NUMBER

41

The State Education Department

New York State Archives
Government Records Services
Albany, New York 12230

www.archives.nysed.gov

New York State
Archives

Retention and
Disposition of

Records

How Long to Keep
Records and How
to Destroy Them

04.02.2021



THE UNIVERSITY OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK

Regents of The University

LESTER W. YOUNG, JR., Chancellor, B.S.,, M.S, EA.D. ..cccccoeviiiiiiieeeieiee e Beechhurst
ROGER TILLES, B. A, J.D. ettt Manhasset
CHRISTINE D. CEA, B.A., M.A., Ph.D. ... Staten Island
WADES. NORWOOD, B.A. <ottt ettt s e sa e teeae v sn s esanes Rochester
KATHLEEN M. CASHIN, B.S, M.S., EA.D. ..o, Brooklyn
JAMES E. COTTRELL, B.S., M.D. ...... New York
JOSEPHINE VICTORIA FINN, B.A., J.D. ..ottt Monticello
JUDITH CHIN, ML.S. N Ed. ettt et Little Neck
BEVERLY L. OUDERKIRK, B.S. in Ed., M.S. in Ed. ........... ... Morristown
CATHERINE COLLINS, RN, N.P.,B.S, M.S.in Ed., Ed.D. ....coeoviiiiiiiieeees Buffalo
NAN EILEEN MEAD, B.A., MLA. ottt Manhattan
ELIZABETH S. HAKANSON, A.S, M.S., CAS. ... Syracuse
LUIS O. REYES, B.A., MLA, PhuD. oo New York
SUSAN W. MITTLER, B.S., MLLS. .ottt Ithaca
FRANCES G. WILLS, B.A., M.A.,, MLEd., C.AS., Ph.D. .o Ossining

Commissioner of Education and President of The University
BETTY A.R0sa, B.A, M.S. in Ed,, M.S. in Ed., M.Ed., Ed.D.

Assistant Commissioner for Archives and State Archivist
THOMASJ. RULLER

The State Education Department does not discriminate on the basis of age, color, religion, creed, disability, marital status,
veteran status, national origin, race, gender, genetic predisposition or carrier status, or sexual orientation in its educational
programs, services and activities. Portions of this publication can be made available in a variety of formats, including braille,
large print or audio tape, upon request. Inquiries concerning this policy of nondiscrimination should be directed to the
Department’s Office for Diversity and Access, Room 530, Education Building, Albany, NY 12234.



Table of Contents

U o] o= L[] g I 0] [o7=1 o] £ F U 1
Introduction to Retention SChEAUIES .........c..uiiiiiiiiicee ettt e st s trae e s eetneeaeennes 1
Benefits of Retention SChEAUIES .......cocuiiiec ettt e e e e re e ne s 2
How the State Archives Creates Retention Schedules..........cooovuiiiiiiiii i 2
General Retention SChEAUIES ........ooo ittt e b e e s e e seeaeneas 3
Agency-Specific Schedules .........cccooecveeiiccienenns e E e e e e et et e a et ee e e e e bee e e e ateesaatteeentbeae e e taeeeaaenreeeanne 8
Exceptions t0 the SChedUIES.........coo i e et e e sree e sneesareeanreas 9
Using Office Retention SCheUIES ..........oo ittt e eae e eaa e e eree e 11
RECOrAS DISPOSIHION ......iiieeiiieit ettt ettt ettt e et et e s et e e et e ee et eeaseseesnseeaseaeseeansesansaeenseeenns 17
Documenting Disposition 0f RECOIAS .......ccoiiiiiiiiiiiii e e e e taee s 17
Selecting @ Method of DESIIUCLION .........ccuiiiiiiicie ettt et e et e et e erae e eateeenneeas 17
Records Disposition Made EaSY ........ccciiiiiiiiiiiit ettt e ae e 19
F Y o] o 1= g To (o= PSPPSR 21
Appendix A: Sample Office Retention Schedules..............oooiiiiiiiieeeeeee e 21

Appendix B: Destruction of Cancelled Obligations ...........ccoovieiiieiiiiiiie e 32



Publication Concepts

¢ In New York State, no government entity may legally dispose of or destroy
records without authorization. This authorization comes in the form of a records
retention and disposition schedule, issued by the State Archives.

¢ Records come in any format, including paper files, electronic databases and
electronic mail, audio-visual files, and microforms.

