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Abstract Aboriginal communities in Australia have adopted new information

technologies in innovative ways. The most well known is the Ara Irititja project

software, now increasingly adopted by many local community groups in Australia.

These developments demand a policy response from public collecting institutions

and governments. There is a raft of opportunities being presented by current

archival and record-keeping, and information and record-development programs

and activities in Aboriginal communities. These include economic empowerment

through the development and distribution of new products; community empower-

ment through ‘‘owning’’ histories, stories, images and other associated material and

being able to manage the context of, and access to this material; and the develop-

ment of opportunities for young people. Accompanying these opportunities, how-

ever, are serious threats to the protection, preservation, collection and use of this

material. These threats are both immediate and long-term and include technology

changes and format shifting; physical threats to local collections; the lack of IT

expertise and archival knowledge; a lack of knowledge or agreement on the

archiving system, standards and principles, and many others. This paper proposes

that archives held, and being developed in Aboriginal communities, are developed

as a nationally distributed collection with community-generated protocols and

community-based management, supported within a fully integrated national

framework.
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Introduction

Aboriginal communities in Australia have adopted new information technologies

(IT) in innovative ways. Access to digital archives enables Aboriginal people to

‘‘own’’ their histories, to see their images and to know their stories. Digitization also

helps communities use archives to produce products and provides opportunities for

young people to build new cultural products. The most well known is the Ara Irititja

Project’s software, now increasingly adopted by community organizations. Above

all digitization can be a preservation strategy to protect vulnerable collections.

Without a well-constructed and integrated framework, however, the threats to

digital archives are substantial and include changes in technology; physical threats

through deterioration and disasters; lack of technical expertise; and lack of

professional context. Building distributed archival resources in Indigenous

communities that include skills development and the implementation of appropriate

archiving system, standards and principles, is critical. Developmental work such as

this cannot be left to individual communities and demands a policy response from

public collecting institutions and governments.

This paper examines the intersection of archives with Aboriginal empowerment.

It explores some of the challenges and opportunities in the preservation,

conservation and maintenance of traditional physical archives and how these

practices are being transformed to include the development of digital archives in

regional and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.1

Archives such as those in historical institutions, including museums, government

agencies and national archives, offer information that supports the construction of

personal and community identity and the social life and shared memories of

communities. Archives are collections of information, social communication,

historical material and other forms of records that require proscribed standards,

protocols and procedures in order to protect, preserve, contextualize and provide

access to information. Such information is held in many forms in Aboriginal

communities: as art, oral history, digitized records from public institutions, family

and community photographs and films, recordings of song and dance. A number of

authors have acknowledged the significance, impact and importance of archives in

the lives of Aboriginal people (Christie 2004; Christie 2005; Langton and Ma Rhea

2005; Nakata and Langton 2005; Russell 2006; Williams et al. 2006; Garwood-

Houng 2007; Hughes and Dallwitz 2007; Russell 2007; Thorpe 2007; Garwood-

Houng 2008; McKemmish et al. 2010; De Largy Healy 2011).

Producing archives from these collections of information is a major challenge.

Digitized material is often provided to communities to assist with community

development, help families build genealogies, provide information for land rights

claims, reinvigorate traditional knowledge systems and other activities where

information can assist in cultural, financial or legal restitution. Digitized material is

also created within communities as part of education, health, social, art, tourism and

community projects, to name but a few. Born-digital material is created in

1 We refer to Aboriginal people or Indigenous communities as an abbreviated term to include Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia.
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communities as part of these programs but also increasingly forms part of the

contemporary social record of Aboriginal communities, a record that is shared and

developed using an array of new technologies including mobile phones. The

development of community archives provides the mechanism by which collected

material becomes protected material, which can then be used for education

programs, for creative development and as product for economic purposes, such as

in cultural center’s and tourism activities. There are significant challenges, however,

to the proper development, use and availability of digital archives.

Archives tell local stories and intersect with personal and family histories (Ross

et al. 2006). The role of archives and information in supporting individual and

community empowerment is well documented, but archives are used not only as a

reference but also in the creation of new material (Ketelaar 2003, pp. 14–15). The

digitization of historical photographs, the use of archives in building family

histories, material collected and produced in digital format as part of pilgrimages to

places that have meaning for individuals and families, recordings of events and oral

histories (Faulkhead and Russell 2006) are part of what Ketelaar (2003) calls

‘‘People’s Archives.’’ As he points out, such archives ‘‘are challenged to network

with these parts of the larger framework’’ of ‘‘local, regional, and national history

but also of the history and identity of political, religious and other social groups’’

(Ketelaar 2003, p. 15).

For many Aboriginal people, this archive network is a divided landscape.

Institutional archives that provide information on families and communities also

contain personal records of disruption and dislocation. Accessing this material raises

a number of issues that have formed the basis of some important Australian

Research Council funded projects (Indigenous Knowledge and Resource Manage-

ment in Northern Australia (IKRMNA) Assoc. Prof. M. Christie, Dr Helen Verran,
Waymamba Gaykamangu; Trust and technology: Building archival systems for

Indigenous oral memory Dr. K. Williamson, Prof. L. Russell, Prof. S. McKemmish,
Prof. D. Schauder, Ms. J. Heazlewood 2003–2006; and Dr. J. Neparrnga Gumbula.
‘‘To wake them up again’’: Digital futures for the international diasporas of early

ethnographic collections from Arnhem Land (2010–2012)). Nevertheless, access to

these records is often critical in developing family and community histories and in

enabling the development of new narratives that can inform received ‘‘facts.’’

