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The records of unions, activists and related 
organizations are the critical raw material for 
historians, museums, researchers and students. They 
are an asset that documents the history of our 
movement and the achievement of collective rights for 
workers. 

 

Whether you have a box of old records or a closet 
overflowing with boxes your organization’s history is 
important and needs to be preserved.  

• Appendix A (Guidelines on what 
Organizational Records Merit Archival 
Retention, Labor Archives of Washington, 
University of Washington Special Collections) 

 

• Appendix B (Resource Guide for Digital 
Conversion/Media Reformatting Companies) 

 

• Appendix C (Sample Index or Finding Aid) 

 

• Appendix D – Standards for digitizing 
documents. 

 
• Appendix E – Major archives in BC with labour 

holdings 
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Make a Plan 

 

• Union “records” are primarily paper documents, 
photographs, audio and video recordings, buttons, 
signs, posters and digital files created by the union 
in the course of doing business, implementing 
programs and policies, and representing the 
membership.  

• Union records that have long-term administrative 
and historical value should be kept permanently. 

• The records of a union are the property of the 
union and they have the authority to determine 
their overall policies and procedures. Long after the 
records are no longer used for administration, they 
have value. They demonstrate pride in your union’s 
past . 

• Union records also become a source of research by 
a new type of user: scholars, genealogy or legal 
researchers may find union records of value. 

 

Get Organized 

• The first step may be to locate historic records. 
Former executives may have stored items in 
locations you are not expecting! 

• Order any supplies you may need to preserve your 
records and prevent future damage or degradation. 
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 Setting Up a Records System 

 

• A filing system makes it quick and easy to retrieve 
information. 

• Stick to the system you create. 

• Purge records based on a pre-set schedule 

• File by: 

• Subject 

• Date 

• Numerical code 

• Keep non-current records separate from active 
records 

• Keep non-current records in a secure, non-destructive 
physical environment 

• Electronic documents are also records, and you 
should regularly purge, archive or destroy electronic 
records. The filing system of electronic records should 
mimic the paper files. Make sure electronic records 
are backed up regularly and keep a back-up copy in a 
different physical location. 
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Cleaning Out Your Records 

 

Making decisions about what to keep and what to 
dispose of is often the hardest part! 

 

First things first: do a quick scan through your records 
to see what you have. 

 

Discard: 

• Out-of-date office equipment manuals and 
instructions. 

• Obsolete unrelated serial publications (e.g. 
directories). 

• Duplicates of forms and procedures. 

• More than two copies of affiliate publications. 

• Flyers and newsletter of unrelated organizations. 

• Old magazine and newspaper clippings that are 
available elsewhere. 

• poor quality photos with little or no information 

• scrap paper or scribbled notes with no context 

• Picture frames – discard the frame but keep the 
contents 

 

The following retention schedule is useful whether you 
are setting up a new filing system or purging old 
records from an existing one. 
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Suggested Retention Schedule for Union Records 
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See also:  Appendix A  

(Guidelines on what Organizational Records Merit Archival Retention) 

Source: Keeping Track of Office Files, by Eugene D Vrana, ILWU Director of Educational Services 
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Many archivists suggest keeping records in their 
original order, but that may not be logical if they were 
never organized in the first place! 

 

A suggested organizational “tree” is: 

 

Give your collection a name 

[e.g. BC Harvesters Union, Local 669) 

 

 

 
Series 

[e.g. Correspondence, 1962-1795] 

 

 

 
Files 

[e.g. Incoming Correspondence] 

 

 

 

 
Items 

[e.g. Letter from Sarah Smith, December 12, 1968] 
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Make an index 

 

Go through your collection item by item and describe 
what you have. This will become your index or “finding 
aid” to the collection. Start with a general description 

and then become more specific. It is up to you to 
decide how descriptive you wish to be. 

 

See Appendix C for a sample index or “Finding Aid” 

 

Best practices for different kinds of records 

 

Textual records: 

 

• Check for mold or mildew 

• Remove any loose surface dirt 

• Remove all paper clips, staples, pins, bands or ties 
and replace with rubber-coated paperclips 

• Remove materials from envelopes (paperclip 
envelope to materials if it provides context or 
source information otherwise dispose of envelope) 

• Do not use post-it notes 

• Photocopy any items that are on old thermal or fax 
paper, original newspaper articles.  