¢ Records should be retained as long as they are needed by the organization to
support the business for which the records were created, or their primary use.
Records should also be retained as long as they are needed for other purposes
including legal, fiscal, audit, and research purposes, or their secondary use.

e Holding onto obsolete records greatly increases the difficulty of performing your
duties and of disclosing records in response to subpoenas, discovery demands,
audits, and Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) requests.

e Storing records for longer than necessary, whether in paper, electronic or other
formats, increases both storage costs and the challenge of identifying and
retrieving needed documents.

e Records retention and disposition schedules provide clear guidance on how long
to keep records and whether they should be destroyed when no longer needed.

Introduction to Retention Schedules
A records retention schedule (more formally called a "records retention and disposition
schedule") provides a routine, repeatable, and consistent process for applying the
minimum retention period and the final disposition for an organization’s records.
¢ Retention and disposition schedules are designed to ensure that records are
retained as long as they are needed for administrative, fiscal, legal, or
research purposes. The State Archives works with local governments and State
Agencies to analyze records requirements and determine the minimum retention
period which satisfies these purposes.
¢ Governments may decide to keep some of their records longer than the period
required by the appropriate retention schedule.
e Any such divergence from the schedule should be documented, clearly
explained, and applied consistently, since random undocumented divergence
may expose your organization to legal risks.

Retention schedules apply to the information contained in records regardless of the
recording medium: paper, microfilm, electronic, etc.

Whatever the medium, you must retain records for the length of time specified by the
appropriate retention schedule, and you must ensure that the records are accessible for
the full retention period.

Hardware and software obsolescence and degradation of storage media are not
acceptable excuses for losing access to records before the end of the required retention
period.

Retention schedules do not:
* indicate how long to retain non-records (such as blank forms or outside
publications)



tell you how to destroy records

e identify confidential or restricted records (contact the Committee on Open
Government for guidance regarding confidentiality of records)

e obligate your organization to create all listed record types — the general retention
schedules produced by the State Archives list hundreds of records, but no local
government or state agency will have every record listed in one of these
schedules

Benefits of Retention Schedules
e allow you to promptly discard records that you no longer need (without a
schedule in place, you have no legal authority to dispose of records)
improve retrieval of records by reducing their bulk
reduce staff time needed to access records
save money by reducing storage costs
save space by freeing up filing cabinets and storage areas
identify permanent records so that they may be preserved

How the State Archives Creates Retention Schedules
When working with State agencies and local governments to develop schedules for
records, Archives staff first assemble information on
e applicable laws and regulations,
audit requirements,
the need for legal evidence,
administrative needs, and
historical or research value.

This information provides essential context to understand the requirements for creating
the records and their potential uses.

Local governments and state agencies provide different services; as a result, there is
limited overlap in the types of records created and maintained. Even if both levels of
government hold copies of the same records or of records that serve similar functions,
retention requirements may differ. Because of this, the State Archives issues separate
retention schedules to state agencies and local governments.

State Agency Schedules

Executive branch agencies may not destroy or otherwise dispose of any record unless
such disposition is authorized by the State Archives, acting on behalf of the
Commissioner of Education and in cooperation with the State Comptroller and the
Attorney General.

State agencies may use two types of schedules:

e General Retention and Disposition Schedule for New York State Government
Records (State General Schedule): This is a pre-approved schedule created by
the State Archives that covers many common administrative, fiscal, and
personnel records in state agencies. You may use the State General Schedule to
dispose of records as long as your agency’s Records Management Officer
(RMO) first notifies the State Archives in writing of the agency’s intent to use the



schedule. Agencies may discontinue using the schedule at any time, but the
RMO should notify the State Archives if this occurs.

¢ Agency-specific schedules: Often, the bulk of records in the custody of a state
agency are unique to that agency. To set retention periods for these records, you
should contact the State Archives at (518) 474-6926 or recmgmt@nysed.gov to
begin the process of developing Records Disposition Authorizations (RDAs) for
each records series. Archives staff work closely with agency employees to collect
information about the records you maintain in order to identify retention periods
that meet agency administrative needs as well as any relevant legal, fiscal, or
continuing research requirements.

State Archives staff distribute finalized General Schedule and agency-specific items for
review by the Offices of the State Comptroller and the Attorney General to ensure that
the proposed retention periods satisfy fiscal, audit, and legal requirements. The schedule
items are subjected to final review and approval by the State Archivist.