Archives are important as aides de memoire, because ‘‘[e]ven if members of a group

have experienced what they remember, they do not remember the same or in the

same way’’ (Ketelaar 2005, p. 47). What may be for one person the joyful discovery

of an image of a grandparent, or a record of a forgotten song, may for others trigger

memories of their removal from family, or may involve unfinished sorry business

(Williams et al. 2006).

Properly established archives provide the framework for dealing with such issues.

As Terri Janke and Robynne Quiggin explain, the protocols and prescriptions for

Indigenous intellectual property and ownership differ from those that are enshrined

in the Australian legal system. Who is able to access records and for what purposes

requires strong and proper community consultation, control and agreement. Further,

the interfaces of Aboriginal knowledge systems are much more fluid than those that

exist in Australia more generally. Paintings, landscapes, songs, body paintings,
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objects and the like, sit with oral history and moving image tapes, photographs, birth

certificates, war records and other more conventional archived material, as

important sources for intergenerational knowledge transfer. The integration of this

distributed archive raises both logistical and legal issues that are not simple to deal

with (Janke and Quiggin 2005).

Aboriginal information within institutional and government archives

Place and type

Being perceived as the ‘‘object’’ of an archive is an issue for Aboriginal and Torres

Strait Islander peoples working with, or accessing information within institution-

managed archives that contain records relating to the management of people, such

as the removal from country, the removal of children from families, the splitting of

couples in mixed race marriages and so on (McKemmish et al. 2010, p. 32). In some

cases, the archivist responsible for the archival records may have more knowledge

of an Aboriginal person’s family and history than that person. Other types of

institutional records may hold information that no longer exists in the same way in

community. One example is museum archives relating to anthropological and

scientific expeditions; the photographic records sit with informant records and

objects as part of the ‘‘evidence’’ collected during this expedition. This historical

material can be very important in reconstructing and passing on knowledge at

community level, in identifying family members and family lineage, for the creation

of histories and in legal cases such as land rights claims (McKemmish et al. 2010).

As Glowczewski (2001) cautions, however, the archival records

cannot be taken as automatically reliable, especially when the government is

using experts who refer to old archives or studies to challenge the current oral

testimonies of Indigenous persons. This conflict over authenticity is one of the

reasons why Indigenous persons claim the right to re-appropriate, and take

control of, the ways in which their culture, society, beliefs and knowledge

have been represented during decades of Western academic dominance

(Glowczewski 2001, p. 139).

Archives, libraries and museums are generally publically funded and operate in

the public domain. Public institutions provide access to their collections to the

public, and their charters guarantee Indigenous people some rights to access, but

access is not a level playing field and how Aboriginal people are enabled to access

their information remains an issue.

There are also important records relating to Aboriginal peoples within archives

that are not held by institutions with the same kind of public access accountability.

Universities, for example, hold vast amounts of research records across all

disciplines including linguistics, botany, education, anthropology, geography,

geology, health and medicine; the list is almost endless and includes any study

made of Aboriginal individuals and communities. Access to this information is not

guaranteed and may even be proscribed by the ethics and framework relating to the
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research. DNA records used in medical research are examples of difficult territory

when issues of access are under discussion (Reardon 2005). Other organizations that

hold records relevant to the production or development of Aboriginal knowledge

include churches and medical services. Access to these records is further

complicated by that fact that archivists or collection managers may not be

employed to manage many of these archives that are held outside of museums,

galleries, libraries and archives.

Significance to Aboriginal people

Digitized records of public holdings are now being provided to Aboriginal

communities. This process of sharing heritage is attractive for ethical and

philosophical reasons and provides important, although often disputed, ways of

assessing, contesting, verifying and developing the archival record. The sharing of

records in order to ‘‘set the record straight’’ was identified in the ARC-sponsored

Trust and Technology Project (Ross et al. 2006; Russell 2006) as an important

outcome of access for Aboriginal people in Victoria.

A constant theme within the interviews has been the participant’s request to be

able to add their own stories and versions of other stories to the records held in

public archives and other institutions. This was most keenly expressed as a

desire to set the record straight (Russell 2006, p. 41).

In this respect, making available digital copies of material held in public archives

for use by individuals and communities is highly relevant to the civil, political and

legal rights of Aboriginal people and, importantly, their ability to enjoy these rights.

As McKemmish et al. 2010 discuss, the recommendations of the Bringing Them

Home Report (Wilson and Australia Human Rights Equal Opportunity Commission

1997) recommend ways in which archives can serve to mitigate some of the damage

done by the forced removal of Aboriginal children from their families. These

include:

• [T]he reclamation of identity ‘‘by knowing their family background and

reconnecting with the places and cultures of their people’’

• [T]he importance of recognizing and documenting the experiences of post-

colonialism ‘‘as a means of honoring the experiences of these generations of

Indigenous Australians and ensuring their place within Australia’s history and

memory’’

• [T]he need for Indigenous communities to control their own historical

documentation (McKemmish et al. 2010, p. 31)

Similarly, Recommendation 53 from the Royal Commission into Deaths in

Custody sought support from all levels of government to enable access to archival

records ‘‘pertaining to the family and community histories of Aboriginal people so

as to assist the process of enabling Aboriginal people to re-establish community and

family links’’ (Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 1991). The

late and highly respected Aboriginal archivist, Loris Williams (2006), wrote that

many ‘‘today are still endeavoring to find that identity’’(Williams et al. 2006, p. 10).
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Evidence of connection to family and country is essential in Native Title claims

(Williams et al. 2006, p. 11). Williams et al. 2006 also identify the ways in which

archives are being used to support programs such as the NSW Geographical Names

Board’s program for dual naming of places and in providing important evidence for

Aboriginal people who are involved in seeking restitution of unpaid wages

(Williams et al. 2006).

