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1. Purpose of this document

The National  Archives  of  Guyana are the  repository of  official  documents.  The Archive  stores 
documents in paper format. The archives include different collections related to different aspects of 
public administration over the last two hundred years.

The National Archives would like to invest in a digitising project which would ensure preservation 
of original records by reducing handling of those records; and improving access to the records.

The purpose of this document is to briefly discuss some of the matters related to a digitisation 
project. This document is not exhaustive. 

This document has been prepared primarily for the Minister of Culture, Youth and Sport and the 
Archivist. 

This document can be freely circulated and all questions and comments can be addressed to the 
author.

Glossary of terms used1

Born Digital 
Digital materials which are created and retained only in digital form, without ever having had a 
non-digital  equivalent. This term is used to differentiate them from:

– Digital materials which have been created as a result of converting non-digital originals; and
– Digital materials which may have originated from a digital source but have been printed to 

paper.

1  S-6  Archives New Zealand’s standard for  digitising non-electronic records for  record keeping purposes and 
retention  of non-electronic records in electronic  form only.

1



Derivative
An  image that has been created from another image, such as the master image, through some kind 
of image  editing process to create a user or working copy. The process usually involves a loss of 
information  to  reduce   the  size  by  sampling  it  to  a  lower resolution,  using lossy  compression 
techniques, or altering an image using  image processing techniques. Typically, such derivatives are 
made for purposes such as web access, including  “thumbnail” images that might be only 100 pixels 
square, or as “reference” or “service” images that should fit  completely within an average monitor 
or viewing device  Images created for this purpose commonly have smaller file sizes and, therefore, 
do not require a fast network connection and are in web-viewable formats.

 Digitisation
Also known as imaging or scanning, digitisation is the means of converting hard-copy or non-
digital records into digital format. Hard-copy or non-digital records include audio, visual, image or 
text.  Digitisation may also  be undertaken by taking digital  photographs of the source records, 
where appropriate.

 

2. Objectives of the Digitisation project

The objectives of the digitisation project are to :-
i. Develop an electronic catalogue of the collections in the National Archives and to make this 

catalogue  available to the public
ii. Implement  a  digitising  strategy in  the National  Archives  which will  see the  creation of 

digital images of the most accessed collections.   The first collection under consideration is 
the collection of the registers of the Indian Indentured Labourers which is the most accessed 
collection of the National Archives.

In achieving these objectives, the National Archives will be enforcing the following principles 2:-

1. The aim of digitisation is to ensure preservation by limiting the handling of original records
2. Digitisation is part of an improved access strategy
3. Digitization  must  strive  to  preserve  to  the  greatest  extent  possible  the  authenticity and  

integrity of the original information. Digital enhancements may be performed on copies to  
improve access, but an “authentic” unaltered version (the original analog document or a  
digital version) must always be kept

4. Intellectual and other rights  must be preserved as a result of digitisation

2 Adapted from the Canadian Council of Archives “Digitisation  and Preservation” October 2002
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3. Capacity of the National Archives

The National Archives is organised with the following positions :-

• Archivist 
• Senior Assistant Archivists (2 Positions)
• Library staff (2 positions)
• Office Assistant (1)

All  of  the staff  are  computer  literate  and some of  them are familiar  with scanning and digital  
photography.   Specialist information technology services are contracted on an as needed basis.

There are 10 computers organised for administrative usage. Two of the computers are available for 
public use. There is Internet access available. There are no information management systems at the 
moment.

The Indian Indentureship Records have been listed on the UNESCO Memory of the World Register. 
3  As a result, the National Archives of Guyana has been in receipt of a grant which can be used to 
purchase an archival camera and related peripheral equipment to aid in the digitisation process in 
the National Archives.  It is also intended that the supplier of the camera will also provide the 
necessary instructions for its usage.

4. Requirements

The National Archives would like a system which has the following requirements :-

a) the  system must  be  standards  compliant  so  that  future  upgrades  and migrations  can  be 
executed with technological advances

b) the system must be accessible to more than one user in more than one location within the 
National Archives 

c) parts of the system, especially the catalogue of fonds and collections, should be available on 
the Internet. 

d) The system must manage the master images . Derivative images might be shared on the 
Internet with the wider public.

e) The digital content of paper documents will be storied in a standard image format (to be 
decided) . The National Archives does not store audio or video content at the moment. 

f) The system is also expected to manage items which are born digital.  

The system will use the output of the archival  imaging processes as input. The archival camera 
output will be managed though a separate file management mechanism provided by the suppliers of 
the camera.