Local Government Schedules

Record types held by local governments (e.g., schools and BOCES, municipalities,
counties, towns, miscellaneous public entities) are described within the Retention and
Disposition Schedule for New York Local Government Records (LGS-1).

Proposed schedule items are reviewed by
« local government and state agency officials,
+ the Local Government Records Advisory Council,
e local government associations, and
e archivists and records managers in other states.

The proposed schedule then undergoes the rulemaking process, during which it's made
available for public review via the New York State Register. The Board of Regents then
reviews the schedule and adopts it as regulation. Before using the schedule, local
governments’ governing bodies must first adopt the schedule by passing a resolution. It
is not necessary to send copies of resolutions to the State Archives.

General Retention Schedules

As general retention schedules are used by all state agencies and hundreds of local
governments, the schedule items are written broadly so that they can be applied to a
variety of organizations. Because item titles and descriptions may not reflect how
records are categorized or named in your office, you might need practice to use them
efficiently.

Using the State Archives’ LGS-1 (for local governments) and State General Schedule
(for state agencies) is fairly easy if you follow the process below. You will rarely need to
follow all the steps to figure out a record’s retention, but the first few are necessary.

1. Adopt the schedule
The adoption of a State Archives general retention schedule documents your

organization’s retention policy and is the necessary first step toward using one of
these schedules.



State agencies adopt the State General Schedule through submission of a
written notification to the State Archives by the agency’s Records Management
Officer (RMO). As all state agencies also hold unique, mission-specific records
not covered by the State General Schedule, they must also work with the State
Archives to develop their own agency-specific schedules.

Local governments adopt the LGS-17 by resolution of their governing body. It is
not necessary to send a copy of the passed resolution to the State Archives.

Identify the record series

Before you can determine the appropriate retention period for any record, you
must first identify the records series. Since you will usually be familiar with the
records, this step is often the easiest. First, make sure you are dealing with a true
series, not merely a group of unrelated records. A records series is a group of
records that is normally filed and managed as one unit: for example, meeting
minutes, purchase orders, or correspondence files. Second, talk with someone
who uses the records on a daily basis to determine the purpose of the record.
Knowing why the record is created and how it's used will help you identify a
possible title for the records series.

Determine if you have the official copy

When using a schedule, you should determine whether you are dealing with the
official copy of a record or a secondary or duplicate copy. Your organization
should designate one copy of each record, in one file format, as the official copy.
The schedule’s retention periods apply only to official copies of records. All other
copies are mere duplicates, and you may dispose of those whenever they're no
longer needed.

Check the index

Both the LGS-1 and State General Schedule contain an index. However, the
indexes may not reference the schedule item you need or may describe it
differently than is done in your office. When using the index, first search for the
term that most accurately summarizes the records series. For instance, if you are
looking up canceled checks, "checks" is the most obvious term to use. If that
does not provide you with the answer you need, try to think creatively of
synonymous or related terms that may also be appropriate. In the case of
canceled checks, you might have to search under "fiscal" to find the item you're
looking for.

Check the schedule’s functional headings

The State Archives’ general schedules arrange records series in sections under
headings that reflect their function (such as "Fiscal"). Before using a schedule,
take time to read the introduction and become familiar with the functional
headings. The schedules do not generally identify individual documents or
specific forms; instead, they describe the purpose or function of the series. If a
records series’ content and function are substantially the same as an item
described in the schedule, you should consider the series covered by that item.
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6. Check the "General Administration" section

Both of the State Archives’ general schedules have a "General Administration"
section that covers those records common to many government departments
(such as correspondence, general reports, and minutes), so be sure to check this
section if you cannot find the records series under a more specific functional
heading. Always resorting to the "General Administration" section, however,
would be a mistake, since you must find the schedule item that most closely
matches your records. For example, the LGS-7 contains both a general item for
“annual reports” in the "General Administration" section and more precise items,
listed under functional headings, that provide retention requirements for specific
types of annual reports.

7. Search for keywords in an electronic version of the schedule

Sometimes, the easiest way to find a particular item in a retention schedule is to
search the PDF or HTML copy for specific keywords. If you do this, remember
that the retention schedule might not use the same words that you would to
describe a certain function, so search for likely synonyms.

8. Contact the State Archives

State Archives staff are very familiar with the retention requirements in use by
local governments and state agencies and are available to help whenever you
cannot find the retention period for a particular record.