Put simply, institutional archives hold a wealth of information about people,

place and culture, which is distributed between the various agencies. These archives

contain information that should be returned to their original source such as owners

of the material or communities of origin. Archives contain information in reports

about ceremonies and important communitiy leaders, records that document

significant cultural spaces, translations of language and stories, as well as audio,

photographic and video material that document people and events in communities

(Williams et al. 2006, p. 16).

Aboriginal community archives

Place and type

Local Aboriginal culture and histories are embedded in local community archives

that have, since the 1960s, involved a substantial uptake of new technologies and the

use of audiovisual aids, based on the orality of traditional culture. Stories have been

recorded on video, cassette and other magnetic tapes, as well as being captured on

canvas through the development of the local art center movement of the 1970 and

1980s. These archives are often stored and located not only in specific community

archives but in the offices of the local Aboriginal land council, schools, language

centers, art centers and more recently on computers within the community stored in

purpose built ‘‘knowledge centers’’ (Nakata and Langton 2005; Nakata et al. 2008).

Community digital archives or ‘‘knowledge centers’’ are based on database

programs for storing, sorting and delivering digitized materials of interest to the

community. Many of these ‘‘knowledge centers’’ have been designed with

community access to archives in mind; in particular for transferring traditional

archives stored in distant locations and making them accessible, where appropriate,

to the local community (Gumbula 2007; De Largy Healy 2008). As Sharon Huebner

and Kooramyee Cooper point out, ‘‘There are many community members who

prefer to hear stories and view cultural material on a digital community archive

rather than visiting a large archival institution. There are various reasons for this’’

(Huebner and Cooper 2007, p. 27). Huebner and Cooper (2007) suggest some

Aboriginal people are fearful of government organizations due to past policies of the

removal of children from families and strict government control over the lives of

Aboriginal people.

The development of the digital age has seen communities harness these new

technologies as a way of consolidating information in an easy to use and accessible

format to be made available for community members. The digitization of archives is

seen as a way for communities not only to access materials, but also control the
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viewing and distribution within communities based on local cultural norms and

customs (Gumbula 2007). The digitization of collections offers Aboriginal

communities the opportunity to become involved in interpreting, presenting and

re-using cultural materials, and the involvement of communities ensures which

objects can be displayed for public consumption and how the object or artwork is

interpreted. As governments and institutions digitize their vast collection of

information, Aboriginal communities are demanding access to and involvement in

protocols that address issues such as who can have access to the records, what

materials should be prioritized, and how should the material and to whom should it

be returned. The development of local archives can overcome institutional concerns

about access to sensitive materials in collections as communities can provide advice

and access restrictions to sensitive materials. These restrictions and access issues

can be addressed at the local level and accommodated technologically (Ormond-

Parker 2009). However, as Michael Christie cautions ‘‘Databases are not innocent

objects. They carry within them particular culturally and historically contingent

assumptions about the nature of the world, and the nature of knowledge; what it is,

and how it can be preserved and renewed’’ (Christie 2004, p. 4). Part of the issue

here is that the end users of the databases are not usually the developers of the

databases. This means that when communities populate these databases with

archival content there can be a disjunct between the conceptualization of the

delivery interface with the end user needs. Models such as Ara Irititja have

addressed concerns that relate to disparate uses and methods of constructing

knowledge from archives.

Ara Irititja

The Ara Irititja Project (http://www.irititja.com/), meaning ‘‘stories from long ago’’

developed a software program in Filemaker Pro, with Anangu Pitjantjatjara and

Yankunytjatjara cultural norms and practices embedded within the database design.

This allows for the return of digital materials to the local communities across

homelands in central Australia. This is a ‘‘living archive’’ developed from returned

digital materials and is also a repository of recorded local events. When cultural and

other events take place film, sound and photographic recording are lodged with the

archive. While the general archive is available for use by the whole community, two

separate archives have been developed, specifically relating to men’s and women’s

business (Hughes and Dallwitz 2007). The project has agreements with archives and

institutions across Australia with the Ara Irititja software licensed to other

Aboriginal communities across Australia, including the Northern Territory Libraries

who now oversee the development of knowledge centers in remote communities

across the Northern Territory.

The project’s main activities include the following: tracking down and

negotiating retrieval of material, ensuring the storage of materials to archival

standards, creating digital copies of these materials, returning the digital copies of

the material via an interactive digital archive developed specifically for this purpose

and collecting information about these materials from the donors and the Anangu

people (Hughes and Dallwitz 2007).
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The Ara Irititja software is now being re-developed to be more than a stand-alone

database but will be able to operate from a central server and deliver digital content

to communities across central Australia (Thorner 2010). The digitization of archival

material supports greater access by community members when content is

delivered locally. However, the technical issues associated with this should not

be underestimated.

