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Dear Minister 

Archives New Zealand and National Library of New Zealand 

We are writing to you as the Minister responsible for Archives New Zealand (Archives) and 

the National Library of New Zealand (the National Library), on behalf of the Professional 

Historians’ Association of New Zealand/Aotearoa (PHANZA). PHANZA is an incorporated 

society representing the interests of professional historians. We have around 180 members 

working in a variety of roles, including in central and local government, the heritage sector, 

and as self-employed contractors. 

The purpose of this letter is to raise with you our concerns about recent developments at 

Archives and the National Library, but also to point to the opportunities that exist to invest 

in the preservation of our nation’s memory by providing the funding these institutions 

urgently need. While you may consider some of the matters raised in this letter to be 

operational issues, the underlying problems relate to funding requirements which only the 

Government can address. 

The importance and role of our national archival and library institutions 

We understand that you have had an opportunity to visit Archives and the National Library, 

so you will know about the extensive collections of documentary treasures they hold on 

behalf of the nation. By safeguarding and providing access to government and private 

records, books, audiovisual recordings, oral histories, and much more, these institutions act 

as guardians of our nation’s memory. The records they hold help us to understand who we 

are and who we have been as New Zealanders. They are also rich sources of stories about 

our families and whānau. As such, they are important to government, to historians, and to 

individuals seeking to understand their own family histories. 

Both Archives and the National Library have statutory obligations to facilitate and enhance 

the accessibility of New Zealand’s documentary heritage, in recognition of its status as 
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taonga and its importance to our sense of national identity. PHANZA is alarmed by recent 

developments at both institutions that seem to be taking us backwards in terms of access to 

documentary heritage. 

Our focus is on the two institutions that sit within your portfolio, but the audiovisual archive 

Ngā Taonga Sounds & Vision (Ngā Taonga) also plays an important role in preserving 

evidence of our past. The Minister for Arts, Culture and Heritage is responsible for Ngā 

Taonga’s funding, but we are pleased that there has been increasing collaboration between 

Archives, the National Library and Ngā Taonga in recent years. Archives and the National 

Library also play important roles in the wider archival and library sector, providing 

leadership and support for local institutions. 

Recent developments at Archives New Zealand 

Historians were shocked and disappointed at the recent announcement by Archives that Te 

Maeatanga Digitisation Programme will close on 30 June 2024, together with the on-

demand digitisation service. The decision to end the programme so suddenly was made 

without consultation with affected stakeholders, including historians. In announcing the 

decision, Archives stated that funding for the programme had been time-limited and that it 

had been unsuccessful in securing additional funding. 

Since 2017, almost two million images from the Archives collection have been digitised and 

made available online through the programme. This has been an enormous step forward in 

making Archives’ collection accessible to historians and others across New Zealand, and 

indeed around the world. It is hard to understand why such a successful programme would 

be unable to secure ongoing funding. Furthermore, it appears that Archives will be losing all 

digitisation capacity, including for paid on-demand digitisation. Archives will not even be 

providing for digitisation by third parties, where individuals or organisations are willing to 

pay for this. These decisions seem extraordinarily short-sighted.  

The closure of the digitisation programme comes on the heels of the announcement by 

Archives in 2021 that it was reducing opening hours for the Archives reading rooms, located 

in Wellington, Auckland, Christchurch and Dunedin. One of the main explanations given for 

the reduced opening hours was that it would allow Archives to focus its resources on 

digitisation. Now the digitisation programme has been ended, yet Archives has made clear 

that it will not be extending its reading room hours. 

PHANZA’s members based outside Wellington (where the main Archives reading room is 

located) are severely affected by the decisions both to end the digitisation programme and 

to maintain reduced reading room hours. With most records still undigitised, historians 

need to view these records in person. For people in the regions, such research involves 

significant travel and accommodation costs, which are generally the largest items in a 

researcher’s budget. Due to reduced opening hours, historians are unable to spend a full 

day researching, which means they need to be away from home for longer and greatly 

increases the cost and inconvenience of research. 
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PHANZA therefore strongly urges that Archives be funded to continue the digitisation 

programme and to extend reading room hours. 

Recent developments at the National Library 

PHANZA is concerned at the news that the National Library is disestablishing the team 

responsible for Index New Zealand (INNZ). This decision has been taken in response to the 

Government’s requirement for cost savings.  

INNZ is a searchable online database of records containing summaries and keywords for 

articles from New Zealand journals, magazines and newspapers. Most of the titles included 

in INNZ date from the 1980s onwards, so INNZ covers a period that is not covered by the 

digitised periodicals on the Papers Past website. INNZ is an invaluable resource for 

researchers, and there is no other single location researchers can go to for access to a free, 

New Zealand-focused index of this kind.  