9. If the State Archives doesn’t find a retention period for the records, the
Archives must schedule that series

Sometimes, the State Archives has not yet scheduled the record series you are
considering; your call to the Archives could initiate that process. Until there is an
item in the appropriate schedule covering this series, you must retain it. For state
agencies, if a series is not in either the State General Schedule or your agency-
specific schedule, you can work in concert with State Archives staff to add it to
your schedule. If a series in not in the LGS-1, local governments, may consult
with State Archives staff about requesting a special disposition authorization.

Local Government Records Not Covered by the State Archives’ LGS-1

Some records are not regulated by the Commissioner of Education or are considered
state government records and thus do not appear in the LGS-1. Contact the appropriate
government for more information about the following record types:



Government Records Contacts (Per Record Type)

Record type | Contact Entity | Contact Unitor |  Contact Info Notes
: Person Ll : L
Birth, Death State Archives recmgmt@nysed Although these records are not

and Marriage
Records (1881-

B0V

listed on the State Archives’
local government schedules,

present) the Department of Health
(DOH) has developed a
schedule (approved by the
Archives) for use by local
governments. Summary
information about the DOH
Schedule is available in the
introduction to the LGS-1.
Contact the State Archives for
more information.
Cancelled Office of the Division of Legal | (518) 474-5586 Section 63.10 of the Local
Obligations State Services Finance Law and Part 55 of Title
Comptroller 2 of the Official Compilation of
Codes, Rules and Regulations of
the State of New York covers
the disposition of canceled
obligations (including bonds
and notes). Refer also to
Appendix B: Destruction of
Cancelled Obligations.
City of New New York City (212) 639-9675
York Records Department of
Records and https://www1.nyc.
Information gov/site/records/in
Services dex.page
(DORIS)
County Boards | State Archives County Boards of Election
of Elections and State Board Records Retention Schedule is
of Elections available at
http://www.archives.nysed.gov
[ common/archives/files/
mr_pub_electionschedule.pdf
County District | Appellate Clerk of the Section 89.2 of the Judiciary

Attorneys'
Records

Division of the
State Supreme
Court

appropriate
Judicial District

Law governs the records of
county district attorneys. It
states that application for
disposition of any records of a
county district attorney must be
made to the appropriate
judicial department of the
Appellate Division of State
Supreme Court.




Court Records

Office of Court
Administration

Records
Management
Office

(212) 428-2875

Motor Vehicle
Records

New York State
Department of
Motor Vehicles

Records
Management
Officer

(518) 474-2381

Municipal
Housing
Authorities'
Records

New York State
Division of
Housing and
Community
Renewal

Housing
Management
Bureau

(212) 480-7242

Section 59 of the Public Housing
Law exempts housing
authorities from State Archives’
jurisdiction for records
disposition. The Division of
Housing and Community
Renewal must approve the
disposition of records relating
to the operation of state-
financed programs. For all other
records, housing authorities
may establish their own records
disposition policies, except for
minutes of the housing
authority (including appendices
and attachments) and copies of
annual reports submitted to the
Division of Housing and
Community Renewal. Housing
authorities must retain these
records permanently. All
records disposition decisions
must also meet any applicable
records retention requirements
of federal and state agencies,
including the Office of the State
Comptroller.

Utica
Transportation
Authority
Records

Section 68 of Transportation
Law exempts the Authority
from the State Archives'
jurisdiction for records
disposition. See that law for
special requirements for the
disposition of Authority records.

Other State
Agencies

Contact either
the appropriate
agency or the
State Archives




State Agency Records Not Covered by the State Archives’ State General Schedule
The State Archives’ State General Schedule is not intended to cover all the records that
a state agency has in its possession. Records not covered by the State General
Schedule include
¢ Records unique to a single agency
State agencies collaborate with the State Archives to produce detailed Records
Disposition Authorizations (RDAs) for records unique to their agency.
¢ Records created or maintained by control and service agencies
The State General Schedule does not cover records used to carry out or
document the approval, control, audit, or oversight responsibilities of control and
service agencies or records used to provide centralized services to other
agencies. These records are retained under RDAs issued to the relevant control
or service agency.
o Records subject to specific increased federal requirements
Agencies must make certain that the retention periods in the State General
Schedule meet applicable retention requirements for any programs subject to
federal audits or oversight. If some records require longer retention periods to
meet federal requirements, you must submit separate scheduling requests for
those.

