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Date 22 October, 2003
When calling or telephoning please ask for:  Liz Rees

Dear Ms Cole

I am writing to comment on the Delivering Vital Change consultation document. I hope you will not mind the fact that I have not responded via the official form, but I have no comment to make on the matters affecting the current delivery of the registration service. I am commenting specifically on the proposals relating to the registration records.

I welcome the fact that the status and ownership of the records will be clarified by the proposal to bring the local registration service under the auspices of local authorities. However, this has cost implications for local authorities in making “proper arrangements” for the preservation of the records as obliged by s224 of the Local Government Act 1972.

In our own case we could become responsible for the preservation of many thousands of registers from the five highly populous registration districts within our area, without any additional resources to do so.

The removal of a national framework also raises the possibility of different local authorities choosing to take different approaches, which is likely to prove frustrating for users, and potentially damaging for archives services who will be cast in the role of intermediaries.

We welcome the proposal to make the historical records directly accessible as has long been advocated by genealogists, together with the proposal to digitise the records. However, I feel that the digitisation of the local records should be stipulated as otherwise this is potentially a further burden for local authorities. If the central records are digitised it is likely that a high level of demand to see the local records will remain, and it will be necessary for local authorities to make provision for surrogate copies. Consideration should be given to a pay per view arrangement with royalties payable to the holders of the records.

I am concerned that the proposal to open the full marriage entries according to the age of the elder party will be very difficult to administer in practice, and would advocate closure according to the event date. I am not convinced that a 100 year closure is necessary, particularly for death registers. I am also concerned about the implications of retrospective closure on marriage registers already held in record offices. As well as potential administrative difficulties, we have made a significant investment in microfilming many of these registers. The fact that microfilm copies are held outside UK jurisdiction will tend to render this proposal unenforceable.

There needs to be a clear definition of those who will be entitled to have access to the full record, and the burden of judgement and administration should not fall on archivists.

I note that it is proposed that marriage notice books should be permanently preserved. This will add considerably to the burdens on resources already described. Further research needs to be undertaken on the particular value of these records and whether the value applies at particular periods or for particular parts of the country only. As they have not hitherto been accessible in any form, the likely level of demand is impossible to gauge.

I hope that these comments will be helpful and please let me know if you would like further clarification of any points.

Yours sincerely

Chief Archivist

Lorraine Cole
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