User-friendly databases for the primary use of indigenous communities for the

control and use of their own digital data, are technically possible to create.

Making ones which work well for their owners requires long-term, deeply

negotiated and collaborative processes where questions of the nature, politics

and creation of knowledge remain central (Christie 2005, p. 11).

The continual updating of the design and delivery of the archive takes enormous

commitment, and the longevity of the Ara Irititja Project is an example for how a

community-driven project can survive in a rapidly changing technological

environment.

The Mulka Project

The Mulka Project is a Yolngu archive and production center (http://www.

mulka.org) based in the Aboriginal community of Yirrkala in North East Arhmen

Land. The project is not only concerned with the collection of digitized materials

held in public and private institutions around Australia but focuses on the con-

temporary recording of local events. The Mulka Project has a program of engaging

and training community members in the use of new technology, training people in

filming, photography, editing, database development and production of in-house

DVDs and CDs. The Mulka Project prides itself on ‘‘high quality production values,

in terms of the technology, we make community media, and so we have to work on

a variety of formats or platforms, so the web is an important tool for us being able to

distribute video and audio’’ (Rob Lane, The Mulka Project Presentation GARMA

Festival 7–9 August 2010). The Mulka Project uses commercially available soft-

ware such as ITunes to delivery important community content locally from

audiovisual archives. They produce DVDs and CDs for community members who

do not have access to the Internet. DVDs play an important role because DVD

players and CD players are more popular in the community than computers (The

Mulka Project Presentation GARMA Festival 7–9 August 2010).

Within the photograph database, which is made available to the community via

public access computers at the Mulka Center, places and faces are very important.

People search for either faces or places and the images exported out of the database

are used for exhibitions, postcards, business cards, posters and photographic

reproductions. For the Yolngu, wanting to share culture it is not only important that

‘‘data goes into the computer, it’s just as important that it comes out of the computer

too’’ (Rob Lane, The Mulka Project Presentation GARMA Festival 7–9 August

2010). Digital technology enables knowledge to ‘‘transcend geographical location or

institutional boundaries’’ (Kahin 2006, p. 2) and enable the empowerment and

economic equation to be completed. It also enables knowledge to be used in the
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wrong ways and for the wrong purposes, such as infringement of copyright, posting

damaging or personal material or ‘‘allowing access to restricted or peri-restricted

knowledge’’ (Kahin 2006, p. 2).

‘‘Since the 1980s, Indigenous people of Australia have extended their local tools

of expression to global networks: exhibitions, festivals, press, radio, documentaries,

short dramas, feature films, Websites (Langton 2001)’’; (Glowczewski 2005, p. 24).

The Mulka Project is taking local Yolngu traditions in new formats to the world.

The project is seeking long-term sustainability by conducting commercial activities,

such as producing corporate videos and selling products world wide via their

website.

Archive and memory

Some of these databases hold material that is identifiably archival (for example,

digitized historic photographs and moving images; language, song and dance

recordings), and other material exists in the social media realm (for example films;

band songs; dance). Unlike government and business records where appraisal is,

generally, secured at point of creation, the process by which a community record

becomes an archive is often not clear and the point at which (and even within

institutions the mechanism by which) this occurs can be complicated and complex

(Nakata et al. 2008). Part of this journey involves using memory as a device for the

construction of new identity and meaning particularly for young people (Christie

2004, 2005). This is particularly relevant when considering the incorporation of

archival material into born-digital productions, such as those being developed under

the aegis of the Mulka Project. In this respect, Ketelaar’s (2005) distinction between

individual and social memory is important, where ‘‘individual memory becomes

social memory by social sharing of experiences and emotions’’… the same can be

said of records. Ketelaar comments that social sharing uses cultural tools that ‘‘are

‘texts’ in any form; written, oral, as well as physical. The landscape or a building or

a monument may serve as a memory text, while bodily texts are presented in

commemorations, rituals and performances’’ (Ketelaar 2005, p. 45).

The tensions between social and individual memory can be mediated through the

concept of joint heritage, developed by the International Council on Archives and

accepted by the General Conference of UNESCO in 1978 as one of the basic

principles which should guide the solution of conflicting archival claims (Ketelaar

2005, p. 53). Acknowledging joint heritage and securing provenance and functional

pertinence as part of the development of secure and properly formed Aboriginal

community archives is a critical and complex issue and requires both practical and

policy initiatives.

The social and economic value of archives to Aboriginal people

In the international context, some forms of Aboriginal knowledge maybe referred to

as traditional knowledge that has been defined by the Convention on Biological

Diversity as:
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[T]he knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local commu-

nities around the world. It is experience gained over centuries, transmitted

orally from generation to generation, taking the form of stories, songs,

proverbs, beliefs and culture, most often linked to agriculture, animal

husbandry, fisheries, health, horticulture, forestry and nature in general

(Langton and Ma Rhea 2005, p. 41).

Archives enable ‘‘the efficient production and use of knowledge’’ and new

technologies support the ‘‘economics of knowledge’’ by providing tools that ensure

capture of information and enable distribution (Foray 2004, p. 18). These tools,

including both software and hardware, may or may not come with regulatory and in-

built mechanisms to assist with archiving and record-keeping, and all require

appropriate frameworks for sustainability that include expertise, training, upgrading,

housing, staffing and everything else that ensures that a roomful of records works as

a functioning archive. As Langton notes:

The documentation of traditional and Indigenous knowledge is fundamental to

the capacity of traditional knowledge holders to promote, protect and facilitate

the proper use of their knowledge. Accurate documentation also enables

nations and other interested parties to enter into agreements and contracts with

traditional knowledge holders that will strengthen the capacity of these

communities to develop economically sustainable livelihoods (Langton and

Ma Rhea 2005, p. 46).