Agency-Specific Schedules

State agencies work with the State Archives to develop agency-specific schedules for
those records unique to their agencies, and for other records that are not included in the
State General Schedule. Agencies may also wish to create schedules for record types
where the retention periods in the State General Schedule are not sufficient to meet
agency needs.

In order to create a schedule,

o the state agency develops a Records Disposition Request (RDR) describing
each records series that suggests and justifies a retention period

¢ the State Archives, the Office of the Attorney General, and the Office of the State
Comptroller review the RDR to ensure that the proposed dispositions meet legal,
fiscal, administrative, research, and other retention needs

e the State Archives then approves a completed Records Disposition
Authorization (RDA)

Staying Familiar with your Records Disposition Authorizations
Agencies should periodically review their RDAs because:
¢ As agency organization and business processes change, the common title of a
series may become outdated (be sure to look for any series under all possible
titles).
e Agency staff may forget about the RDAs and not realize which of their records
are authorized for disposition.
e Qver long periods of time, agencies may neglect to use approved RDAs, causing
obsolete records to accumulate even though they are authorized for disposition.
e Changes to the nature, contents or use of a series may mean that the approved
disposition plan is no longer appropriate.



Exceptions to the Schedules

Although in general you can follow the guidelines of a State Archives retention schedule
without question, there are a few situations that will force you to suspend implementation
of the schedule.

Organization preference for longer retention period
Certain situations within your organization may create the need for retention periods that
exceed the minimums listed in a State Archives schedule.

Examples include
e routine audits,
¢ use of records to conduct research, or
e use of records for ongoing investigations.

You are not required to destroy records at the end of the retention period or to inform the
Archives if you intend to keep records longer. However, if you plan to retain records
longer than the minimum retention period as a regular business practice, you should
note this intent in written internal procedures. This will provide documentation of normal
practice for FOIL requests or for legal actions such as discovery motions. State agencies
may submit separate Records Disposition Requests (RDRs) for those series that they
wish to retain longer than the retention periods specified in the State General Schedule,
but are not required to do so.

Records created before 1910 (Local Governments)

Local governments need written approval from the State Archives, acting on behalf of
the Commissioner of Education, to dispose of records created before 1910, regardless
of the retention period listed in a State Archives retention schedule. Often these records
have continuing historical or research value because:

¢ no other documentation exists

¢ they contain more detailed and historically significant information than more
recent records

o they have intrinsic value, which means the records are important to keep in their
original form

To dispose of records created before 1910, local governments must submit a completed
disposition request form to the State Archives for review.

Records with unique historical value

The State General Schedule, LGS-1, and organization-specific schedules take into
account the general historical value of records. Some record types are, because of the
information that they contain, scheduled for permanent retention (local governments) or
transfer to the State Archives (state agencies) regardless of which government entity
produces them. In series where records can typically be destroyed after a set event or
period of time, there may be records related to specific topics or that are unusually
detailed that warrant permanent retention. If you believe some of your organization’s
records have unique historical value, contact State Archives staff for information on how
to appraise your records. For more information on archival appraisal, see Appraisal of
Local Government Records for Historical Value.




During legal proceedings

To comply with current or pending legal actions, you may need to retain some records
beyond their scheduled retention periods. You must keep any records related to a matter
under litigation hold or that is used in such actions for at least the duration of the action,
even if the records’ retention periods have passed. Legal actions may include
subpoenas and notices of claim (the first indication of a pending filing of a lawsuit). If the
retention period has not expired by the end of the legal action — and lifting of the litigation
hold — you must retain the records for the remainder of the retention period. If the
retention period has expired by the time the legal action ends, local governments must
keep the records for one additional year to resolve any need for the records in an
appeal. However, there is no such requirement for state agencies.

When there are outstanding FOIL requests

If records that are the subject of a FOIL request exist at the time of the request, you
must not destroy them until after you respond to the request. If you deny the request in
full or part, you should not destroy the records until after any potential appeal is
resolved.

If waiting for a pending audit or other review

If you know there is a pending state or federal audit, you must retain any pertinent
records. However, if there is no requirement that an audit be done of certain records and
if you have not been told of an impending audit, then you may discard any of the
applicable records once they have reached the end of their retention periods. Review by
another organization, such as accreditation review, may also require you to retain
records beyond their retention period.

