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Introduction
Access to Archives or A2A (http://www.a2a.org.uk/):

• started in 2000, now 4th and last phase, Archives 4 All, to 
end March 2008

• is a great success achieving professional objectives and 
popular with users online

http://www.a2a.org.uk/
http://www.a2a.org.uk/
http://www.a2a.org.uk/


  

Introduction
This paper will look at: 

• Why did it come about and what were its goals?

• How were the goals achieved?

• Where next for A2A?



  

Background
There are many strands to the national archives network: 

• A2A: mainly English local archive repositories

• Catalogues of national repositories (e.g. TNA, British Library, 
National Archives of Scotland, National Library of Wales, Public 
Record Office of Northern Ireland)

• Catalogues from other regional programmes and in other 
sectors (e.g. Scottish Archives Network (SCAN), Archives 
Network Wales (ANW), Archives Hub for UK Higher Education)



  

Background
A2A established as part of policy agenda in late 1990’s:

• Developments in information and communications  technology  
(ICT), especially the Internet

• Professional desire to provide online access to information 
about and representations of archives – a national archives 
network

• Government demands use of ICT to further policies relating to 
quality public services, education, social inclusion and 
democratic accountability



  

Background
A professional priority is to use the Internet to widen access to 

archives:

• Long term goal is digital representations of popular archives

• First step comprehensive online access to finding aids

• Encourage greater use of archives in education

• Reach out to new audiences to better reflect UK’s social 
diversity



  

Background
Priorities from government then focussed on services to users 

but achievement means a number of linked activities for 
archive professionals:

• Funding acquisition

• Partnership working

• Digital content creation

• Standards development and application

• Professional skills development



  

Funding
A2A is making best use of funding opportunities:

• Dual funding model developed

• A2A central team mainly funded by UK Treasury and TNA with 
contributions from other partners

• A2A Projects mainly funded by UK lottery – Heritage Lottery 
Fund (HLF) has awarded nearly £4 million so far. 

• Changes in priorities of main funder reflected in the current 
Archives 4 All phase themes of community and education 



  

Partnership
A2A is working in partnership:

• For the central programme TNA and British Library in 
partnership, governed by representative steering group

• A2A made up of over 120 projects which are also partnerships 
made up of of over 400 holders of archives, including:

• Regional

• Theme based

• Community 



  

Content creation
A key aim of A2A has been retro-conversion of legacy finding 

aids:

• 1 million pages of finding aids or
• 100,000 archive collections or
• 10 million catalogue entries

Single conversion contract has achieved economies of scale as 
actual costs are 40% lower than estimated



  

Content creation
• Still many collections with no finding aids, but 40 A2A projects 

create over 75 for important collections and many 1000’s of 
collection level descriptions

• Archives 4 All projects:
• Little retro-conversion

• Some cataloguing, but community as well as traditional archives

• Oral history, digitisation and websites

• Local events and exhibitions 



  

Standards
• Description standard – ISAD(G): A2A asks for minimum 

conformity for legacy finding aids and elements considered 
essential for data exchange for new finding aids 

• Authority controlled terms for creators and access points 
formatted according to local rules for names and UNESCO 
Thesaurus for subjects, but no archival authority records as 
ISAAR(CPF)

• A2A data structure standard is Encoded Archival Description 
(EAD) used to capture and quality assure electronic finding 
aids, return them to contributors and as basis for A2A XML 
online database 



  

Professional skills
A2A has helped give archivists the necessary skills and 

expertise and provides training, advice and guidance in:

• Funding application

• Practical use of description and technical standards

• Project and financial management methods and tools



  

Professional skills
A2A is in continuous communication with contributors:

• Advice and guidance available online

• Regular meetings with contributors held

• Regular news by e-mails and articles in professional media

• Each project has a dedicated A2A contact 



  

A2A database - 
http://www.a2a.org.uk/ 

• Finding aids mounted on simple website in searchable form -

• A prototype of the national archives network

• A single gateway giving access to distributed archive 
resources

http://www.a2a.org.uk/
http://www.a2a.org.uk/
http://www.a2a.org.uk/


  

Technical 
Architecture
• EAD finding aids in SGML converted and normalised as XML

• Loaded into XML document management system

• Structure encoded as EAD used as basis for indexing and 
searching functionality

• Search results presented to users in 3 views by ‘on the fly’ 
XSL conversion to HTML 



  



  



  



  



  



  



  

A2A and the users
A2A is very popular! 

Since June 2001:

• 13 million searches

• 30 million downloads

or currently

• 250000 people a month looking at 700000 finding aids



  

A2A and the users
We have sought information from users:

• Questionnaire completed by over 6000 new users shows A2A  
reaching the traditional UK audience for archives:

•80% mainly interested in Family History

•40% are over 51

•Less than 5% describe ethnic origin as anything other than ‘white’

• So need to widen reach still, but encouraging that 50% say 
they are using finding aids and archives for the first time



  

A2A and the users

Evaluation of the site has also included a number 
of focused sessions with users working with the 
A2A site and others, resulting in over 50 changes 
making A2A clearer and easier to use 



  

The future?
 A2A a great success, but much has changed in 7 years:

• While much retro-conversion left to do, archive services no 
longer need the same level of support

• Funding situation changed

•Lottery different priorities including 2012 London Olympics

•TNA reviewing its spending

• So no more content generation phases, but securing A2A 
database for the future



  

Contact
Email:

william.stockting@nationalarchives.gov.uk 

Tel:

020 8392 5361 

www: 

www.a2a.org.uk (A2A site)

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives/a2a/ (info site)



  

 


