
The UK public records system and HM Government 
financial institutions 
 

The National Archives 

The National Archives is the UK Government's official archive, and the guardian of 
over 1,000 years of history spanning 11 million historical records. From the 
Domesday Book to modern government papers, The National Archives’ collection 
includes paper and parchment, electronic records and websites, photographs, 
posters, maps, drawings and more. 

The role of The National Archives is to collect and secure the future of the 
government record, to preserve it for generations to come, and to make it accessible 
and available. Records of enduring historical value are collected from those 
organisations across the UK government responsible for 'public records', including 
financial institutions such as Her Majesty's Treasury, the Royal Mint, National 
Savings & Investments and others.  

The definition of a 'public record' is described as follows: 

"Administrative and departmental records belonging to Her Majesty, whether in the 
United Kingdom or elsewhere, in right of Her Majesty’s government in the United 
Kingdom and, in particular,— 
 
(a) records of, or held in, any department of Her Majesty’s government in the United 
Kingdom, or 
 
(b) records of any office, commission or other body or establishment whatsoever 
under Her Majesty’s government in the United Kingdom, 
 
shall be public records."1 

Records and information are the lifeblood of any organisation. They are the basis on 
which decisions are made, services provided and policies developed and 
communicated. In order to support government in ensuring good practice in records 
and information management, The National Archives provides advice and guidance 
aimed at improving departmental capability and legislative compliance. 

Legislative framework for records management in the UK public sector 

The systematic collection of records into The National Archives' custody is governed 
by the Public Records Act 1958. Under the Act it is the statutory duty of those 

                                                           
1 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Eliz2/6-7/51 



responsible for public records to select which should be preserved permanently at 
The National Archives or suitable place of deposit. Likewise, it is the responsibility of 
the Keeper of Public Records, Chief Executive of The National Archives, to "co-
ordinate and supervise" all action undertaken in this regard. The National Archives' 
Records Collection Policy2 sets out which records are likely to be preserved, 
including those which reflect the principal policies and actions of the government in 
the management of the UK economy.  

The National Archives works with departments across Government in order to 
improve compliance with the Act, and to make the public record system as 
transparent as possible. One such way of doing this is by establishing Operational 
Selection Policies through mutual agreement and public consultation to describe the 
categories of departmental records which will be preserved. One example of this 
relates to the Control of Central Government Expenditure 1969 – 19973. 

As well as outlining these responsibilities, the Public Records Act 1958 set a 
statutory timeframe for the review and transfer of historically valuable records. 
Originally set at 50 years after the date of record creation, in 1967 this was reduced 
to a '30 year rule' which existed until 2013 where the timeframe was further reduced 
by the under Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 20104 to 20 years.  

The Public Records Act 1958 s.3 also places the duty for "safe-keeping" of public 
records on those departments responsible for managing them. Good records 
management is important to support business efficiency, improve accountability, and 
ensure legislative compliance. This is particularly important with regard to the 
Freedom of Information Act 2000, which includes at section 46 the Lord Chancellor's 
Code of Practice5 on the management of records.  

This Code of Practice sets out the practices which authorities should follow in 
relation to the creation, keeping, management and destruction of their records. It 
applies to all those covered under FOI 2000, including the Bank of England and 
Financial Conduct Authority. 

 

Best practice guidelines for information management 

In order to support legislative compliance across government The National Archives 
is responsible for producing and feeding into information management guidance and 
policies. One such initiative led by The Archives was a project to investigate the 
challenges of Digital Continuity6, the need to ensure the survival of digital information 
over long periods of time. A wealth of guidance is available on the website, and The 
                                                           
2 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/records-collection-policy-2012.pdf 
3 http://nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/osp15.pdf 
4 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/25/contents 
5 http://www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/information-access-rights/foi/foi-section-46-code-of-practice.pdf 
6 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/our-services/digital-continuity.htm 



National Archives consults closely with organisations to mitigate against format 
obsolescence and information loss in varying forms. 

The National Archives also supported the development of the Information Principles 
for UK Public Sector7, the aim of which is to enable organisations across the public 
sector to become increasingly aligned in their use and management of information, 
in order to draw on their own local strategy and practices from a common set of 
principles and best practices. These principles are as follows: 

1. Information is a Valued Asset 
2. Information is Managed 
3. Information is Fit for Purpose 
4. Information is Standardised and Linkable 
5. Information is Re-used 
6. Public Information is Published 
7. Citizens and Businesses Can Access Information About Themselves 

These principles are intended to express timeless truths to which all public sector 
organisations can subscribe - but also to provide, as a consequence, concrete 
implications for implementation. 

Finally, The National Archives has a responsibility for supporting and promoting 
other record collections within the wider archive sector, including local, specialist, 
university and business archives. Under the Business Archives Strategy and 
associated guidance8, The National Archives aims to: 

• promote the commercial value of archives to the business community – information 
held in archives is valuable to ongoing business priorities and revenue generation; 

• raise the profile of business records with the public – work together to make people 
aware that these collections exist, and that they are a rich source of historical 
research that complements our own collection; 

• encourage the improved care and management of business archive collections – 
help support good records management and care in archive collections so that they 
survive. 

As well as providing advice, guidance and accreditation, The National Archives 
provide online resources for the public to use. This includes Archon9, a database for 
archival contacts, and Access2Archives10, a centralised publically available 
catalogue. Within these resources, The National Archives holds information relating 

                                                           
7 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/information-management/projects-and-work/information-
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to archive collections such as Bank of England, Lloyds, RBS, Savings Bank and 
Rothschild Archive.  
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