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Abstract 
Purpose – This article seeks to answer one basic question: “Are archival institutions 

in the Eastern and Southern African region developing, stagnating or receding 

backwards?” 

Design/methodology/approach – This article reviews the state of archives and 

records management in the Eastern and Southern African region. It argues that many 

archival services in the region have gone through a period of retardation and are in 

dire need of revitalization.  

Findings – The article indicates that the challenges of managing electronic records are 

enormous and that unless measures are taken the region stands to lose much of its 

valuable historical and cultural heritage. 

Originality/value – The article suggests various ways of revitalizing archival services 

in the Eastern and Southern African region. 
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1. Introduction 

In 1986 Anne Thurston the director and founder of the International 

Records Management Trust a non-profit organization based in the UK and 

Kelvin Smith from the then Public Records (now the National Archives of 

the UK) on behalf of the School of Library Archives and Information 

Studies, University College London made extensive tours to nine of the 

national archives in Eastern and Southern Africa. The purpose of their visit 

was to assess current training needs in each region in order to provide a 

syllabus that takes full account of local needs and accomplishes local 

initiatives (Thurston and Smith, 1986, p. 1). At the end of their mission 

they came to the conclusion that: 
 

Development in the region is very varied, from the long established and highly 

developed institution in Zimbabwe to those facing severe difficulties, notably 

the Uganda National Archives . . . In many cases the archives are operating 

with limited resources which make effective development difficult, if not 

impossible. For the most part they are understaffed for their duties, and in some 

cases the salaries are so low commensurate with the responsibilities that it is 

difficult to retain staff. In some cases as in Tanzania, staff numbers have been 

cut back drastically due to inflation. Over half the archives are under-equipped. 

Tanzania, Zanzibar, Lesotho, Uganda and Zambia have no working microfilm 

equipment. . . Lesotho, Uganda and Botswana have no vehicles of their own, 

while Tanzania’s and Zambia’s vehicles are in serious state of disrepair. 

Almost none of Archives have working facilities for fumigating documents, 

and only Zimbabwe has a fully operative conservation unit (Thurston and 

Smith, 1986, pp. 1-2). 
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