3 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/flagship-project-activities/memory-of-the-
world/register/full-list-of-registered-heritage/registered-heritage-page-7/records-of-the-indian-indentured-labourers/
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5. Indian Indentureship Records Database
The National Archives have been requested to develop a database similar to the one which was 
developed by the  National Archives of Suriname in collaboration with other partners. 

The  database  of  indentured  immigrants  appears  to  be  hosted  by  the  National  Archives  in  the 
Netherlands in collaboration with other partners. 

The website at  http://www.gahetna.nl/collectie/index/nt00345  provides access to the transcribed 
records.

The database provides the text of the immigration certificates, with links to the records for relatives 
of the person being searched. The image of the original certificate is not provided.

In order to achieve this kind of access, the digitisation process would also need to include a level of  
transcription from the records which is not within the capacity of the National Archives of Guyana. 

The transcription process would also need a level of verification with the original documents. The 
National Archives of Suriname could provide more information as to how this transcription was 
managed.

6. Recommendations 

The digitising  of  archives  around the world  has  resulted  in  different  options  for  managing the 
content resulting from the imaging process.

6.1 Software recommendations 
In order to maximise cost benefits and reliability, it is recommended that the National Archives 
invest in Free and Open Source Software where possible. Free and Open Source Software refers to 
software for which the source code is available, and for which the licenses allow various freedoms. 
The software considered here is also available free of cost.

Option 1 :   ICAAtoM (available from ://www.ica-atom.org/ _
ICAAtoM is based on the International  Council  on Archives (ICA) standards and is  in  use by 
archives primarily in North America and in Asia. The ICA software can be deployed on a local  
network within the National Archives building; and can also be deployed on a web server to provide 
access to the content.

ICAAtoM is developed using free and open source tools and runs on the Linux operating system. 
The reviews have indicated that it is fairly stable and improved releases are provided frequently.   

ICAAtoM uses the ICA Descriptive standards  in the archival records, and follows the hierarchical 
archival descriptions.  

The  National  Archives  currently  uses  a  classification  system  based  on  the  British  Library 
classification , and one limitation to the use of this software is the change of the archival standards
Demonstrations of the software are available on the website.
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Option 2 : Development of customised software
A second option is for the National Archives to commission customised software developed for its 
use. This option allows for flexibility in the adoption of archival standards and in the design of the 
records for the storage of the records.

The cost of developing customised software will depend on the time required for the development, 
the level of specification and the skills of the developer.

The cost of development will depend on the level of specification and the functional requirements. 
The specification for such software is outside the scope of this document.  

The  Gahetna.nl  (website  of  the  National  Archives  in  the  Netherlands)  is  based  on customised 
software. 

Note : In earlier discussions, the idea of using a cataloguing system based on the Koha library  
system was explored. The University of Guyana and other agencies use Koha for the management  
of their libraries. The Koha system is a library management system, and does not provide options  
for providing access to  digital  content. 

6.2 Hardware considerations

6.2.1  Internal Infrastructure 
The  National  Archives  would  have  to  invest  in  network  infrastructure,  with  storage  devices 
(including off site storage) for the storage of the digital products. 

The network infrastructure would need to be supported by a clean power infrastructure.

The components of a network required for the National Archives
• server 
• hub/router
• external storage devices

This network will not be accessible to the public through the Internet.

6.2.2 Web hosting services

The Government  of Guyana is  investing in  its  own ICT infrastructure to  share content  via  the 
Internet.  The discussion on web hosting services should include the Government's strategy.

Alternatively, the National Archives would have to invest in external web hosting services, of which 
a range are available with varying degrees of quality and reliability, and terms of service.  
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7. Human Resource considerations
A digitisation project within the National Archives would require additional knowledge, skills and 
expertise to initiate the project, and to build the capacity of the archives to continue the process of 
digitising the records.

In addition to the current staff, the following positions are recommended :

• Project Leader
• Electronic Database Archivist 
• Systems Administrator 

7.1 Project Leader
The  Project  Leader  will  be  responsible  for   the  digitisation  project  activities  of  the  National 
Archives. This includes overseeing the imaging process, the database creation with the appropriate 
meta data and adherence to the digitisation standards set by the National Archives.

The Project Leader will be responsible for supervising the electronic database archivists .

