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Agenda Item III.A. 
 

Society of American Archivists 

Council Meeting 

February 2 – 4, 2010 

Washington, D.C. 

 

Action: Petition to Form Human Rights Archives Roundtable 
(Submitted by SAA Members Valerie Love and Tiffany-Kay Sangwand)  

 

 

A petition to form a Human Rights Archives Roundtable was submitted via e-mail by 

SAA members Valerie Love and Tiffany-Kay Sangwand on December 10, 2009. 

Additional materials (including the petition signed by the requisite 50 SAA members) 

were supplied via priority mail received on December 14 and are included with this 

report.   

 

SAA staff contacted Love and Sangwand, both of whom indicated that they would be 

willing to run the first meeting, per the requirement that states: “Someone who is willing 

to run the first meeting of the Roundtable (usually the person preparing the petition) must 

also be identified.”  The following information is supplied by the petitioners in support of 

formation of a new roundtable. 

 

Statement of Purpose and Goals of the Human Rights Archives Roundtable 

 

The Human Rights Archives Roundtable aims to create a space for SAA members and 

other stakeholders (human rights advocates, scholars, government officials, and non-

governmental organization workers) to increase dialogue and collaboration on issues 

related to the collection, preservation, disclosure, legal implications, and ethics of human 

rights documentation.   

 

Goals 

 

1. To foster dialogue among archivists working with human rights collections and other 

stakeholders on issues related to the management of, preservation of, and access to 

human rights archives. 

2. To disseminate information to roundtable members and members of SAA, and to 

formalize grassroots organizing around human rights issues within SAA and in 

conjunction with the International Council on Archives Human Rights Working 

Group. 

3. To establish a formal presence within SAA and create an official venue for the 

exchange of ideas affecting human rights archival collections. 
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a. Integrate the current Human Rights Archives email listserv with other SAA 

lists. 

b. Develop a Human Rights Archives Roundtable website. 

c. Create an electronic newsletter to share news and publicize events. 

4. To facilitate collaboration and information sharing among archival institutions, 

universities, governments, legal bodies, and non-government agencies that are 

working to document and preserve records of human rights abuses. 

 

Statement of Need for a Human Rights Archives Roundtable
i
 

 

The Human Rights Archives Roundtable aims to create a space for SAA members and 

other stakeholders (human rights advocates, scholars, government officials, and non-

governmental organization workers) to increase dialogue and collaboration on issues 

related to the collection, preservation, disclosure, and ethics of human rights 

documentation.   

 

As evidenced by a myriad of conferences on human rights and the archives taking place 

at prominent universities in the United States and worldwide in countries such as 

Palestine, Poland, France, Malaysia, Uruguay, Mexico, Sweden, Canada, and the United 

Kingdom, there is an urgent need and demand for human rights records within archives.  

In October 2007, Columbia University hosted the conference, “Human Rights Archives 

and Documentation: Meeting the Needs of Research, Teaching, Advocacy and Social 

Justice,” which brought together human rights archivists, advocates, oral historians, 

librarians, lawyers, scholars, and doctors to discuss how libraries and archives can 

address the need for human rights documentation.  In March 2008, the University of 

Connecticut hosted the “Human Rights Archives and Documentation: Transforming 

Ideas into Practice” symposium that discussed building a central online information 

portal for human rights material.  Since then, the University of Michigan’s School of 

Information, University of California at Berkeley, and the University of Texas at Austin 

Libraries have co-hosted related conferences.   

 

The Center for Research Libraries, Columbia University, Duke University, University of 

Connecticut, University of Minnesota, and University of Texas at Austin have established 

human rights archives, yet there is no official space for archivists working on these 

projects to convene and discuss common issues and challenges as well as unique 

solutions and approaches.  While the International Council on Archives (ICA) has 

established a Human Rights and Archives working group, a Human Rights Archives and 

Archivists Roundtable within SAA would allow archivists, who are already SAA 

members and working with human rights collections in U.S. institutions, to address the 

practical and theoretical challenges they face in their work.  The annual meetings would 

also enable more frequent in-person interaction between members than the ICA 

congresses that take place every four years.  The lack of an official forum for 

communication among archivists working with human rights materials was a common 

issue raised at the University of Connecticut symposium.  As an outcome, the University 

of Connecticut created and hosts a listserv for Human Rights Archivists and Archives, 

which in the first year and a half of its existence has grown to over 100 members, 
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demonstrating the interest in and need for information sharing on archives and human 

rights.   

 

The Roundtable would formalize current efforts to collaborate and share information on 

archives and human rights issues and would develop a mutually beneficial professional 

affiliation.  Informal gatherings of archivists concerned with human rights issues 

occurred at the SAA meetings in San Francisco in 2008 and Austin in 2009.  SAA may 

attract new members, and new members will be able to draw upon the wealth of 

intellectual and professional resources that SAA offers.  Recent SAA conference 

sessions, such as “Activism in the Archives: Working with Human Rights Collections,” 

“Colonialism to Collaboration: Perspectives on Collecting Internationally,” and “Vital 

Records: The Importance of National Archives and Records Administrations in 

Governance and Civil Society,” speak to SAA members’ interest in human rights 

documentation and archives.  The Roundtable will also build upon the interests and work 

of other groups, such as the Oral History Section, Latin American and Caribbean Cultural 

Heritage Archives, Native American Protocols Forum Working Group, Archives and 

Archivists of Color, Labor Archives, Lesbian and Gay Archives, Native American 

Archives, and Women’s Archives Roundtables, as well as the Progressive Archivists 

Caucus.   

