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Indigenous Knowledge and Archives

KIRSTEN THORPE

I have been employed at State Records New South Wales, based at the Sydney Records 
Centre, The Rocks, for six years. I began work as a cadet Aboriginal Archivist in early 
1999 and as part of the cadetship undertook external studies to obtain a Postgraduate 

Diploma in Science (Archives and Records), Edith Cowan University, Perth. At the time, 
there were Aboriginal people working in archives and libraries but there were not many 
who had completed the relevant professional qualifications.

The cadetship was created by New South Wales State Records in December 1998 in 
collaboration with the Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA), the then 
Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) and the 
Australian Society of Archivists (ASA), and aimed to increase the number of Indigenous 
people working in the library/ archives sector. The position was created largely as a 
response to the release of the Bringing Them Home Report1 as awareness developed in 
the archival profession of the need for more Indigenous people to enter it.

In this chapter, I outline the key outcomes for NSW State Records of this cadetship, 
including the ongoing and proposed activities to address Indigenous issues in State 
Records. I then outline the nationally focussed activities of the Indigenous Issues Special 
Interest Group (IISIG) of the Australian Society for Archivists. I conclude by setting out 
what I consider to be the key future issues that the profession has to engage with to meet 
Indigenous people’s needs in archives.

Key Outcomes of the Aboriginal Archivist Cadetship

Archivist–Aboriginal Liaison Position

The initial outcome of the cadetship has been the creation of a permanent position of 
Archivist – Aboriginal Liaison at State Records. The primary role of the position has 
been to liaise in the development and provision of services for Indigenous people seeking 
access to the state’s archives. The position covers those areas of activities that impact 
on Indigenous people and records and does appear overwhelming for one person. The 
core responsibility of the Archivist – Aboriginal Liaison is to establish open and trusting 
relationships with Aboriginal communities that reflect an understanding of cultural 
issues. More detailed responsibilities include: 
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• providing assistance to Indigenous people visiting the reading room or 
 making enquiries to State Records, including providing advice on records 
 closed to public access, especially sensitive records of the Aborigines  
 Welfare Board
• undertaking consultation with Aboriginal communities on an ongoing basis 
 to identify services that best meet the needs of the community
• liaising with public offices and other external organisations to facilitate access 
 to records relating to Indigenous people to ensure they are handling these 
 materials appropriately
• promoting State Records and its holdings to Aboriginal communities
• developing extension activities for Indigenous people – seminars, workshops, 
 talks, and tours and information sessions, and
• contributing to publications, exhibitions and displays.

The most important priority in Indigenous archives services at this point in time is 
providing assistance to clients to access records of the former Aborigines Welfare Board 
held at NSW State Archives and working in partnership with the NSW Department 
of Aboriginal Affairs to assist access for clients to closed records. The creation of the 
role of Archivist – Aboriginal Liaison enabled a number of subsequent initiatives to be 
developed to support and improve these services.

Indigenous Consultancy Project 2001

When the role was first established, it was immediately apparent that there was no clear 
view of what Aboriginal people or communities wanted from State Records. To establish 
this, in 2001 we undertook a project to consult with Aboriginal communities throughout 
NSW to identify services which could best meet the needs of Indigenous people. 

The consultation involved visits to communities with meetings held in Sydney, 
Newcastle, Wollongong, Inverell, Dubbo and Broken Hill. A survey was also distributed 
and made available on the website to assess our current products and services. The 
meetings provided an opportunity for State Records to make contact with Aboriginal 
communities and discuss what kinds of improvements could be made in the future. Some 
of these meetings developed into seminars and information sessions about State Records 
as we found that many Aboriginal people did not know what we held, what we did, or 
what services we provided.

As a result of this consultation, a number of strategies were identified. These 
strategies represented, in my mind, a vision, a ‘grand plan’ through which to improve 
services for Indigenous people. However, their implementation depends on resources so 
implementation requires planning for the short and long term.

Strategies identified included:
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• A whole-of-organisation approach to providing products and services to 
 Indigenous people. Key points include the establishment of Indigenous 
 protocols for staff use, the establishment of Indigenous advisory committees, 
 Indigenous representation on all established committees at State Records, 
 and cross-cultural training for staff.
• Employment and training of Indigenous people. The goal is to develop an 
 Indigenous employment strategy to improve the employment of Indigenous 
 people in archives. We have also promoted a volunteers program and 
  currently have one volunteer who not only makes a substantial contribution but had 
  increased her skills and education also. We also encourage youth to come to 
 us for work experience as a way to raise awareness of archives and the   
 profession.
• Community awareness, raising State Records profile in Indigenous 
 communities. This includes creating tools such as information kits and 
 brochures to promote and develop awareness of archive services.
• Creation of resources that improve access to records for Indigenous people 
 We aim to produce guides to records and other publications that will suit 
 Aboriginal people and assist them to locate what they need. The guides that 
 we have are mainly for archivists and are not easy to use. An Indigenous 
 section on our website is currently being developed to assist entry and access 
 to records. As well, we plan an exhibition program at State Records to 
 highlight Indigenous records.
• Outreach work to increase contact with Indigenous people in regional and 
 rural areas. There are two aspects to outreach activity. The first is making 
 copies, where possible, of relevant Indigenous records for our regional 
 repositories at Broken Hill, Wagga Wagga, Newcastle, Armidale and 
 Wollongong to improve local access. The second is undertaking at least one 
 annual extension activity beyond the metropolitan area by going to regional 
 centres or communities in response to identified local needs.
• Creating partnerships and building on-going relationships. This refers to our 
 interactions with public sector agencies, Indigenous organisations and 
 professional associations.