If the records are microfilmed or digitized

Imaging paper documents, either as microfilm/fiche or as digitized copies, can reduce
the amount of physical storage space needed for your records and, in the case of
digitized copies, make it easier for staff to access content. If you applied the State
Archives’ Digital Imaging Guidelines when microfilming or digitizing records and have
verified the accuracy of these new copies, you may be able designate them as the
record copies and discard the paper files. Consult your organization’s legal counsel prior
to destroying paper records, as original copies of certain record types — including those
with signatures — may need to be retained. Local governments will also need to request
permission from the State Archives to dispose of any original records created before
1910.

If records are not yet listed in a retention schedule

Keep in mind that you cannot dispose of any records unless they are listed in a retention
schedule. If you believe you have records that are not scheduled, contact the State
Archives for help. Archives staff will first verify that the records are not covered by any
retention item before beginning the process of identifying the retention period. Local
governments must keep these records until either an item is added to the LGS-1 or
they request and receive a special disposition authorization from the State Archives.
State agencies can work with the Archives to add the necessary new items to their
agency-specific schedules.
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Using Office Retention Schedules

Basic Concepts
+ No state agency or local government unit creates or maintains all record series
listed in the general retention schedules!
¢ Creating office retention schedules describing only those records held by a single
unit reduces staff confusion and frustration.
+ Office retention schedules can include clarification of how State Archives-issued
records series are applied within the unit.

Office Retention Schedule Features

Because most units within local governments and state agencies create or maintain only
a portion of the records types described within the State Archives’ general schedules,
organizations should consider developing office retention schedules. Office schedules:

List only the records maintained by the associated office
Every item on the schedule is pertinent to a specific office. Because the schedules are
shorter, they are easier to use.

Document longer retention periods

State Archives schedules show only the legal minimum retention period. Governments
may keep records beyond the time listed in a retention schedule when necessary to fulfill
administrative needs or organization-specific legal or audit requirements. Office
schedules can be used to document these extended retention periods. This may be
important if your organization is involved in legal actions where you need to prove that
you are following these modified retention periods in the normal course of business.
State agencies can submit separate Records Disposition Requests (RDRs) for those
series that they wish to retain longer than the retention periods specified in the State
General Schedule, but are not required to do so.

Identify records series by common names
An office retention schedule can identify your records series by the names used in your
office, instead of the sometimes unfamiliar titles used in State Archives schedules.

Indicate records storage locations and other useful unit-specific information

Office retention schedules can specify when staff should move records from an active
office space to inactive storage (such as a file room). These schedules can also
include notes on destruction methods, weeding, confidentiality of record series, and
transfer procedures.

May fulfill FOIL “subject matter list” requirement

New York’s Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) requires local and state governments to
maintain and make publicly available a "subject matter list" of all categories of records
held by the entity. Although local governments may use the LGS-7 as their subject
matter list, an office retention schedule would provide a much more exact catalog of the
records held by your organization.

Keep It Simple
Small organizations might have a single sheet for each work unit, listing only the office’s

11



active and total retention periods. Larger organizations, on the other hand, may need
more complicated schedules that add such information as retention in semi-active
storage (temporary vault or file room storage), comments on records appraisal and
weeding, or notes on the type of destruction for each records series.

Remember: to be effective, office schedules must be easy to understand and use!

Elements of Office Retention Schedules

The organization of your office, complexity of your records retention requirements, and
availability of storage space can all impact the design of your office schedules. They can
include records management guidance beyond the retention schedule — as little or as
much information as needed to inform unit staff's decisions regarding their records and
promote appropriate retention and storage.

Consider including the following fields in your office schedule:

Department and unit

Most office retention schedules are arranged (or can be filtered) by governmental
department or unit. Providing each unit of the organization with only that part of the office
schedule it needs makes it easier for staff to correctly identify and apply schedules.

Records series title
For the office retention schedule to work, it must first identify the record series. Keep in
mind that you also have the option of using the common title used in your office as the
records series title.

Records series description
This may reference specific document types or the processes during which records are
created or referenced.

Format of records

It is often useful to include a brief description of the record format(s) and the retention
requirements for each. For example, you may decide that, as you're maintaining the
paper copy of your minutes forever, the electronic version only needs to be kept for a
few years. Conversely, you may decide to destroy paper correspondence after scanning
and image quality verification and retain the digital copy for the duration of the retention
period.

Total retention period

While most office retention schedules include the total retention period for each records
series, some list only how long the records are retained during one or more of the three
following phases:

In-office retention period (active)
A true office schedule must identify the in-office retention period. This allows
staff to easily determine when they may move records out of the office.