 

The Roundtable will formalize and strengthen individual relationships with the ICA 

Human Rights Working Group and provide greater American participation in global 

discussions and work on issues of human rights documentation.  The Roundtable also has 

the potential to attract a new generation of archivists who are current or recent graduates 

and who are developing important and exciting work around human rights documentation 

and the use of archives in human rights advocacy.   

 

The legal scholar Louis Joinet developed a set of principles in a 1996 report to the United 

Nations Commission on Human Rights, including five principles relating directly to 

archives and the documentation of human rights violations, which were updated in 2005 

by Diane Orentlicher.
ii
   

 

Principle 15 states:  “Access to archives shall be facilitated in order to enable victims and 

their relatives to claim their rights. Access shall be facilitated, as necessary, for persons 

implicated, who request it for their defence.  Access to archives should also be facilitated 

in the interest of historical research, subject to reasonable restrictions aimed at 

safeguarding the privacy and security of victims and other individuals.  Formal 

requirements governing access may not be used for purposes of censorship.”
iii

 

 

Yet, despite the importance of these issues and the clear role of archivists as stewards of 

human rights documentation, little professional discourse currently exists in the United 

States regarding these legal issues and responsibilities.  The establishment of a Human 

Rights Archives Roundtable will greatly contribute to professional discourse on best 

practices for the collection, preservation, access to, and ethics of human rights 

documentation.  Human rights archivists are often faced with the challenge of preserving 

digital and multimedia documentation (e.g. mobile phone videos, information generated 
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by Web 2.0 applications, websites) and should be at the forefront of discussions on 

preservation and management of these materials.  A Roundtable would allow archivists to 

respond to human rights documentation issues and challenges in a more uniform and 

influential manner, instead of placing the onus on individuals.  These objectives are 

directly aligned with SAA’s Goal 1 of “Exert[ing] active leadership on significant 

archival issues by shaping policies and standards, building effective coalitions, and 

improving public awareness of the value of archives”
iv

 and Goal 3 of “[p]osition[ing] 

SAA to lead the archival profession in advancing electronic records issues and 

represent[ing] the interests of the profession in shaping policies and accepting practices 

for identifying, preserving, and using electronic records.”
v
 

 

Additionally, the Roundtable will facilitate collaboration between institutions, 

individuals, and stakeholders.  These efforts are already taking place on a grassroots 

level, but the Roundtable will provide a formal venue that will help to further establish 

and build these relationships. 

 

The Issues and Advocacy Roundtable has expressed support for the Human Rights 

Archives Roundtable, and the Oral History Section is planning to co-host programming 

with the Human Rights Archives Roundtable on the theme of oral history and social 

justice at the Annual Meeting in Washington, D.C., in 2010. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 
 

THAT the SAA Council approve the petition, signed by the requisite 50 SAA 

members, to form a Human Rights Archives Roundtable with the following 

Statement of Intent and Goals: 

 

Statement of Intent 

 

The Human Rights Archives Roundtable aims to create a space for SAA members 

and other stakeholders (human rights advocates, scholars, government officials, and 

non-governmental organization workers) to increase dialogue and collaboration on 

issues related to the collection, preservation, disclosure, legal implications and ethics 

of human rights documentation.   

 

Goals 

 

1. To foster dialogue among archivists working with human rights collections and 

other stakeholders on issues related to the management of, preservation of, and 

access to human rights archives. 

2. To disseminate information to roundtable members and members of SAA, and 

to formalize grassroots organizing around human rights issues within SAA and 

in conjunction with the International Council on Archives Human Rights 

Working Group. 
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3. To establish a formal presence within SAA and create an official venue for the 

exchange of ideas affecting human rights archival collections. 

a. Integrate the current Human Rights Archives e-mail listserv with other 

SAA lists. 

b. Develop a Human Rights Archives Roundtable website. 

c. Create an electronic newsletter to share news and publicize events. 

4. To facilitate collaboration and information sharing among archival institutions, 

universities, governments, legal bodies, and non-government agencies that are 

working to document and preserve records of human rights abuses. 

 

Support Statement:  The roundtable petition meets all submission requirements for 

Council consideration in approving a new SAA roundtable. 

 

Fiscal Impact:  None.  (Staff Note:  Will require additional meeting room or other space 

at annual meetings going forward.) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
i
 Many thanks to Marisol Ramos, co-chair of the Latin American and Caribbean Cultural Heritage 

Archives (LACCHA) Roundtable, who shared her insight on establishing a new roundtable, and 

to Trudy Huskamp Peterson for her suggestions. 

ii
 Orentlicher, Diane.  Updated Set of Principles for the Protection and Promotion of Human 

Rights Through Action to Combat Impunity. (UN Doc. E/CN.4/2005/102/Add. 1 Feb. 8, 2005). 

iii
 Peterson, Trudy Huskamp. Temporary Courts, Permanent Records. Woodrow Wilson Center 

for Scholars, http://www.wilsoncenter.org/topics/pubs/TCPR_Peterson_HAPPOP02.pdf 

(accessed July 30, 2009). 

iv
 Society of American Archivists, “A Brief History of SAA,” Society of American Archivists, 

http://www.archivists.org/about/history.asp (accessed July 22, 2009).   

v
 Ibid. 

 

 
