In addition, PHANZA has heard that the specialist oral history position at the National 

Library may be disestablished. The National Library’s oral history workshops and advice 

have played a crucial role in supporting the practice of oral history not only by professional 

historians but also by family and community historians.  

PHANZA believes that the National Library must be funded to allow INNZ and oral history 

services to be maintained. 

Archives and Library facilities 

For many years, it has been apparent that the buildings and storage facilities of Archives, 

the National Library and Ngā Taonga are inadequate. Tāhuhu: Preserving the Nation’s 

Memory is an important project that seeks to address this long-standing problem. It 

involves a significant investment to create a new, purpose-built Archives building in 

Wellington, which will be connected to the National Library and is also expected to provide 

facilities for Ngā Taonga. 

The creation of the new Archives building is very welcome, but it is not enough on its own. 

Another crucial part of Tāhuhu was the development of a Regional Shared Repository at 

Levin. This facility, which would be shared by Archives, the National Library and Ngā Taonga, 

was to provide additional storage space in a location that is more seismically stable than 

Wellington. While Archives will gain some additional storage space from the new Wellington 

facility, it is important to note that Archives Wellington has been full since 2017 and the 

National Library is projected to be close to capacity by 2030. Additional storage space is 

urgently needed. 

PHANZA is therefore very concerned by media reports that the Regional Shared Repository 

will not be proceeding past the developed design stage, due to lack of funding. The decision 

not to proceed has been explained by the Department of Internal Affairs on the basis that 

‘digital technological advances had allowed Archives New Zealand and the National Library 
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to reduce the demand for physical storage solutions by using digital collections’ (Stuff news 

story, 20 April 2024). This explanation rings particularly hollow in light of the subsequent 

decision to end the Archives digitisation programme. 

In addition, while PHANZA strongly supports digitisation, it must be seen as complementing, 

not replacing, the preservation of physical records. Digitisation makes records much more 

accessible, but the physical record preserves important information that may be lost in the 

digitisation process. A recent proposal in the UK to digitise then destroy historical wills, for 

example, met with vehement opposition from historians who noted a range of risks, 

including the potential for some records to be missed in the digitisation process or to be 

stored in digital formats that become inaccessible over time. 

PHANZA therefore advocates for continued significant investment in both storage of and 

access to physical records, and digitisation of records to make them more widely available. 

Tools for searching and accessing collections 

The final matter we wish to raise with you is more strictly operational in nature. It concerns 

problems with the tools researchers use to search and access collections in Archives and the 

National Library. We encourage you to seek advice about these issues from your officials. 

In 2022, Archives introduced a new system for searching and accessing its records. This 

system has been beset by problems, as has been well documented in the media and 

acknowledged by Archives. Archives has been working to address these problems, and 

PHANZA welcomes these efforts. We have been seeking an opportunity for dialogue with 

Archives about their plans for this ongoing work, so that we can do our best to support it 

and explain it to our members. We expect to receive a response from the Chief Archivist to 

our request for dialogue soon. 

In addition, the requirement to use the RealMe identity verification tool as a precondition 

to accessing resources at Archives and the National Library presents an obstacle to access. 

The level of personal information collected for RealMe is not necessary for the functioning 

of these institutions, and another form of identification should be sufficient. The Acting 

President of the Friends of the Turnbull Library has written to the Minister of Regulation 

about this issue, and PHANZA supports the concerns raised in her letter. She notes that 

requiring RealMe for use of archives and library services offline is not consistent with the 

RealMe privacy statement, which says (emphasis added): ‘If you do not provide the required 

information [to register with RealMe], you cannot use RealMe. You can continue to receive 

services from participating organisations offline. Your use of RealMe is optional.’ 

Investing in the infrastructure of memory 

As we stated at the start of this letter, the underlying issue behind most of the matters of 

concern to PHANZA is one of funding. We recognise that the current Government is focused 

on financial restraint in the public sector. However, your Government also has a significant 

focus on rebuilding New Zealand’s infrastructure.  
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Archives New Zealand and the National Library of New Zealand are crucial components of 

the infrastructure of national memory. By preserving records of government, they help to 

keep government accountable and allow us to learn from the good and bad of past 

government decisions and practices. They are also part of our community infrastructure, 

helping us to understand how we are connected to our past and to each other. Because 

historical records are so important to understanding and responding to today’s challenges, 

an investment in preserving our nation’s past is also an important investment in our present 

and our future. 

Archives and the National Library have been underfunded for many years. Even at a time of 

fiscal constraint, there is a compelling case for rebuilding their capacity to protect and share 

our precious documentary heritage. PHANZA hopes you will be a strong advocate for these 

institutions in future budget discussions with your Cabinet colleagues. 

Yours sincerely 

Ewan Morris and Rebecca Lenihan 

Co-presidents 

 


