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Good Morning.

I am happy to welcome you all to the National Archives and Records Administration. We are glad to have you join us, and pleased that you have taken the time to share with us your thoughts on the Electronic Records Archives.

In a few moments, members of our ERA Team will be telling you about our project in great detail. But first, I want to share with you my view of why the preservation of electronic records is such a priority at NARA, for the Federal Government – and all government – and for the private sector as well.

Here at NARA, it is our job to preserve and provide ready access to essential evidence that documents the rights of American citizens, the actions of Federal officials, and the national experience.  We carry out this mission through a national network of thirty-four archives and records services facilities that stretch from the D.C. area to the West Coast, and from Atlanta to Anchorage, including Presidential libraries that document administrations back to Herbert Hoover. 

We have in our care the most valuable documents of our country - the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights, as well as hundreds of thousands of Government records that date from the Revolutionary War through the 20th century, including, for example, Census records, military personnel records, Presidential records, and patent records, just to name a few. 

Our holdings include over four billion paper records, as well as more than forty million special media items such as photos, films, sound recordings, maps and charts, and even presidential gifts. 

We preserve records not just for the sake of history, but also so that the records of our Government can be examined by its citizens. We enable people to inspect for themselves the records of what government has done. We enable officials and agencies to review their actions, and we help citizens hold them accountable for those actions. We also hold records that document the rights of private citizens. Materials such as military records, or land rights, for example, enable citizens to claim their rightful entitlements.

This accountability of the Government to its people and the protection of their rights is the very cornerstone of the democracy in which we live. But records are even more than that. Historian David McCullough, who is a great friend of NARA, says that records tell us who we are, what we have achieved, our adventures, and what we stand for. Records are the authentic, original documentation of the stories that make up our history, and are at the heart of our common identity.

Many of the records we hold have survived hundreds of years, but the same cannot be said of electronic records. As we know all too well, records created just a few years ago are already unreadable by today's technology.  

As you all know, the rapid evolution of information technology has produced huge volumes of diverse and complex digital records. These electronic records pose the biggest challenge ever to record keeping in the Federal Government. When you combine the rate of technological obsolescence with the explosive number of electronic records being created by the government everyday, then you can begin to imagine the challenge that we face. Along with the rest of the world - both government and private sector -- NARA still lacks proven methods for preserving most forms of electronic records that will be created in the near and long-term future with the unending changes to information technology

ERA is a strategic response to the challenge of preserving, managing, and providing access to electronic records. Our goal is to build an archives that can keep the essential records of government retrievable, readable, and authentic for as long as they remain valuable. That time frame ranges from a few years to hundreds of years into the future. 

ERA will make Government records available to anyone, at any time, and in any place, for as long as needed. Citizens will no longer need to come to a NARA facility to find the information they need; it will be accessible almost instantly from virtually any computer. 

Additionally, we are not looking to just solve the problems we face, but also to ensure that management, preservation, and reliable access to essential electronic records is built into the fabric of the next generation’s national information infrastructure. This is why we are playing a key role in the President’s “E-Government” initiative.  

Through this program, Federal agencies are striving to transform the way they do business with the American public, in order to make it easier and more cost-effective for citizens to receive high-quality service from the Federal agencies. ERA meets the primary goals of this initiative by making it easier for citizens to obtain service and interact with the Government and by improving Government efficiency and responsiveness to citizens.

We have made good progress over the past several years towards realizing our goals. Knowing that we cannot build ERA by ourselves, we have worked to develop partnerships with other agencies and organizations in both the public and private sector in order to broaden our knowledge base and find potential solutions that are sustainable well into the future.

Now we are looking to you to help us define the needs and expectations of potential ERA users, like yourselves.  Your feedback will be a great help to us as we move towards designing the infrastructure and systems of ERA, and all of us here today from NARA are very interested in your thoughts and ideas.

Building ERA is not and will not be easy, but there simply is no alternative. Electronic records, like records in traditional forms, are critical for the effective functioning of a democracy.  And if we do not succeed, the Archives of the United States will cease to exist, and vital records will be lost. 

So, we have important work to do here today, and I thank you again for taking the time to be here. Now let’s get down to business!
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