The Project  Leader  should demonstrate  most  of the following knowledge, skills,  and abilities: 
working knowledge of modern archival practices and understanding of digital record management; 
familiarity  with  standard  principles  and  practices  for  item  description/metadata;  ability  to 
effectively plan and manage projects from vision to evaluation; solid computer skills and the ability 
to learn new tools quickly; ability to communicate well orally and in writing; ability to interact with 
the  colleagues  effectively  and  courteously;  and  ability  to  work  in  a  team  environment  and 
independently4. 

7.2 Electronic Database Archivists
The Electronic Database Archivists will be responsible for defining the archival collections on the 
computerised system, and for uploading of the images and related content to the system.

The Electronic Database Archivist should demonstrate  most of the following knowledge, skills, and 
abilities: working knowledge of  archival practices ; willingness to learn; solid computer skills and 
the ability to learn new tools quickly; ability to communicate well orally and in writing; ability to 
interact with the colleagues effectively and courteously; and ability to work in a team environment 
and independently

7.3 Systems Administrator
The Systems Administrator will be responsible for the technical aspects of the installation of the 
software for the system, and for the management of the network infrastructure. 

The Systems Administrator   should demonstrate   most  of  the following knowledge,  skills,  and 
abilities:  working  knowledge  of   software  development  and  familiarity  with  installation  and 
deployment, working knowledge of the required operating systems and services as required by the 
software to be used;  ability to learn new tools quickly; ability to communicate well orally and in 
writing; ability to interact with the colleagues effectively and courteously; and ability to work in a 
team environment and independently  

4 Adapted for Digital Archivist job description from Purdue University Library
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8. Budget considerations

The budget  considerations  are  chiefly for  the  human resources,  the  hardware and the software 
services.  

The human resource costs will depend on the rates paid in the country and the Caribbean for similar  
skills. The skills of the digital archivists might be contracted in different stages through knowledge 
sharing arrangements with professional  bodies.   The human resource costs  are  likely to  be the 
greatest and recurrent.

The  Hardware  costs  (excluding  camera  equipment  and  peripherals)  should  not  be  more  than 
GYD1,000,000 .  Equipment should be purchased with appropriate warranties and local support 

The  costs of software depend on the  option chosen. The costs for software development will start 
at $1,500,000 or more – depending on the requirements for knowledge transfer and support.

Dedicated Web hosting services provided commercially range from  US120 per month and upwards 
depending on the kind of service required. 

A list of potential partners for a digitisation project is in Annex A to this report. 

9. Proposed initiation steps

a) The National Archives should examine the options and begin to scope the digitising project.  This 
activity could involve more engagement with bodies like the National Archives in Suriname and the 
Netherlands.  
b) The decision should be made on the software to be used to support the digitised system.  
c) The appropriate budgets should be determined, and contacts established with partners for support 
with resources.
d)  A project leader should be identified to carry forward the process on behalf of the Archivist. 

Submitted by Vidyaratha Kissoon,  
January 2013
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Annex A : List of potential partners for  knowledge and other 
resources

This  list  of  potential  partners  has  been  devised  based  on  discussions  with  users  and  other 
stakeholders of the National Archives.  The appearance of any entity or individual on this list does 
not imply any confirmation of support for the project.

Government of Canada
The Government of Canada has several arrangements in place to share technical knowledge. Should 
the National Archives choose to use ICAAtoM, the technicians at the City of Vancouver Archives 
might be engaged to scope the project further. 

Information  Technology  Sub-Committee  of  the  Georgetown  Chamber  of  Commerce  and 
Industry (GCCI)
The  private  sector  could  be  engaged  to  donate  technical  expertise  or  other  resources  to  the 
digitisation project.  

Government agencies
Some of the Government agencies manage extensive IT networks and there are skills available to 
assist the National Archives with scoping the technical aspects. The IT departments of the agencies 
such as the Office of the President, the Ministry of Housing and Water, the Ministry of Finance, 
the Ministry of Education and the Guyana Revenue Authority might be able to donate some of the 
skills to assist with the networking aspects.

For the Indian Indentureship Database
National Archives of Suriname  and the National Archives of the Netherlands
The National Archives of Suriname could provide assistance with scoping the project. The National 
Archives of the Netherlands could be engaged to provide technical guidance.

Indentureship Database Project (active in 2002 and 2003)
It  would  appear  that  in  2002  and  2003  a  group  of  persons  from the  Guyanese  diaspora  had 
convened an Indentureship Database Project. The archives of the Newspaper letter columns and 
other  places  reveal  that  discussions  were  held  with  the  National  Archives  Committee,  and the 
Government to support a project. This group might be still be interested in supporting the digitising 
work.
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