In this respect, the discussions by Kahin (2006) and Foray (2004) of economic

power and knowledge are useful. Foray states that ‘‘the ability to invent and

innovate, that is, to create new knowledge and new ideas that are the embodied in

products, processes and organizations, has served greatly to fuel development.’’

(Foray 2004). However, as Kahin cautions knowledge ‘‘is diverse, complex and

context dependent—and rarely a topic of public discourse’’ and linking ‘‘knowledge

to economic growth is difficult’’ (Kahin 2006, p. 1). It is important to note that the

documentation of knowledge is critical to claims of ownership and rights by

Indigenous peoples. Archives can be an important tool for local Aboriginal

communities in their economic sustainability, an important example being where

this is based on traditional Indigenous biodiversity knowledge. In such cases,

archives provide the appropriate framework within which to locate relevant

information, which may include knowledge about the local environments, land and

water use and management, species, seasonal calendars and the like. As Langton

and Ma Rhea note:

The importance of the literature in these fields cannot be underestimated; the

issue of sound documentation lies at the heart of the problem. That problem

can be described as the urgent need to recognize, protect and maintain the

knowledge, innovations and practices of Indigenous peoples and local

communities relevant to the capacity of a community to undertake conser-

vation and sustainable use of biodiversity (Langton and Ma Rhea 2005,

pp. 46–47).
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The World Intellectual Property Organization (World Intellectual Property

Organization 2011) is developing international standards, which may enable

communities to protect their knowledge under international law; however, there is

some suspicion on the part of Aboriginal communities about recording and

codifying this knowledge. This was highlighted in the IKRMNA ARC project where

concerns are raised by Aboriginal people about the use of digital technologies and

about valid knowledge practices and misappropriation of intellectual property.

In short there is a widespread suspicion that digital technologies can only work

by treating Indigenous knowledge as a commodity. The anxiety is well

grounded, but so too are the worries of those who value the experience of

being on country with today’s generation of elders and want to keep that

experience in a useable form for generations to come … [however others saw

the benefit of recording knowledge in new ways to engage young people]

while our elders are getting very old, the young teenagers today aren’t
interested in learning anything from them. We need to find good ways of
keeping some of the knowledge of the old people of our country before they all
pass away (Verran et al. 2007, p. 130).

The issue of constructing archives intersects with the issue of the construction of

memory and identity, and by implication, the construction of political narratives and

political positions. ‘‘Records shape a group, because information directly influences

the nature of the social relations which it helps to organize’’ (Ketelaar 2005, p. 49).

This is a critical aspect of community empowerment. Records particularly those that

are publically accessible operate as both the repository of history and the

formulation of identity. As Barbara Glowczewski identifies, being in control of

archives means being in control of representation. According to Glowczewski, this

‘‘conflict over authenticity is one of the reasons why Indigenous persons claim the

right to re-appropriate, and take control of, the ways in which their culture, society,

beliefs and knowledge have been represented enduring decades of Western

academic dominance’’ (Glowczewski 2001, p. 139).

Aboriginal communities are investing a lot in the development of digital

repositories, including time, money, infrastructure and personal and emotional

commitment. Without an appropriate framework, actualized by appropriate support,

there remain very real risks to these repositories. Financial constraints, lack of

knowledge and training in archive management, poor infrastructure, disasters such

as floods and cyclones are only some examples of ways in which data can be lost.

There are also threats to the development of these repositories if people consider a

system untrustworthy, through either inappropriate use of archive material or

inappropriate access to this material (De Largy Healy 2008).

Policy

The archive profession, and institutions that manage archives, has worked hard to

develop protocols and recommendations that support Indigenous peoples’ engage-

ment with archives, but there remains no national coordinating strategy. Kahin

(2006) notes that emergence of knowledge management as a practical discipline and
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the use of knowledge across boundaries is ever increasing. As highlighted by the

A2K4: Conference on Access to Knowledge and Human Rights Yale Law School

(2010) ‘‘Access to knowledge is about designing intellectual property laws,

telecommunication policies, and technical architectures that encourage broader

participation in cultural, civic, and educational affairs; expand the benefits of

scientific and technological advancement; and promote innovation, development,

and social progress across the globe’’ (Yale Law School 2010). Each of these areas

requires policy development, but outcomes are only achieved with practical support.

The first step then is to assess the various standards, protocols, agreements that

are in place and determine what constitutes a best-practice policy framework,

incorporating and building on the work of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander Protocols for libraries, archives and information services as endorsed by

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Library and Information Resource

Network (ATSILIRN). Next, there is the need to ensure that these protocols and

guides, which are specifically for Aboriginal communities, include steps to ensure

practical outcomes that address collection management, conservation and access

needs for communities. These steps involve professional support and development,

training, engaging youth in archive development processes and programs,

providing support in terms of appropriate national frameworks that ensure

practical outcomes (rather than simply policy and statements of intention) and

guaranteed funding.

