RECORDS MANAGEMENT GUIDELINE 4
Requesting, Using and Returning Files

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 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 20:  Disaster Preparedness and Recovery

· 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.

Filing Documents

Officers are responsible for putting their own documents on official registered files in the order that they are created or received. New documents that need to be added to a file go on top of the file, so the oldest documents (or the ones received first) are at the bottom of the file, and the newest ones easily accessed on the top.

All documents that officers receive or produce in the course of their official duties should be placed on a file. This includes:

· letters or other correspondence received from outside the government in the course of government business;

· copies of letters or other correspondence they send to people or organisations outside the government;

· minutes, memorandums and other notes they receive from other government departments;

· copies of minutes, memorandums and other notes they send to other government Ministries or officers;

· faxes;

· emails that they send or receive using government computers;

· notes of telephone conversations that discuss government business; and

· minutes or other notes of meetings that discuss government business.

If an incoming letter, minute, fax or email refers to a file in the department, for example if it has an entry by ‘your ref’ or ‘your reference’ it should be attached to that file. Otherwise, the document will have to be read to see what it is about. Staff should have access to the File List so that they can see what files have already been created and decide if the new mail belongs on one of these files. If there is no file that covers the matter, staff can request that a new file be made up. The procedures for requesting and creating new files are described later in this Guideline. 

If staff are having trouble deciding what file they should put their papers on they should consult with the records management staff. 

Requesting a File

If there is already a file on the File List about the matter the officer is working on, he or she should request to have that file issued by the Records Management Unit. They can do this by:

· visiting the Records Management Unit and asking for the file;

· sending a File Issue Request form to the Records Management Unit; or

· using the Bring Up system (see later in this Guideline for instructions on using the Bring Up system).

Any of these methods is acceptable, and it is not always necessary for staff to fill in a form to have a file sent to them from the Records Management Unit.

Staff should always check a copy of the File List to find the name and number of the file they want. Providing this information will make it easier for the records management staff to quickly find the file that is needed. If staff members do not have time to visit the Records Management Unit in person they should fill out a File Issue Request form like the one below, or write a note to the Records Management Unit that includes this information.
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Records management staff will then find the file being requested and deliver it to the officer.

If the file is already issued to another officer, the records management staff will tell you who has the file and ask you to retrieve the file from the other officer and fill in a File Movement Slip when this has happened (see the section Reporting File Movements later in this Guideline for more information about File Movement Slips).

Bring Up System

It is important that files should be returned to the Records Management Unit as soon as possible. It is bad practice to keep files on desks and open files should never be kept in drawers or cabinets except in the RMU. 

If a file is needed in the future (for example, to check whether a reply has been received or to send a reminder) it should be returned to the Records Management Unit and the RMU staff should be asked to bring up (BU) the file at a given date. To do this, simply mark the movement ladder on the front of the file. In the ‘For Action By’ column, staff should write RMU (for Records Management Unit). Instead of writing a number in the ‘Folio Number’ column, write the letters BU (for Bring Up) and the date the staff member needs to see the file again. They also need to include the name or post of the person requesting that the file be brought up. Staff may need to use more than one line of the movement ladder to fit all of this information in. The file should then be returned to the Records Management Unit.

Staff in the Records Management Unit will deliver the file to the staff member on the date requested.

Creating New Files

When staff members have a document that needs to go on a file they should first check the File List to see if an appropriate file is already available. If the 
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correct file is already on the File List, they can request that the file is issued to them. See the instructions for requesting files earlier in this Guideline. If there is no file on the File List that is appropriate, staff members can request a new file using a New File Request Form like the one above.

If the Ministry is using a File Index to title its files, staff should select the title in the File Index that best reflects the matter they are working on and enter that title as the heading in section 1 of the form. File Indexes may not use three headings to title files, so you may only need to fill in the section for Heading 1, or for Heading 1 and Heading 2.

If your Ministry is using a Record Plan to title its files you will need to construct your own file title with three headings, using the instructions later in this chapter.

