughout the nearly three decades of my interaction with the two organisations, I don’t 

know how I would have met so many people without IRMT and ACARM. Over that period, 

there have been massive strides made in the management of records, especially e-records. 

The ACARM Newsletter, in spite of its small size, provided very useful hyperlinks to other 

sources of information, where newer ideas were discussed in more detail. As an 

academician from a poor country lacking resources and opportunities, these citations 

helped me to build up resources on my computer, which I would use to impart the latest 

professional developments to my students. In spite of the presence of the Internet, I believe 

it would have been even harder to freely collect and bring the relevant information closer to 

people like me without ACARM and IRMT. 

I can only say that I have been a recipient of support from these two institutions from the 

time I graduated in 1993. Through their publications and work on Public Sector Records 

Management programme packs, Managing Electronic Records and e-Government packs, 

including videos tapes and later CDs, along with support to attend international workshops 

that my institutions and I could not otherwise afford to attend, I say that it is work well done. 

Sorting of the records Arusha Tanzania, August 1998. 
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As I retire into consultancy, I am indeed saddened by the winding up of the two 

organisations, ACARM and IRMT. I would have liked to see them continue to support young 

professionals from developing countries who lack the necessary support in their 

professional development.  

Thank you IRMT, thank you ACARM and thank you to all those individuals who have 

volunteered and helped us to build networks and connections over the years. I hope we all 

keep these two great contributors to records and archives management as a memorable 

story for our profession. Adieu to you all and best wishes. 

Sylivester Sennabulya  

sennabulya@yahoo.co.uk 

(All photos courtesy of Sylivester Sennabulya) 

 

 

 

  

Group photograph of participants on the opening of the East African Community Records Appraisal 

Workshop by the Minister of Culture seated next to Mr. Mnjama. Unfortunately, I did not record the names 

of the participants who came from the East African Region. Extreme left was the Director of the Tanzania 

National Archives. The workshop was coordinated by Andrew Griffin and Fiona Gowen. Arusha Tanzania, 

August 1998. 

mailto:sennabulya@yahoo.co.uk
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The National Archives of Australia 
and the ‘Palace Letters’ 

David Fricker, Director-General National 
Archives of Australia 

 

The 14th July 2020 was a standout day for 
the National Archives of Australia: one of 
those very rare times that this institution is 
on the front page of every national 
newspaper and the lead item on the 
evening news broadcasts. On that day we 
released, without redaction, the complete 
set of private correspondence between the 
former Governor-General of Australia, Sir 
John Kerr, and Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II. 

This event captured the nation’s attention for three reasons. Firstly, it broke with the 
long-held convention that the correspondence of the reigning Monarch should be 
kept private and confidential, and out of the public domain. Secondly, these records 
comprise the complete set of correspondence between the Governor-General and 
the Queen during a tumultuous period of Australia’s history during which the 
Governor-General dismissed the Government of the day. Most commonly known as 
the ‘Palace Letters’, these documents have been the subject of much public debate 
over the last decade as many historians, political analysts and constitutional experts 
argued over the role that the Monarch played, or should have played, in the 
dismissal of a democratically elected Government.  

The Canberra Times,15 July 2020 

The Canberra Times,15 July 2020 
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The third factor that made this such a controversial release is that it occurred as a 
result of a long legal battle between an Australian historian, Jenny Hocking, and the 
National Archives of Australia. 

The records in question were deposited with the Archives in 1978. The records were 
considered personal papers by the Archives, because under the Archives Act (1983), 
the legal definition of a Commonwealth (i.e. official) record turns on property and not 
provenance of a record, and the prevailing view was that letters exchanged with the 
Monarch were personal property of Sir John Kerr rather than official correspondence 
from the office of the Governor-General. On this basis they were held as ‘non-
Commonwealth Records’, voluntarily deposited with the National Archives under the 
terms of an Instrument of Deposit set down by Sir John. Under that agreement, we 
were able to make many of his private papers publicly available back in 2011; 
however, his explicit instructions regarding the Palace Letters permitted the National 
Archives to release them only with the agreement of the reigning Monarch. It was his 
wish that the Palace had the final word. 