• Place records in acid-free file folders. 

• Label each file folder in pencil with a number (e.g. 
File 1, File 2) 

• Place file folders in an acid-free Hollinger file box 

• Store in a cool, dark place 
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Books 

• Store upright or if oversized store flat 

• If fragile, store in fitted boxes 

 

Scrapbooks  

• Look for bindings that are deteriorating, use cotton 
tape to repair 

• If contents are on newspaper or thermal paper, 
photocopy 

• Wrap in acid-free tissue paper and store flat in a 
box or on a shelf 

• Always wear gloves 

 

Photographs 

• Write an item number in pencil on the back of each 
photo and on the envelope or sleeve 

• Store the photo envelopes or sleeves in a filing 
cabinet or Hollinger box 

• Best practice is to remove photographs from 
albums and place each photographic image 
individually in an acid-free envelope or plastic 
sleeve. Polyester, polyethylene or polypropylene 
plastics are safe for storage.  

• If removing the photo may cause damage or if an 
album contains contextual information (captions or 
notations) do not attempt to remove. Instead 
interleave pieces of acid-free paper between pages. 

• Negatives should also be stored in this manner. Be 
aware that some very old negatives may be nitrate 
and are highly flammable and dangerous. 
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Picket signs, newspapers, maps, flags, banners and 
posters and other large items should be 
numbered in pencil or with a tag and entered on 
your inventory sheet 

Depending on the size and material, they can be 
rolled or stored flat in appropriate containers. 
Do not fold. 

 

Sound and Moving Images (Tapes, Videos) 

 

Make digital copies; keep the originals if you have 
space 

Store digital files in several places to avoid loss.  
Keep 3 copies: one master, one back-up, one off
-site (in the cloud or physical). 

 

Buttons and Pins 

 

Buttons and pins should be placed individually in 
archival specimen bags. You may need to 
purchase different size bags depending on your 
collection 

Cut pieces of paper or cardstock to fit the bag and 
give it stability. You can write an item number in 
pencil on the card. 

Store the bagged pins in a larger archival box 
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Stickers, Decals 

 

Bumper stickers and decals often are made of vinyl 
which emit gases as they age and so should be 
stored separately from paper items or photos 

Store in standard acid-free folders with a sheet of 
paper between each 

 

T Shirts, Caps, bulky items 

 

Roll t-shirts in tissue paper; larger items such as 
hats,  
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Basic Supplies: 

 

• Acid-free archival file folders (legal or letter size, 
100 per box) 

• Acid-free document boxes (standard size is 15 ¼” 
wide x 10 ¼” high x 5” deep) but are available in 
many other sizes 

• Photograph storage sleeves 

• Gloves 

• Pencils (2B or graphite) and erasers 

• Rubber-coated paper clips 

• Acid-free tissue paper 

• Document repair tape 

• Soft brushes for cleaning documents 

 

 

Canadian Suppliers: 

 

 Carr McLean  https://www.carrmclean.ca 

 

 Brodart http://www.brodart.ca 

 

https://www.carrmclean.ca
http://www.brodart.ca
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Decide what to do with your records 

 
Your union’s records can be kept by your organization 
or donated to a larger institution who can provide 
access to the public.  

 
We are here to help! Give us a call if you want advice 
on preserving your union’s records. 
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Appendix A 

Source: Conor Casey,  Labor Archives of Washington, University of Washington Libraries  
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C - Sample Finding Aid 
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Appendix D 
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Appendix E 

 

Major Archives with BC labour holdings 

• University of British Columbia Rare Books and Special Collections 

• Simon Fraser University Special Collections 

• City of Vancouver Archives 

• Vancouver Public Library 

• Royal BC Museum and Archives 

• Library and Archives Canada 

 

 

Other places to look 

• Your community museum, archive or public library. Check online or with your municipality. 

• Your local community college or university may have an archive. 

• Archives Association of BC https://www.aabc.ca/ has many online resources. 

 

Remember: We are here to help! Give us a call if you want advice on preserving your un-

ion’s records. 

https://www.aabc.ca/


www.labourheritagecentre.ca 

info@labourheritagecentre.ca 

604-419-0400 