The records management staff will check the file title you have used, and if it is correct they will make up the new file and send it to you.

If the headings are not correct, they will suggest a correct title on the New File Request and send it back to you. If you agree with the suggestion, tick the first option in section 3 of the New File Request Form and send it back to the Records Management Unit. The staff will make up the new file and send it to you.

If you do not agree with the suggestion the RMU staff have made you should fill in another New File Request and suggest another title. Make sure that the title follows the rules in the Record Plan before you make a new suggestion. If you are having difficulty selecting a title for your new file, ask the RMU staff for help.

When the RMU staff receive a New File Request they will also check to see if there is already a file with a different title from the one in the New File Request but that appears to cover the same topic. If this happens the staff will note this on the form and send it back to you. You can choose either to see this file, or request that staff make up a new file as originally requested, by selecting the appropriate action in section 3 of the New File Request form.

The RMU staff will also check that there is not already a file with the title you have suggested. If there is already a file with that tile they will send the existing file to you rather than creating a new one.

Creating File Titles Using a Record Plan

In the Record Plan, each file title has three parts. The first is a very broad heading from the list in the Record Plan that describes a part of the major work the department does. These are often called functions.

The second part is another heading from the Record Plan that narrows down the topic in the first heading. These are often called activities.

The third part of the title is a more specific description of the file, which you can create when you need the file, using guidelines that are included in the Record Plan. 

When a staff member needs a new file, they should find the main heading in the Record Plan that best describes the file they need. For example, if staff are working on a new brochure that explains your department’s work to the public they should choose the heading External Relations.

Under each main heading is a series of secondary headings which can be used with that heading. Choose the secondary heading from this group that best describes the work being done. There are descriptions of the types of records that belong under this heading that may help. 

For example, if you are filing drafts of a public information brochure, you should already have chosen the main heading of External Relations. From the group of secondary headings, Publishing would best describe the work of drafting the text of a brochure.

Under the secondary heading you have chosen you will find some suggestions of how to make up a third level of heading for your file. Decide on a third level of heading that fits in with this description.

The records management staff can then create a new file using these headings. Your new file title should look something like this:

External Relations – Publishing – brochure explaining licensing process
Returning Files

Files should always be returned to the Records Management Unit when they are not being used by an officer. This helps to keep the files safe from loss or damage, as they are held in the secure Records Management Unit. It also makes it quicker to find files when they are needed if they are kept in the Records Management Unit, as there is no need to search filing cabinets and desks around the office to find out where the file is. If you will need to use a file again in the future, use the Bring Up system to have the Records Management Unit return it to you when you need it.

When returning a file to the Records Management Unit:

· clear your own entry on the file movement ladder by initialling next to your name or post in the ‘Action Taken’ column;

· write the letters ‘RMU’ for Records Management Unit on the next line in the ‘For Action By’ column;

· next to this entry, write the letters ‘PA’ for Put Away in the ‘Folio Number’ column; and

· send the file back to the Records Management Unit.

Reporting File Movements

The Records Management Unit uses a File Register to keep track of where all of the department’s files are so that they can be found quickly when they are needed. Staff in the RMU need to be advised whenever a file is sent to a new person so that they can keep the File Register up to date.

It is usually best if staff send files to other staff members via the RMU. This helps to keep the File Register accurate, as the RMU staff always know who the file has been issued to. To send a file to another officer via the Records Management Unit, staff need to mark the movement ladder on the file as follows:

· first, clear your own entry in the movement ladder by initialling next to your name or post in the ‘Action Taken’ column;

· in the next space in the ‘For Action By’ column write ‘1. RMU’;

· in the space after that in the ‘For Action By’ column write ‘2. [officer’s name or post]; and

· send the file back to the RMU.

Sometimes it is inconvenient for staff to send a file back to the RMU before it can be issued to someone else, particularly if the next person who needs the file is sitting in the same office. If this is the case, staff can pass a file directly to another officer provided that they:

· clear their own entry in the movement ladder;

· mark the movement ladder ‘For Action By’ the officer they are passing the file to; and

· send a File Movement Slip to the Records Management Unit.