Given the high level of public interest in the documents, the National Archives was 
often criticised for proclaiming itself to be pro-disclosure and committed to 
accountability of government while simultaneously being fiercely secretive in its 
refusal to make public letters exchanged between the two highest officers of the 
Commonwealth discussing matters of such historical significance.   

The case of the Palace Letters also placed the National Archives of Australia itself 
under a great deal of public scrutiny. Many public commentators, including members 
of Parliament, criticised the National Archives for its description of the documents as 
‘personal and private’ letters and not official ‘Commonwealth records’.  

The position taken by the National Archives was not a simple matter of 
administrative policy. The position arose from the construction of the legislation that 
governs the National Archives of Australia – the Commonwealth Archives Act. The 
Act defines a Commonwealth record as ‘a record that is the property of the 
Commonwealth or of a Commonwealth institution’. The definition of a 
Commonwealth Institution in the Act includes the ‘official establishment of the 
Governor-General’ but does not include the Governor-General him/herself.  Most 
Australians however took the view that an exchange of correspondence between the 
two highest offices of the Commonwealth – the Queen and her representative in 
Australia – that discussed the political affairs of Australia must surely be official and 
not ‘personal and private’. In other words, most people instinctively think of 
provenance and not property as the defining attribute of official, Commonwealth 
records.  

The Archives’ legal position was challenged by an Australian historian, Jenny 
Hocking, who took the Archives to the Federal Court. The Federal Court confirmed 
the position that they were not Commonwealth records and upheld the long held 
position of the National Archives. Professor Hocking then appealed the court’s 
decision to the full bench of the Federal Court, which again confirmed that the 
National Archives was acting in compliance with its legislative obligations. 



 

ACARM Newsletter, p. 15 
 

Issue 63, October 2020 ACARM 

While these decisions of the court might have shown that the National Archives was 
acting lawfully and faithfully observing the agreement entered into with a depositor, 
they did very little for the public’s opinion of the institution as a pro-disclosure 
organisation. Most reporting at the time described the case as a victory for the 
Archives in its campaign of ‘fighting access’ to the records in its care.   

My own position at the time was that to release the records would be unlawful, given 
the decision of the full bench of the Federal Court. Moreover, it would represent a 
massive breach of trust with the depositor of the records. I reiterated that the 
National Archives of Australia is and must remain a trusted public institution; when 
institutions start acting outside the law public trust evaporates.  Unsurprisingly, this 
message did not cut through particularly very well with the media! 

Professor Hocking then successfully appealed the case to the High Court, which 
handed down its historic decision on the 29th May 2020. The decision overturned 
previous views about what constitutes ‘property of the Commonwealth’. The court 
determined that property for the purposes of the Act is not the same as ownership 
and is instead a ‘concentration of powers’ over the custody and handling of records. 
In the case of the Palace Letters, this concentration of powers was exercised not by 
the depositor in an individual capacity but instead by the Official Secretary of the 
Governor-General. 

This simple clarification of the legal interpretation ‘property’ completely changed 
years of practice. By overturning the ruling of the Federal Court and recognising 
these records as Commonwealth records, the High Court enabled the National 
Archives to exercise that part of the Archives Act that lawfully makes these records 
available to the public. Immediately following the decision, we completed a detailed 
examination of the records and on the 14th July, the National Archives released the 
entire collection of letters, without any redaction. Anticipating the enormous public 
interest in the documents, they were fully digitised and made freely available through 
our website, www.NAA.gov.au.  

The release was televised, receiving prime time coverage across broadcast media 
and making the front page of most newspapers across Australia. It even drew a 
response from the Queen; perhaps the first time Her Majesty has explicitly referred 
to the National Archives of Australia in a public statement! 

The release was also significant in terms of sheer volume. During his tenure as 
Governor-General Sir John Kerr was a prolific correspondent. The letters cover the 
period between August 1974 and December 1977 and comprise a whopping 1,200 
pages of correspondence between Governor-General and Monarch. 

The letters cover analysis of the political developments, State visits, the 
establishment of the Order of Australia, the aftermath of Cyclone Tracy that 
destroyed the city of Darwin, the independence of Papua New Guinea, and of course 
the dismissal of the Whitlam government in 1975. 

