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2 April 2024

Téna koe Anahera

Very belated congratulations on your appointment as Poumanaaki Chief Archivist last year! As
the current co-presidents of the Professional Historians’ Association of New Zealand Aotearoa
(PHANZA), we look forward to working with you and your team at Archives New Zealand
(Archives NZ).

We are writing to restart PHANZA’s dialogue with Archives NZ about the research needs of
historians. More specifically, we want to raise with you the continuing concerns of our members
about Archives NZ’s Collections search.

We know you will be as eager as we are to see the continuing problems with Collections search
fixed once and for all. We applaud the efforts that have gone into improving the service to date,
and PHANZA is keen to help with this work. We understand that one of our members, Paul
Husbands, will be participating in Archives NZ’s user testing of Collections search on PHANZA’s
behalf. We have also circulated information about the Collections search user survey to our
members, so that they can make their views known.

Our members work across the history sector and around the motu. Some are contractors,
others are employees; and they work for a range of organisations, including central and local
government; museums, libraries and archives; and universities. Many of them rely on access to
Archives NZ records, and they are significantly disadvantaged by continuing problems with
Collections search.

Examples of the system not working for historians include the inability to research series,
difficulty in narrowing time frames, and the absence of a Boolean search function. The inability
to browse a collection of material under a topic or idea is also a major issue — often the real
gems of research are the unexpected finds one locates while browsing, and this is currently
extremely difficult to do.

Difficulty in locating material means that our members are hampered in undertaking research.
This is affecting the livelihoods of some of our members and significantly prolonging projects
carried out by others. In the case of our members working in the Treaty claims sector or other
parts of the public service, research delays also have a cost to taxpayers. In addition, our
members are disadvantaged by the reduced opening hours of Archives NZ’s reading rooms that
came into effect several years ago.

Obstacles to historians finding and accessing records at Archives NZ compromise the pursuit of
history and the telling of our nation’s story. This affects not only members of our organisation,
but Aotearoa as a whole.
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PHANZA would like to be considered a significant stakeholder in discussions about how
Collections search can be improved. We would appreciate a meeting with you to understand
what improvements are yet to be made and how we can assist the process.

We also suggest that training workshops, webinars or how-to guides be posted on your website
so researchers can better use the system as it operates currently. Workshops could alleviate
some of the frustrations felt by researchers, by acting as a forum for people to ask questions
and to make suggestions about how the situation can be improved.

We look forward to hearing from you, and to meeting to discuss how Archives NZ can best meet
the needs of historians.

Na maua noa, na

Rebecca Lenihan and Ewan Morris

Co-presidents, Professional Historians’ Association of New Zealand Aotearoa



