RECORDS MANAGEMENT GUIDELINE 20
Disaster Preparedness and Recovery

The Solomon Islands Government has produced 25 Guidelines that set out the rules and procedures for Records Management in all Solomon Islands Government agencies. The other Guidelines available in this series are:

· Guideline 1: Solomon Islands Government Records Management Policy

· Guideline 2:  Introduction to Records Management for all Solomon Islands Government Officers

· Guideline 3:  Records Management Tools for all Solomon Islands Government Officers

· Guideline 4:  Requesting, Using and Returning Files

· Guideline 5:  Organising a Records Management Unit

· Guideline 6:  Choosing the Right Records Management Staff

· Guideline 7:  Performance Indicators for Records Management Units

· Guideline 8:  Electronic Records

· Guideline 9:  Creating a Record Plan

· Guideline 10:  File Registers

· Guideline 11:  Instructions for Records Management Staff for Creating New Files

· Guideline 12:  Instructions for Records Management staff for Issuing, Tracking and Returning Files

· Guideline 13:  Daily Procedures for Records Management Staff

· Guideline 14:  File Numbering and Titling systems

· Guideline 15:  Mail Handling

· Guideline 16:  Opening and Closing Volumes

· Guideline 17:  Access to Records by Government Officers

· Guideline 18:  Access to Records by the Public

· Guideline 19:  Proper Storage and Handling of Records

· Guideline 21:  Conducting a File Census

· Guideline 22:  Transferring Records to the National Archives

· Guideline 23:  Transferring Records to Secondary Storage

· Guideline 24:  Deciding Which Records Can Be Destroyed

· Guideline 25:  The Solomon Islands Government Administrative Record Plan
All Solomon Islands Government officers should be familiar with Guidelines 1, 2, 3 and 4.

Senior government staff are responsible for ensuring that the records of their agencies are being managed according to all of the guidelines. These staff should also be familiar with Guidelines 5, 6, 7 and 8.

Records Management or registry staff should have access to and be able to refer to all of the guidelines in order to carry out their day-to-day work.

Introduction

It is much better to prevent a disaster than to clean up after one. If you have chosen your records storage area carefully, have kept your fire alarms and extinguishers up to date, and kept all of your records off the floor and in boxes, damage from any disasters can hopefully be kept to a minimum.

Major disasters, like cyclones, fires and floods, are likely to cause damage to files no matter how many precautions you take. If a disaster does occur, it is important to have a disaster plan in place that lets all staff know what action they should take. There are a number of places you can get advice on developing a disaster plan. Look at the list of contacts at the end of this Guideline. 
Safety First

The first point to remember is that the safety of people is always more important than saving the Ministry’s files, or any other property in the building. Do not enter a damaged building until the police or fire brigade or a senior staff member has told you that it is safe to do so.

Know Your Most Important Files

Once it is safe to go into the building, you should concentrate on salvaging the most important records first. If you have a disaster plan this should include a list of your Ministry’s most important records. If you do not have a disaster plan, think about the most important parts of your Ministry’s work. 
In some Ministries the most important files are likely to be in the Permanent Secretary’s office and in the finance or accounts section. For some specialised departments they may be a specific group of records. For example, in the Lands Department the most important records are likely to be records about land ownership. In the Forestry Department the most important records might be the ones about current logging licenses. You should also try to save your File Register, as this will help you to keep track of all of the other records that have been damaged. It is a good idea to think about these things and draw up a disaster plan before you have a disaster, so that you can act quickly if something goes wrong.

Recovering From Water Damage

After almost any disaster it is most likely that some of your records will be damaged by water. Floods and cyclones will obviously cause water damage, but fires and earthquakes can also lead to water damage as people use water to put out the fire or pipes become cracked and leak during an earthquake.

The first step you should take is to make sure that the records are protected from any further damage. If there is still lots of water in the building, find a dry place that you can take the records to. If the building is badly damaged but basically dry you may be able to cover the records – or the roof – with a tarpaulin to prevent any more water getting in.

Once you have a dry place to work you need to start drying the records. Make a note of where every record has been moved to in your File Register. If the File Register is wet or otherwise not able to be used, make sure you make a list of all of the files you are treating and where you have moved them to. This will help you to track down any missing files later. 

Air drying is the most practical method of drying wet files. Try to spread out the pages of the files so that the air can get to them and they don’t stick together, but don’t take the file apart – papers will get lost and it will be almost impossible to put them back on the correct file. Use fans to keep air moving and help the records to dry faster.

You can also try using absorbent paper, such as paper towels or unprinted newspapers to dry out the files. Do not use printed newspapers, as the ink will run when it gets wet and damage your files even further. If there is a professional printer in your area they may be able to provide you with clean newsprint to use. Put pieces of newsprint or paper towels between some of the pages on the files to soak up the water. Remember to handle the files very carefully, as paper tears very easily when it is wet. Change the paper towels as often as you can and put in new, dry ones until the files are dry. 

If you have extremely important records that are very wet, you might want to consider freeze drying them. This is not the same as putting them in a normal freezer, so do not attempt to do this yourself, but rather get some advice from one of the organisations listed in the Contacts section. Freeze drying can be very expensive, so you should only consider doing this for very significant files.

Don’t be afraid to ask for help. In a major disaster there will be lots of competing priorities, and some people may not think saving records is very important. 

Returning Files to the File Room

Once the crisis is over and the files are dry, you will need to put them back in a safe place, either in the file storage area or another secure place if your building is damaged and can’t be used. Make sure that you put all of the files back in the right order so that you can find them again when they are needed. Use your File Register to note which files have been put back into storage and which ones have been damaged beyond repair or have been sent somewhere else for treatment. Put the File Register Cards for the files that have been destroyed in the Destroyed Files Register.

Your Ministry may need to buy new filing cabinets or shelving if these have been damaged. Even if the equipment is not damaged, you may need extra cabinets. Files that have been wet will often swell up, and may take up more room than they used to. Try to make sure you get any new equipment you need as quickly as possible. Leaving the files sitting on the floor will only make the problem even worse if there is another disaster. 

Contacts

There are a number of sources of advice on developing a disaster plan. Some of the organisations listed here may also be able to help you to recover from a disaster by sending equipment or professional conservators to assist.
	National Disaster Council


	Ph: 27963

	National Archives of Solomon Islands


	Ph: 24897

	Pacific Regional Branch of the International Council on Archives (Parbica)


	Ph: +64 4 499 5595
evelyn.wareham@archives.govt.nz

	Australian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Materials (AICCM)
	Ph: +61 2 6295 9074
secretariat@aiccm.org.au


Websites:

United States of America. A Primer on Disaster Preparedness, Management, and Response: Paper-based Materials. http://palimpsest.stanford.edu/bytopic/disasters/primer/ 

Australia. Disaster Preparedness Manual for Commonwealth Agencies. http://www.naa.gov.au/recordkeeping/preservation/disaster/intro.html
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