Not only did the release fill newspapers for several days, there are now at least two 
major books in the pipeline and a renewed debate on the future of the Monarchy in 
Australia. 
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The release of the Palace Letters was hotly anticipated because they were expected 
to provide answers to two key questions: what was discussed between the 
Governor-General and the Queen in the period prior to the 11th November regarding 
the Reserve Powers, and did the Monarch intervene or instruct the Governor-
General to dismiss the democratically elected Prime Minister of Australia? 

Prior to release, there were strong views from all sides of the discussion; some were 
certain that the Queen directed Sir John to act as he did, others were certain that the 
Governor-General acted alone. Some argued this would once and for all 
demonstrate that Australia should become a republic, others were certain it would 
demonstrate the stability that Australia derives from its constitutional monarchy. 

Paradoxically, the exposure of the letters seems to have proved that everyone was 
right! As I write this, the hotly anticipated revelations of the Palace Letters have not 
seemed to change anyone’s view of this pivotal moment in Australia’s history. As 
they say, the past is never really in the past, these events of 45 years ago are still as 
polarising today.  

From my own perspective as Director-General of the National Archives, this 
experience has re-enforced three points about archives, and the importance of 
primary sources. 

Firstly, it is a reminder that history is never settled. What gets published in a history 
book is, by and large, one person’s view of events. Any one version of history will 
eventually be superseded by another, more popular view. It is also a reminder that 
Archives do not ‘preserve our history’, or even ‘keep our history safe’. It is not the 
role of an Archive or an archivist to be faithful to a preconception of history. Instead 
our job is to keep the evidence upon which history can be contested. Perhaps it is 
more correct to say that Archives guarantee that history is never safe; giving 
everyone their own power to understand their past and develop their own worldview.  

Secondly, this experience has demonstrated the importance of legislation for 
government archives. This particular court case turned on the definition of a 
Commonwealth record and the meaning of ‘property’ in the context of government 
record keeping. In this digital age, where records are fragmented into bits and bytes, 
distributed across government and non-government platforms that reside 
somewhere in a cloud, the need for modernised legislation that reliably defines 
traditional concepts of selection, preservation and access is more important than 
ever. It is a topic that should be actively discussed within our international 
community. 

Finally, it has proven how important archival collections are to a nation. The 
Dismissal occurred on 11th November 1975 and over the ensuing 45 years has been 
documented, dramatized, analysed and debated almost continuously. Almost all of 
this public discourse was based on secondary sources – oral histories and 
recollections prepared after the event, with the benefit of hindsight and perhaps with 
a particular legacy to protect. The documents released by the National Archives 
however, are unique primary sources.  
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These are genuinely contemporaneous records. The letters were written by the 
actual players in the moment, without knowing how events would play out. The 
people involved were documenting private thoughts, not writing with public 
consumption in mind. The letters provide an entirely unique insight into the 
relationship between the Queen of Australia and her vice-regal representative in 
Australia and how these two parties saw their respective roles in a constitutional 
monarchy, at this profoundly important moment in the history of the nation.   

Debate still rages as to the conclusions that can be drawn from the Palace Letters. 
However, I take a great deal of satisfaction in the knowledge that in the years to 
come these primary sources will continue to enhance Australians’ understanding of 
our system of democracy, the parliament and our constitution. Whatever course we 
take in the future will be for the future to decide, but at least it will now be better 
informed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laura Millar with Commonwealth and other 

international colleagues, Brisbane, Australia, 

during the ICA Congress in 2012 

(Photo provided by Laura Millar) 
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Thanks to our Honorary Members! 

As ACARM ends after 36 years, we again recognise, with affection and gratitude, the 
efforts of our honorary members Ivan Murambiwa, Michael Roper, Kelvin Smith and 
Sarah Tyacke, who each provided such dedicated service to the Association and the 
Commonwealth archival community for decades. With best wishes to Ivan, Michael, 
and Sarah, and with fond memories of Kelvin! 