These strategies have been incorporated into an Indigenous services action plan, 
which supports short and long-term planning of Indigenous services at State Records.

Corporate Goal with Focus on Indigenous Services 

An important outcome of the consultation report is that State Records NSW has 
acknowledged the importance of Indigenous service as a corporate goal. The Key Result 
Area: Services and Guidance, includes a statement on Indigenous services (6. Improve 
services for Aboriginal people by implementing the strategies identified in the 2001 
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Indigenous Consultancy Project). The implication of this is that we are required to report 
against the statement and this helps to maintain the focus. Even in a constrained funding 
environment, we hope progressively to achieve something each year.

Indigenous Protocols for State Records 

Currently in second draft form, the Indigenous Protocols for State Records are intended 
to assist and guide State Records on best practice in interacting with Indigenous people 
and in handling state archives with Indigenous content. They ensure products and 
services are delivered in a respectful and culturally appropriate manner. The protocols 
are dynamic and subject to review. As necessary, they will incorporate change and 
address new issues.

The document is divided into three sections: principles, protocols, and guidelines. 
The guidelines are being designed as a working tool for staff and set out what their 
responsibilities are when working with cultural materials. Projects that alerted us to the 
importance of protocols were the digitisation of the Myall Creek massacre depositions 
and the Threkheld Journals.

These protocols are consistent with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Library and Information Resource Network (ATSILIRN) Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Protocols for Libraries, Archives and Information Services.2

Exhibition on Photographs of the Aborigines Welfare Board 

Work has also begun on the development of a new exhibition in the State Records 
Gallery for 2005, based on 1000 personal and official photographs held in the files of 
the former Aborigines Welfare Board (AWB). The photographs taken between 1924 and 
1961 are a key resource for Aboriginal people affected by state policies and those who 
are researching their family and community history. 

Susan Charlton, Creative Producer, State Records and I will develop the exhibition 
along with the guidance of an Indigenous Advisory Group and wider consultative 
network. Consultation is the key to the entire exhibition process, which depends on 
the consent, advice and support of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs and the wider 
Indigenous community. 

The exhibition will address the photographs as living records, which have both 
compelling histories and powerful connections to the present. The development team 
proposes to move beyond the anonymity of the board’s photographic record to honour 
individuals and communities with personal histories, before and after the Board’s 
intervention in their lives. We hope to identify people in the photographs, add their 
names and where possible the stories attached to them.
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The Role of the Indigenous Issues Special Interest Group 
In May 1996, the Australian Society of Archivists adopted a Policy Statement relating 
to Archival Services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. The statement 
recognised that archives have the opportunity and responsibility to assist Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people to make maximum use of archival holdings and services 
and to facilitate Aboriginal access to records of their own cultural heritage and historical 
experience.3

The Indigenous Issues Special Interest Group (IISIG) was formed following the 
annual conference in Alice Springs in 1996. It holds regular meetings at the ASA annual 
conference. A newsletter is produced bi-annually to disseminate information about 
current initiatives and projects that are occurring with archives and Indigenous people 
around Australia. It is a vibrant network of professionals – both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous – working in this field. The current IISIG Executive Committee includes 
Convenor Loris Williams, Secretary Anne Wright and Newsletter Editor Emma Toon. 

The Australian Society of Archivists has provided financial support to the 
Indigenous Issues SIG to create a brochure to attract more Indigenous people to the 
archives and records management profession. The brochure, which was launched at the 
group’s annual general meeting in 2004, will be an important information tool to provide 
to Aboriginal people who may be interested in a career working in archives.

As well, the Indigenous Issues Special Interest Group has provided input into 
archives and records education stakeholders, presenting a paper at the Melbourne 2003 
forum on Indigenous issues for archive professional preparation courses. The IISIG 
hopes to include working with educational institutions as part of its role.

Future Issues for Archives 
To conclude, I believe there are three key areas which need to be explored further in 
relation to issues in archives: employment, education and resource issues.

The profession needs to continue to be active in creating employment opportunities 
for Indigenous people in record-holding institutions throughout Australia. There needs 
to more of us assisting Indigenous people and improving access to records. Indigenous 
people also need to be in leadership roles and occupy decision-making positions.

Education to increase awareness of Aboriginal history and culture within the 
archives profession needs to improve. This includes increasing the Indigenous content 
and perspectives in archives training courses so that future archivists are aware of their 
responsibilities when dealing with Indigenous cultural materials held in archives. When 
I began my study, there was not one article included that related to Indigenous issues.

Increasing awareness of Indigenous issues also involves creating meaningful 
partnerships with communities and taking appropriate care of cultural material in relation 
to access and storage, as well as working towards the return of cultural material to the 
communities to which they belong.
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Finally, most plans to improve services for Indigenous people rest on the provision 
of adequate resources to achieve goals. Funding support needs to be increased. As well, 
the future will demand Indigenous communities keep and store good records and support 
for such activity will also be required. 

Notes
1 National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
 Children from their Families Bringing Them Home (Sir Ronald Wilson President) 
 Sydney Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 1997
2 A Byrne A Garwood H Moorcroft and A Barnes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
 Protocols for Libraries, Archives and Information Services Canberra ALIA Press 1995
3 Australian Society of Archivists Policy Statement on Archival Services and Aboriginal and  
 Torres Strait Islander People 1996, at http://www.archivists.org.au/pubs/positionpapers/ 
 atsi.html 