Addressing community needs and expectations

The ARC Linkage Trust and Technology Project (McKemmish et al. 2010) has

produced seven principles that are relevant to the development of archive standards,

practices and protocols that are responsive to, and respectful of, Australian

Indigenous people’s needs and expectations (McKemmish et al. 2010). Embedded

in these principles is the concern to ensure community expectations are met in

regard to public archives. Stephen Yorke examined the role of community
expectations within current Australian Archival Standards, in particular AS 4390,

noting ‘‘community expectations for appraisal sits with one of a trinity of retention

purposes along with accountability and business needs’’ (Yorke 2000, p. 24). At first

glance, the development of standards may appear a reasonable method by which to

support access for Indigenous people to their records and to ensure that

organizations understand how best to assess records for retention.

The phrase community expectations is a difficult term to penetrate meaningfully

and raises issues such as what is the community being discussed; does a community

imply a common expectation; what is the mechanism for community expectations to

be incorporated into the archiving process; how best to deal with community and

personal issues where these intersect? (Yorke 2000, p. 25). Dealing with these issues

is clearer when the archivist is a community member, working across both

professional and community knowledge bases, and able to articulate the value of

professional decision-making processes. As Rifkin notes:
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Society is transforming from a goods-producing to a services-performing and

experience-generating economy. No longer do we buy a product: we buy

access to services. Services are being reinvented as long-term multifaceted

relationships between servers and clients (Rifkin 2000, p. 85).

Community expectations can only be met with appropriate services, and in order

to be in a position to address community expectations, archives and archivists need

to design and implement service environments, systems, routines, finding aids and

promotional material which do not discomfort or embarrass Aboriginal users, but

which make appropriate access to records a welcoming and relatively stress-free

experience for Aboriginal Australians.

Training, employment and access

Within remote and regional Australia, most Aboriginal communities are developing

archives without access to sustained professional support and development

programs. As communities build their archives, they also build expectations about

their longevity, access and use. Building the interface between the profession and

community is important to ensure that appropriate frameworks are in place. In

national institutions, this role is delegated to the profession. In Aboriginal

communities, similar delegation needs to be part of the management of the

archives but how this process is informed is critical. In this respect, training

Aboriginal people to manage their archives, on behalf of their communities, is

central to any long-term strategy for Aboriginal community archive development

and management, and for the economic benefits that could flow from such

management.

As Alana Garwood-Houng (2007, p. 130) points out ‘‘[e]nsuring Indigenous

information workers are professionally qualified should always be a focus, and the

roles and strategies of education institutions could be re-examined with the aim of

attracting more Indigenous people into the profession.’’

The issue of succession planning is a concern for the archives sector as a whole

(Wolski 2004, p. 163), but for Aboriginal communities it is critical. While there

remain only a few Aboriginal people with the appropriate levels of archive training

to effectively manage archives, there is the potential to entrench the divisions

identified above, with Aboriginal people remaining users, but not managers, of their

own archives. There are broader practical issues to be addressed. Currently, there

are limited courses offered at tertiary institutions in the archives and records

management field, and cost and the need to travel to a capital city for an extended

period precludes the involvement of many Aboriginal people from communities.

Wolski identifies these issues as deterrents for Australians more generally along

with the fact that professional courses focus on postgraduate studies and the

relatively low status of archivists (Wolski 2004, p. 165).

Qualified Indigenous archivists are important in building appropriate consultation

and access methods. In order ‘‘to provide access in an appropriate and sensitive way

… [s]upport systems need to be in place for clients who visit an archives … and

counseling services should always be available as part of the process’’ (Williams

Arch Sci (2012) 12:191–212 203

123



et al. 2006, p. 19). This is of particular importance for Aboriginal people forcibly

removed from families by government policy, for example, where the trauma of re-

visiting their personal histories may find information in archives very confronting.

The role of Indigenous archivists is important for sensitive community liaison.

Training is only useful, however, if jobs exist and if employment targets for

Indigenous archivists are in place and met.

Access/digital divide

Simply putting materials on the web does not ensure or enable access. Good

connectivity, affordable technology and relevant skills and training are all necessary

components to ensure access (Dyson and Underwood 2006, p. 73). This is not the

case in many Aboriginal communities at present.

Indigenous Australians living in remote communities face distinct challenges

in accessing and using basic telecommunications services. Vast geographic

distances, small and remote populations, the cost of deploying telecommu-

nications infrastructure and harsh environmental conditions present difficulties

for the provision of telecommunications services to these communities. These

difficulties are compounded by the socioeconomic disadvantages faced by

many individuals within remote Indigenous communities (Australian Com-

munications and Media Authority 2008, p. 5).

While these issues continue to plague Aboriginal Australia, the issue of Internet

access via computer may become less relevant as we have a young growing up
digital Aboriginal population. This population is relatively young with the majority

living in rural or region areas. In 2008, almost half (49%) of the Indigenous

population was under 20 years of age and a further 16% were aged between 20 and

30 years (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2009). So while the computer era may

have bypassed many Aboriginal communities, mobile technology uptake is rapidly

growing.

Mobile technologies, especially prepaid mobiles, are the preferred communica-

tion method for young people in regional and remote Aboriginal communities and

will become increasingly important as the delivery platform for content creation,

distribution, viewing and the intergenerational transfer of knowledge. Nevertheless,

Australian telecommunications service availability in remote Indigenous commu-

nities remains significantly lower than in the broader population (Australian

Communications and Media Authority 2008). As Brady and Dyson (2009, p. 41)

concluded in their study on mobile technology for the Wujal Wujal Aboriginal Shire

Council, ‘‘mobile phones should not be considered a luxury in remote areas … this

technology does indeed have the potential to enhance people’s lives socially,

culturally and economically’’.