Intermediate retention period (semi-active)
This level of detail will not be necessary in most offices. However, some units

12



maintain a central filing room that serves as semi-active storage for those
records not quite active enough to keep in the office but not inactive enough
to move to inactive storage.

Offsite retention period (inactive)

You may wish to obtain records storage space specifically for records that are
rarely accessed but have not yet completed the required retention period.
Inactive storage space could include space leased or owned by your
organization, storage with a commercial vendor, a cooperative arrangement
with another government for storage space or — for state agencies — use of
the State Records Center.

State Archives’ schedule item number

This is the unique number assigned by the State Archives to each general or agency-
specific schedule item. Identifying the item number from the appropriate State Archives
retention schedule gives you an easy way to look up and verify the minimum retention
period.

Location
Some office schedules indicate the filing or storage location of each series to make it
easier to find the records.

Comments

You might also want to add additional comments to the office retention schedule. As with
anything in the schedule, be sure to add only the information you need. Possible areas
of comment include:

Appraisal or retention notes
These notes indicate your reasons for deciding to keep records longer
than required by State Archives’ retention schedules.

Official or secondary copy

Some office schedules indicate whether a series is the official copy —
which is retained in accordance with the Archives-approved schedules —
or a duplicate copy. This can formalize the process of identifying the
official copies of records in your offices.

Confidentiality

Documenting records’ confidential nature and any necessary special
treatment within the office schedule reminds staff to protect the records
and the information contained within them from inappropriate disclosure.

Type of disposition

Different records require different types of disposition. While the vast
majority of records are scheduled for eventual destruction, some have
historical value and warrant permanent preservation in the local
government’s archives or the State Archives. For records that will be
destroyed, those containing confidential or personally identifiable
information usually need to be shredded or otherwise securely destroyed,
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while it may be appropriate to simply recycle records that are publicly-
releasable.

Notes on weeding the files

If only part of a file is discarded at a certain time, it might make sense to
note this in the office schedule. For some complicated case files, offices
may wish to produce case file retention sheets indicating which records to
discard and which to keep.

Setting Office Retention Periods

The most important decision you need to make in any office retention schedule is when
to move records out of offices and into inactive storage. This is important because you
should maintain only truly active records in active office space. Doing otherwise
increases the chance of interfiling active and inactive records and accidentally disposing
of active records — or of holding onto inactive records for much longer than necessary.

Determining how long to keep records in your office is conceptually simple: Keep all
records in your office until they become inactive. The difficulty is in determining when the
records actually become inactive.

Some considerations:

e For paper records, the general rule of thumb is that if you refer to a drawer of
records less than once a month, they are inactive.

e For computer files, if you refer to them less than once every three months, then
they are probably inactive.

e Often, the easiest and fastest way to determine when access needs change is to
talk to staff who use the records.

e If you have the time or inclination, you could be more exact by setting up a
system for tracking use over time.

Determining Whether to Keep Records Longer Than Required

Retaining records beyond the required retention period increases storage space needs,
the likelihood of document loss or mistaken use, and the volume of records that must be
reviewed and — potentially — released in response to litigation, audits, and FOIL
requests.

That said, you can keep records for longer than the minimum retention periods listed in
State Archives retention schedules, but if you decide to do so, proceed carefully. Keep
records longer only for a compelling reason. Many people are too cautious and keep
records just in case someone might ask to see them again. When determining whether
to increase the retention period for a records series, discuss the issue with staff,
especially those who work with the records daily. Verify that there aren’t other records
that could also fulfill the identified need for information. Require strong evidence of
serious continuing use to justify keeping records beyond their minimum retention
periods.

Sometimes you may keep records longer because of their historical value. Contact the

State Archives for assistance in determining whether records have long-term, archival
value. For more information on archival appraisal, see Appraisal of Local Government
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Records for Historical Value. The State Archives also provides training in records

appraisal.

Types of Office Schedules
The size of your office, the number of units or retention schedules, and available
technology may influence the format in which you produce your office retention
schedules. Each format has specific purposes, advantages, and disadvantages. Follow
the links below or review Appendix A: Sample Office Retention Schedules for examples
of each type of office schedule.

Schedule Format

Description

Advantages

Disadvantages

Manual or Semi-Manual

Typewritten or word-
processed schedules created
for each unit. May be printed
for distribution or shared
electronically.

Users are provided with a
single document specific to
their needs. Paper copies are
familiar to staff and remove
the need for staff training
and access to new software
programs.