 

 
 

Sarah Tyacke 

 

 
  Michael Roper 

 

Kelvin Smith 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ivan Murambiwa  
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Images of ACARM 

Submitted by Michael Roper: 

Left: Ndiyoi Mutiti (Zambia), at CITRA 1998 in Stockholm 

Right: Effy Parparino (Cyprus), at CITRA 1998 in Stockholm 

Below: Habiba Zon Yahya (Malaysia) & Charles Gibson (Belize), at CITRA 1998 in 

Stockholm 
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Images of ACARM 

Submitted by Laura Millar: 

Top Right: Michael Cook and John  

McDonald at the ACARM workshop on  

electronic records in Kuala Lumpur,  

Malaysia, 1998 

Middle Left: Michael Cook, Piers Cain,  

and Margot Thomas at the ACARM  

workshop on electronic records in  

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 1998 

Middle Right: Malaysia's Chief Secretary,  

Abdul Halim Ali, Dr. Anne Thurston of the  

International Records Management Trust,  

and Malaysia's National Archivist Dato'  

Habibah at the ACARM workshop on  

electronic records in Kuala Lumpur,  

Malaysia, 1998. 

Below: Participants at the ACARM workshop on  

electronic records in Kuala Lumpur,  

Malaysia, 1998  
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Top: National Archivists attending ACARM's Electronic Records Management seminar, 

Eldoret, Kenya, March 1996 

Below: Charles Gibson of Belize, long-time supporter and chair of ACARM, with Jo-Ann 

Georges and Victoria Lemieux of Jamaica, along with Laura Millar, at a workshop organised 

by the University of the West Indies, in Trinidad, August 2000. 
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Farewell and Keep Well! 

As we finish up this last newsletter for the Association of Commonwealth Archivists 

and Records Managers, let me share a few updates on our next steps for 

communications and recordkeeping. 

The ACARM website – https://acarmblog.wordpress.com/ – will remain operational 

as a free website, with advertising, for the foreseeable future. On the website you will 

find the last newsletter, along with ACARM’s ‘Migrated Archives Position Paper, 

2017; Dagmar Parer’s ‘Archival Legislation for Commonwealth Countries,’ 2000, A.E. 

Balasu and P. Akotia’s ‘The Management of Public Sector Records Disposition 

Programme in Ghana,’ 2017, the ACARM Constitution as amended in 2017; and 

information about our four honorary members: Ivan Murambiwa, Michael Roper, 

Sarah Tyacke and Kelvin Smith. We will decommission the website in 2021, but we 

will ensure a copy is deposited with the Internet Archive beforehand. 

As noted in his Chair’s message, James Lowry and Margaret Procter are organizing 

ACARM’s remaining funds to transfer to the ICA's Fund for the International 

Development of Archives (FIDA), an independent trust providing assistance to 

archive professionals and institutions working in especially challenging conditions, 

usually in developing countries. James and Margaret are also in communications 

with an appropriate archival agency about the deposit of the Association’s archives. 

We will communicate news once an agreement has been reached: through 

ACARM’s social media accounts if the decision is made before 30 November 2020 

or through our personal social media accounts if the decision comes after 30 

November 2020. As part of the records and archives clean up, we will be 

decommissioning our cloud computing service and selecting key electronic records 

for retention as part of the archives. 

On 30 November 2020, I will decommission ACARM’s Twitter account and Facebook 

page and erase all obsolete data. Some of you may see some changes in your own 

social media accounts or in your connections with my own personal accounts, which 

are linked with the ACARM accounts. My apologies for any inconvenience. You can 

always reconnect with me through LinkedIn! 

To those following ACARM through our publications and social media, thank you for 

your support over the years. It has been an honour to work on behalf of the 

Commonwealth archival community for the past several years and a joy to be part of 

such a dedicated team. My special thanks to Rob Hillman, newsletter editor 

extraordinaire; Chris Prince, our champion website designer and manager; Margaret 

Procter, who managed the Association’s finances and memberships expertly; and 

James Lowry, who steered the ACARM ship so well, especially in these recent 

stormy seas. We have not hit the rocks; we have just found safe landing at the end 

of our journey. The time is right for another ship to take up where we have left off! 

With best wishes, 

Laura Millar 

ACARM Communications Coordinator 

September 2020
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A Toast to ACARM!  
 

ACARM Honorary Member Sarah Tyacke enjoying the ICA reception in Seoul, Korea, with 
long-time ACARM supporters Bryan Corbett and Ian Wilson, 2016  

(Photo credit: Laura Millar) 
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Website:  
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