Archives are relevant and important for an Aboriginal and Torres Strait

population growing up digital. They provide educational material that is about their

community. Working with archived material, as with the Mulka Project and Ara

Irititja, provides a range of cultural and social programs for engaging young people.
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Keeping up with these new platforms for delivering content to communities must be

factored into archival policy frameworks.

Specific government policy and funding to ensure management of physical
and digital archives

Managing digital records is not the same as managing other records or other forms

of knowledge. The records themselves are insecure because the technology used to

secure them is continually changing, needs continual upgrading and differs between

communities (or even between community advisers).

The future: what’s needed?

In July 2010, an Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies

(AIATSIS) research symposium on Information Technologies and Indigenous

Communities (ITIC) saw over 70 papers presented on the use of information

technologies by Indigenous peoples. As a result of a statement on Key Issues

identified at the Symposium was developed (AIATSIS 2010).

Key areas of support identified from the symposium and the plenary discussions

included: creation of a national body tasked with supporting this new IT and

Indigenous community sector and the recognition of the emergence of IT use by

Indigenous Australians as a major industry, coupled with the development of specific

government policy and funding to ensure that high-speed access to the internet and

IT is provided to Indigenous Australians across the country; specific policy and

funding focused on supporting the engagement of Indigenous youth in digital media

and the digital economy; tailored support for informal and formal training initiatives

both in and via digital technologies, which enable engagement in IT at all levels,

including content production and related archive management; increased support for

the growth and maintenance of community-based digital archives; increased support

for programs which support the return to community-based archives of digitized

heritage objects, including photographs, audiovisual recordings and manuscripts

from national repositories; inclusion of mobile telephony under the Universal

Service Obligation to ensure affordable capped usage for regional and remote

communities; recognition that with the introduction of digital TV by 2013, there is a

critical need to continue direct-to-home local broadcast and distribution of

community media via television (AIATSIS 2010, p. 3). These recommendations

can provide a framework for a digital future for Aboriginal communities.

The framework for a digital future for Aboriginal communities

The diversity and value of digital archives that are distributed across communities in

Australia is significant in empowering communities by supporting civil rights, legal

action, education and identity. Unfortunately, much digital material held in local
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communities has not been identified including material in language centers, land

councils, media centers, keeping places and art centers. This material is at risk.

Locating, recording and ensuring appropriate backup strategies for it requires solid

needs-based assessment and research, followed by a stringent backup program.

Without regular backup of archives, the risk of total loss is constant, and it is

important to heed the call for national liaison and coordination to ensure that digital

content is backed up safely.

A key aspect to successful management involves training in both maintenance

and management of these new technologies. More active involvement by the

archive community in developmental archive work with Indigenous communities is

critical if Aboriginal people are to properly utilize and benefit from digital and born-

digital archives. This includes the need for collaboration and cooperation between

both national and state collecting organizations in Australia to present best practice

in how they manage their digitization and return policies for Aboriginal

communities. Training programs are integral to this.

It is also essential that the local needs of digital archives in areas such as copyright

and intellectual property are supported and that local community norms and customs

are taken into account. The responsibility for developing these protocols rests at

community level, but the incorporation of these protocols into programs needs

support and action at institution and government levels. This means the incorporation

of the rights of Indigenous Australians into the development of a national model.

Threats and opportunities

There are many opportunities being presented by current archival and record-

keeping, and information and record-development programs and activities within

Aboriginal communities. Accompanying these opportunities, however, are serious

immediate and long-term threats to the protection, preservation, collection and use

of this material. How do Aboriginal communities identify digital records that are in

jeopardy? What kinds of strategies will ensure the preservation of these records?

How affordable and sustainable are these strategies?

Digital technology is expensive and complicated to manage. Brogan (2009)

makes this point in his paper on e-mail management that even institutions that are

well resourced and have legal responsibilities for retention cannot properly preserve

their information. The intergenerational transference of knowledge requires

effective preservation programs for both physical and digital archive collections.

The challenges faced within Aboriginal communities for the preservation of

community-held material are extensive as the recent destruction of the Warmun Arts

Centre shows (Borello and ABC News Online 2011). Community archives are

simply not in a position to single-handedly respond to major disasters, implement

preservation training programs and develop nationally effective preservation policy.

Making the framework national

Developing, maintaining and preserving traditional and digital archives held in

Aboriginal communities cannot be managed in a piecemeal way within one
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community or sector. As Philip Banton notes ‘‘the primary issue may not be

custody, but rather ensuring that a viable and widely accepted system for managing

electronic records is in place’’ (Banton 2004, p. 37).

The elements that will enable Aboriginal Australia to build digital archive

repositories that have the same levels of protection, access, preservation, funding

and professional support as archives of equal importance elsewhere in Australia,

such as those held in various State archives and in the National Archives of

Australia, require an integrated national framework involving government,

industry and community responsibilities and actions. This is important because

many of the benefits that accrue from community-based digital archives do so

across sectors. The engagement of young people is a case in point, where schools

and community centers operate together to build skills and develop content, with

commensurate health and education outcomes. Equally as important is the

integration of community-based and community-formulated protocols into all

activities involving Aboriginal archives that are held digitally. This means

nationally coordinated agreements that are supported by effective frameworks,

strategies and funding.