Need to save individual files
for each unit. Producing and
updating lists for each unit is
inefficient. Staff are unable to
keyword search paper copies.

Database

Contains information about
records series and office
schedules in a flexible
electronic format. Content is
divided into "fields" by data
type (e.g. unit, series title,
description, retention period,
storage location)

Easy to search and efficient
to update. Ability to create
reports by unit or other
parameter on demand.
Simple interfaces can be
created (including pull-down
menus and fields for search
terms) and posted to your
organization’s intranet site
for ease of staff access.
Database software is often
included in office productivity
packages.

Staff may need to learn how
to create databases and user-
friendly interfaces. Requires
computer (and potentially
network) access to generate
unit-specific lists — though,
depending on the user
interface, it may be easy to
print reference copies of lists
for distribution.

Records Management
Software

Specialized database that
manages records. Functions
may include tracking changes
in box location and requests
for records, maintaining an
up-to-date records inventory,
and generating an automated
office retention schedule

These off-the-shelf products
provide a broad array of
functions related to the
retention and movement of
records and contain a variety
of programmed reports.

Records management
software can be very
expensive. Many options
require payment of annual
licensing and support fees.
Additional resources may be
needed to customize the
system. Your organization
will need to evaluate systems
prior to purchase; some
systems may emphasize
functions that you don't need
to the detriment of those
that are necessary to support
your program.
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Case File Retention

Sheet

Subset of an office schedule.
Retention sheets are purging

These retention sheets
provide clear guidance to

Case file retention sheets
have a limited utility as they
relate to a small subset of

staff on how long to retain
specific document types
within a case file. Staff are
more likely to weed files
accurately when they have
detailed instructions.

guides that help office staff
identify which items in a case
file should be discarded at
the end of the file’s life cycle
and which should be
retained. Such a guide is
necessary because case files
usually have records with
differing retentions in the
same folder and because
procedures vary between
organizations.

organization records.

Tips for Encouraging Staff Use of Office Retention Schedules

Have staff help develop schedules

Working with the units that create and use the records included in the schedule ensures
that the records series listed are accurate and complete and that descriptions make
sense to those who will be applying the schedules. Staff who are part of the process will
have a stake in its success and be more likely to advocate for and abide by the
schedule.

Distribute copies of the schedule

Schedules can be provided in hard copy or electronically. Provide copies to everyone in
the relevant unit — even staff who are not assigned files management duties need to be
aware of the obligation to retain records in accordance with the schedule.

Make office retention schedules part of policy

Making office retention schedules part of official policy can be an effective form of gentle
persuasion for staff. It also demonstrates the importance that your organization ascribes
to records retention, which is especially beneficial when your organization is unable to
provide records upon request because they have already been destroyed in accordance
with the schedule.

Remind staff to clean their files

Remind staff to periodically clean out files or — better yet — work with management to set
aside time at least once a year for staff in each unit to appropriately dispose of or
relocate records.

Discuss the schedules during staff orientation

You can make the use of an office retention schedule a simple administrative habit by
including an introduction to the schedule in staff orientations. Ideally, staff should be
made aware of their records management obligations before they begin handling the
organization’s records.
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Records Disposition

In order to avoid both premature disposition and retention beyond the minimum retention
period, organizations should establish a formal disposition procedure. Depending on the
volume of records, frequency with which they become inactive, and variations in
workload throughout the year, it may be practical to schedule time for disposition
monthly, quarterly, or yearly.

Documenting Disposition of Records

The State Archives does not require state agencies or local governments to document
disposition, but it is in your best interest to develop a records destruction authorization
form to authorize and document records disposal. Documentation of regular disposition
in accordance with the applicable schedules can protect the organization when they are
unable to provide properly destroyed records in response to litigation, audits, or requests
under FOIL.

Organizations may use the State Archives’ sample records destruction authorization
form, amend it to fit their needs, or create their own unique document. Any such form
should contain the following information:

e series titles

¢ record date range

¢ retention schedule item number

¢ minimum retention period specified by schedule

¢ signatures of the Records Management Officer and the manager of the office that
“owns” the records authorizing the disposition

¢ destruction date with signature of person who performed or witnessed
destruction. If records are transferred to a third party for destruction, form may
note date of change of custody and names of parties between whom records
were transferred

Selecting a Method of Destruction

State law does not specify a destruction method for most records. Decisions regarding
the method of destruction are usually left up to the organization. One exception is
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