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As Julie McLeod said, I carried out two reviews on records for Cabinet Secretary. Both 

reports are available on the gov.uk website1. I should perhaps stress that I am speaking in a 

personal capacity today, rather than in any official one. 

 

The first of the reviews, which reported in August 2014, focussed primarily on how 

departments were managing the transition from the 30 year rule to the 20 year rule for the 

transfer of records to the National Archives. The main focus for that review was on paper 

files. I did look briefly at digital records, but didn’t really have time to consider the issues 

fully.  

 

The origin of the 20 year rule stemmed from a 2009 review chaired by Paul Dacre. The 

government’s response2 to that review had promised an independent review of digital 

records. But that had never been established. I therefore recommended that it should be. 

 

There is an awful inevitability about the result: I was asked to carry out that review, which I 

did and reported in August 2015. 

 

For both my reviews, I worked closely with the National Archives, including with David 

Thomas, who’s a member of the Steering Committee for this Network. I also realised how 

important the academic community is in helping understand and address the issues. 

 

Both my reports emphasised the importance of good record keeping, something that 

perhaps doesn’t need saying to this group. Records are of course valuable for historians and 

researchers when they are released publicly. But they also important within government – 

the business of government is now fundamentally information-based.  

 

Within government, good record-keeping is needed, for example, to support the 

development of new polices. Those within government need to be aware of the background 

to issues, and of the previous consideration of similar issues. All civil servants – including me 

– have had experience of the frustration of asking for such information and being told it 

can’t be found. This risks re-inventing the wheel, and making the same mistakes all over 

again. 

 

And records are also important for accountability. To Parliament; to the courts; to public 

inquiries. To provide audit trails and to help resolve commercial disputes. To meet Freedom 

of Information requests properly. 

                                                            
1 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/records-review-by-sir-alex-allan and 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-records-and-archives-review-by-sir-alex-
allan  
2 See https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238467/7822.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/records-review-by-sir-alex-allan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-records-and-archives-review-by-sir-alex-allan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-records-and-archives-review-by-sir-alex-allan
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238467/7822.pdf
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The processes for selecting and archiving paper records had developed over centuries, and 

were, by and large, well understood and were followed appropriately. When I joined the 

civil service, there were still file clerks sitting in the same room as me. When I was 

negotiating IMF quotas, for example, I could easily retrieve files covering each of the 

previous five-year quota reviews. 

 

The move to information and records becoming digital presents both problems and 

opportunities. Problems because of the increased volume and the difficulty of identifying 

and organising the information – and indeed of defining what a record is. I’ve been very 

interested to see the Network’s deliberations on this, something I’m sure will be addressed 

later this morning. But the move to digital also creates opportunities because it can provide 

the scope for richer and more comprehensive material to be captured. 

 

For a while, many departments operated a print to paper policy. But as information and 

records became increasingly ‘born digital’ that was gradually abandoned. 

 

My review found that, while some of the top-level guidance for dealing with digital records 

was fine, the implementation was deeply flawed. In most departments, it fell to individuals 

to identify what should constitute an official record, and then to save it into an EDRM 

System. This was burdensome, and compliance was poor. 

 

The consequence was that almost all departments had a mass of digital data stored on 

numerous shared drives or personal drives, poorly organised and indexed. The good news 

was that it had mostly been preserved. The bad news was that it was almost impossible to 

locate relevant records, and to be satisfied that what had been found was comprehensive. 

 

So my recommendations split the issues into two. First to address ways of organising legacy 

data and getting it into decent shape. And second to develop ways of managing digital 

records more effectively in future. 

 

One of my key recommendations – in both reports as it happens – was the need for high-

level engagement in these issues, and for a central drive to ensure the necessary changes 

actually happened. I’m glad to say that the Cabinet Office took this to heart. Jeremy 

Heywood himself took an interest, and the issues have been discussed by permanent 

secretaries on several occasions. A team was set up in the Cabinet Office under Philip 

Rycroft to take the work forward, with Stefan Czerniawski and Greg Falconer playing key 

roles, working closely with the Government Digital Service and the National Archives – who 

have of course published their own Digital Strategy. 
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The Cabinet Office work led to the publication earlier this year of the report “Better 

information for better government”3, which was the government’s response to my review, 

and one I welcome whole-heartedly.  

 

One factor that is helping deal with some of the issues is the way technology is constantly 

evolving, with more tools being developed to help manage data and records.  

 

There isn’t a single magic solution that can solve the legacy data problem. Different 

departments have different issues in terms of volumes of data and its sensitivity, and the 

solutions need to be matched to departments’ requirements. But e-Discovery and other 

tools can certainly help. 

 

On the issues going forward, there is a need both to provide the tools to make it easier for 

civil servants to manage information effectively, but also to seek a culture change that 

ensures individuals understand and value the benefits of good information management. 

Past experience has shown that mandating compliance simply doesn’t work. If the processes 

for archiving records don’t go with the grain of how people work, and if people don’t 

appreciate the value, then the processes simply won’t be followed. 

 

Email continues to present a particular problem. Working out how they can be archived and 

linked to other documents to form a coherent record is still a challenge, and one I know the 

Network is looking at. There are tools that can help, but there is still a need for individuals to 

consider what should be saved, filed or deleted. 

 

The Cabinet Office are continuing to take all this work forward, and they have kept me 

informed on progress. There are still many issues outstanding, which will be illuminated by 

the outcomes of the Network’s studies. The National Archives makes the point in its strategy 

that so far it has been digitally simulating archival practices designed for paper. It recognises 

the need to develop what it calls a ‘disruptive’ digital archive, rethinking archival practices 

from first principles. 

 

And it is clear that the solutions to all these issues will involve collaboration. Both within 

government, but also with the academic community – indeed across a wide range of 

academic disciplines. So I very much welcome the work of the Record DNA Network, and am 

sure the outputs will be of great value. 

 

Alex Allan 
30 November 2017 

                                                            
3 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/better-information-for-better-government  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/better-information-for-better-government