The model for the management, development and delivery of a Distributed
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Archive needs to include govern-

ment, industry and community. An overview of areas of responsibility and action is

provided below and adopted from the recent Australian Government, Future

Directions Final Report (Commonwealth of Australia 2009).

1. Government

• Act as a peak body for addressing issues relating Aboriginal archives/Act as

a liaison point for communities and the service providers they need

including with government, with IT companies and the like

• Lays the foundations for Australia’s digital infrastructure, including

developing specific government policy and funding to ensure;

• Facilitates innovation and access and support institutions to return digital

archives including film, photos, manuscripts

• Sets conducive regulatory frameworks, including the provision of nationally

agreed standards for the management and return of physical and digital

archives

2. Industry

• Demonstrates business digital confidence and builds digital skills

• Develops sustainable online content models

• Drives nationally agreed standards for the management of physical and

digital archives

• Nominates the role of a peak body for addressing issues relating Aboriginal

archives

• Maintains evidence-based research programs to inform decision making and

strategy
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3. Community

• Enjoys and supports digital confidence and media literacy amongst

community

• Experiences and builds inclusive digital participation

• Develops and communicates the protocols and cultural rights required by

Indigenous Australians for the satisfactory development of the digital

economy and updates protocols for access to material based on changing

community expectations and practices

• Benefits from, and develops online engagement, and provides the focus and

advice for funding and training initiatives

National framework

An integrated national framework needs to be supported properly with infrastruc-

ture, policy, funding and with necessary staff and resources. The coordination of

such a policy is not straightforward, and the kind of model suggested for the

National Indigenous Cultural Authority and discussed in Terri Janke’s Beyond
Guarding Ground is worthy of consideration (Janke 2009). The mechanisms are not

difficult to develop if, instead of considering Aboriginal community archives as

isolated pockets of records and activities, thought is given to the integrated nature of

Aboriginal archives across international, national, state and community collecting

institutions, knowledge centers and keeping places. The National Archives of

Australia (NAA) manages a broad but highly integrated matrix of records created

and held in government offices, and in the various NAA repositories, and does so

with the support of infrastructure, policy, funding and with necessary staff and

resources. Enabling communities to manage their own archives, but ensuring proper

infrastructure, policy, funding and with necessary staff and resources, is not so far

removed from the way the National Archives of Australia has been enabled to

operate.

At government level, policy and funding are required to build and resource a

national framework. Government policy and funding provide coordination between

current archive initiatives within institutions, initiatives at local level including

funding, and assist with a whole-of-government approach where education

programs can target young people for engagement in the IT sector, and community

support programs can incorporate training and skills development. National

coordination at government level is also required to support institutions to return

digital archives including films, photos, manuscripts and research and government

records.

A nationally sanctioned and nationally developed approach is necessary to ensure

that the rights of Indigenous Australians are incorporated into the development of

the digital economy. While peak bodies can develop position statements, statements

of intention and make recommendations, government can provide guidelines and

incentives in policy and legal frameworks to ensure that rights are respected by

collecting institutions and by those who have access to and use digital material

produced by Aboriginal communities. Copyright laws ensure appropriate use of
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intellectual property, but there are broader issues of use and ownership of digital

records that remain to be dealt with. The Indigenous Intellectual Toolkit (Cultural

Ministers Council 2011) that has been produced by Cultural Ministers Council is an

example of the type of integrated support that government can provide.

Aboriginal people have been the subject of international research initiatives

for centuries. Material relating to specific communities exists in collections and

archives, and in various formats, across the world. Digitization is the mechanism

by which these archives may be easily built into distributed databases that can be

shared across disciplinary and cultural divides, and national borders. They are

also the mechanism by which Indigenous people can have access to, can

comment on and can contribute to the knowledge base held in communities

(including Indigenous communities and communities of scholars). A national

framework facilitates international dialogue around the means by which this can

happen.

Community-based digital archives provide a range of cultural and social

programs for engaging young people. They offer young Aboriginal people access to

the digital economy by enabling relevant and important links for an Indigenous

population growing up digital. Young people often have the highest take-up of IT

and mobile technologies that are an important delivery platform for content

creation, distribution, viewing and the intergenerational transfer of knowledge.

Creating product that can be used by youth has important economic, education and

social benefits. The problem remains, however, how can Aboriginal communities

advise providers of needs and how are these needs best addressed?

Conclusion

In summary, current archival, record-keeping, information and record-development

programs and activities within Aboriginal communities provide new and innovative

ways in which people can access knowledge and information at the local community

level. This access and control of their archives, in turn, produces a number of

benefits. These include economic empowerment through the development and

distribution of new product; community empowerment through ‘‘owning’’ histories,

stories, images and other associated material and being able to manage the context

of, and access to this material; and the development of opportunities for young

people.

Accompanying these opportunities, however, are serious threats to the protection,

preservation, collection and use of this material. These threats are both immediate

and long-term and include technology changes and format shifting; physical threats

to local collections; the lack of IT Expertise and archival knowledge; a lack of

knowledge or agreement on the archiving system, standards and principles and

many others. This paper proposes that archives held, and being developed in

Aboriginal communities, are developed as a nationally distributed collection with

community-generated protocols and community-based management, supported

within a national framework.
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