A File Movement Slip tells the RMU staff that a file has been given to another officer so that they can update the File Register accordingly. A File Movement Slip should look something like the example below:


[image: image3]
Using Files Correctly

There are a number of things government officers need to keep in mind when using government files.

Careful Handling

All government files have to be handled correctly so that they are not damaged and so that the papers in them cannot be lost or tampered with. Staff can take some simple steps to help preserve government files:

· always secure new papers on files using the fasteners provided with the file. Never leave papers loose in files as these can be easily lost;

· always have clean hands when using files;

· never eat, drink, smoke or chew betel nut when using files or in file storage areas. Getting food, drink and betel nut on the files can damage them, and can also attract insects and rodents that will do further damage. Smoking can also damage paper, and is a fire risk;

· handle files carefully so that the papers in them and the cover are not torn or damaged; and

· always number the folios on files (see the section called Folio Numbering below).

Folio Numbering

A folio is a document of one or more pages placed on a file. As each folio is received it is placed on top of the other papers on the file and is given a number. The first document is usually a New File Request form and is numbered ‘1’, the second ‘2’ etc. If the document consists of several pages, the second page is ‘A’, the third ‘B’ etc. For example, a two-page letter is to be put on a file. The top folio already on the file has the number 22 in a circle at its top right-hand corner. The letter is placed on the file and the first page numbered 23 and the second page 23A. 

As staff are responsible for putting folios on the correct file, they are also responsible for numbering the folios. Records management staff will check each time a file is returned to see if the folios have been numbered, and to check if any folios are missing. If new folios have not been numbered, RMU staff can ask the officer returning the file to number the folios, or the RMU staff may choose to do this themselves. If folios are missing from the file the RMU staff will tell their supervisor, who may take further action.

Theft of and Tampering with Files

Deliberate tampering, alteration, damage or destruction of files that is not in accordance with the Solomon Islands Government records management policy is a serious breach of proper public service conduct and should be punished accordingly. 
Because all official communications and files are government property, they should never be removed from government premises, unless there is a formal instruction to do this. When it is necessary to take a government document to a meeting outside the government, copies should be taken wherever possible.

Staff should never take official files or documents home or to any other place outside their office. If staff take official files or documents home after they have retired, resigned or been dismissed from government service this might be considered to be stealing.

Records management staff make regular checks of departmental files to make sure that none are missing, that no papers are missing from them and they have not been damaged in any way. RMU staff may report officers who are suspected of deliberately damaging or altering files to the Permanent Secretary or another senior officer.

Proper Access to Files

Government files contain important information that should be protected from inappropriate use. Staff must never show government files or other documents to members of the public without proper permission from a senior officer.

File Issue Request





Officer’s Name:						





Officer’s Post:							





File Number:			





File title:							





Date of Request:		





File Movement Slip





File Number				has been passed to 			





										 





on 					signed:					





New File Request Form





Section 1. To the Records Management Staff: [This section to be completed by the requesting officer]





Date:						





Officer’s name:								





Officer’s post:									





Proposed File Title – Check the Department’s Record Plan or ask the records management staff for advice before choosing a file title





First Heading:									





Second Heading:								





Third Heading:									





										











Section 2. To the Requesting Officer: [This section to be completed by records management staff and returned to the requesting officer– tick one of the options]





1.	New file created as requested





2.	Proposed file title is not correct. Please consider the suggested title and resubmit using Section 3 below: [insert suggested title here]





										





										





										





3.	Proposed file already exists and has been sent with this notice.





4.	Proposed file already exists and a new volume has been sent with this notice.





5.	Proposed file is similar to an existing file. Please indicate in Section 3 below if you wish to receive this file [insert title of similar file here]





										





										





										





Section 3. To the Records Management Staff: [This section to be completed by the requesting officer and returned to the RMU – tick one of the options below]





 	Please create a file with the title suggested in Section 2 option 2 above.





 	Please send me the file named in Section 2 option 5 above.





 	Please create a new file as requested in Section 1 above.








1

