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The sub-regional project to microfilm records of the Federation 
of Rhodesia and Nyasaland stems from an acceptance of the use-
fulness of the concept of joint archival heritage, from a recogni-
tion of the need to widen access to archival material and from 
a resolution adopted by the Seventh Biennial Conference of the 
East and Central African Regional Branch of the International 
Council on Archives (ECARBICA). The Conference which dealt with 
the issues of "migrated archives" and the liberalisation of 
access recognised that while indeed a great deal of regiona.ly 
relevant archival material was located overseas especially in 
countries of former colonial powers, and some retrieval pro-
grammes were already underway, there was also a great wealth 
of material pertaining to individual countries located within 
the regional boundaries. Three historical groupings were 
identified within ECARBICA comprising the former High Commission 
Territories of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland1 the members of 
former East African Community Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda1 and 
the South-Central African countries of the defunct Federation 
of Rhodesia and Nyasaland made up of Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 
Member states were, therefore, encouraged to draw up sub-regional 
copying programmes as a matter of priority. Endorsement for the 
resolution was received with the incorporation into the ICA 
Second Medium Term Plan, 1983-1987 of copying projects for 
records generated by the three economic and political blocs 
referred to above. 

Before narrating project progress since the ECARBICA 7 Conference, 
it is essential to digress a little and explain the inextricable 
intertwining and interlinking of the history and archival develop-
ment of the sub-region. 

The Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland created in 1953 was 
forged out of three South-Central African territories occupied 
by the British towards the end of the nineteenth century and 
named Nyasaland (now Malawi), Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) 
and Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) • Peopled largely by 
inhabitants of Bantu stock, the three territories shared a 
very similar historical and cultural background which had been 
enriched over the centuries by an interaction and cross-fertili-
sation resulting from trade contacts and migratory movements. 
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After colonisation the countries again shared a conunon 
administrative experience for, with varying degrees of auto-
nomy and control, all were governed from Whitehall. It thus 
came as no surprise when the movement for amalgamation gained 
momentum towards the late 1940s and resulted in the formation 
of a federated \init in 1953. The pros and cons of this unifi-
cation will not here be examined nor will there be discussion 
on the causes of the demise of this federation. What needs 
to be noted is that long before the formal unification of 1953, 
a number of services, archives among them, were already shared. 

Soon after the establishment of the Government Archives of Southern 
Rhodesia in 1935, requests were received for an extension of the 
service to Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. In 1946, the Chief 
Archivist of Southern Rhodesia was given power to exercise 
the same archival functions in the two northern territories 
as in Southern Rhodesia. The Government Archives was renamed 
the Central African Archives and legislation was concurrently 
passed in Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia designating it as the 
repository for the archives of those territories. Depots were 
established in Zomba (Malawi) and Livingstone (Zambia) to receive 
records no longer administratively required on a day to day 
basis. 

With federation, the Central African Archives became a department· 
of the Federal Government which took over financial re.sponsibility 
for the service. In 1958, the Central African Archives was 
renamed the National Archives of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. The 
Federal Government in the meantime had acquired, along with 
other assets, the records of those departments and ministries 
whose functions were transferred to it from the Territorial 
Governments. The centralised archives, in addition to administering 
government records and offering a records management service to 
local authorities and parastatal organisations, also administered 
the Printed Publications Acts in the respective countries and 
thus acted as the legal depository. Historical manuscripts, that 
unofficial body of privately created and accumulated papers were 
also accessioned as were exhibits, the three dimensional objects 
that bore relevance to the manuscripts. All in all, therefore, 
it can be seen that the Central African and Federal Archival 
services centralised a collosal amount of both the published 
and unpublished documentation of the sub-region. 



- 3 -

With the break-up of Federation in 1963 and the attainment 
.of Independence by Zambia and Malawi, the federal archival 
service collapsed and agreements were concluded relating to 
the disposal of the archival material that had accumulated. 

An Inter-Governmental Committee was set up to assess the 
relevance of the records, consider schedules for the disposal 
of ephemera and identify permanently valuable records. In 
general, archival material relating exclusively to one country 
was assigned to it and those records which had accumulated 
in federal offices located territorially remained therein. 
As the dismantling process took place and ministerial functions 
passed in the reverse direction, so too did many of the records 
revert to the territorial governments. Lists were prepared 
to indicate publications relating to Zambia and Malawi which 
were located at National Archives in Harare and to reflect 
areas missing in sets held in the two northern territories. 
All historical manuscripts and exhibits accessioned during 
the federal period were considered and assigned accordingly, 
subject to a verification of the donor's wishes. Government 
records relating to two or more countries and which were, 
therefore, indivisible were entrusted to the custody of the 
National Archives in Harare, which was also asked receive 
other records as they were progressively disengaged by 
departments. 

The Director of National Archives was to see to the preservation', 
storage and arrangement of the records and the three countries 
were to share the cost of upkeep at contributory proportions 
agreed upon. Ownership was jointly vested in the three govern-
ments and terms of access were thus uniform. While it was 
calculated at the time that there was a residual volume of 
indivisible records amounting to 20 000 c·ubic feet held in the 
archives, an.d that approximately another 80 000 cubic feet 
was still housed in the departments themselves, by 1975 when 
the Inter-Governmental Committee was able to declare that 
its task. was complete, it was said that the indivisible and 
permanently. valuable records of the Federation amounted to 
2490 cubic feet of .which 1500 cubic feet .comprised personal 
files that would need to be weeded. It is estimated that the 
final. volume will amount to just over 1000 cubic feet. 
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The Directors of the National Archives of Malawi, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe met in Harare in September 1982, inunediately after 
the ECARBICA 7 Conference. They reaffirmed the decision made 
earlier by the Inter-Governmental Conunittee that the records 
would remain in Harare in perpetuity. They also agreed that 
they should be microf ilrned as a matter of urgency in order 
to afford access to Zambia and Malawi. Access was fixed at 
30 years. The National Archives of Zimbabwe was given the task 
of coordinating the project. 

A feasibility study which was launched soon after identified 
three major alternatives. The work could be entrusted to the 
existing reprographic unit at the Zimbabwe National Archives, 
which would, without expanded capacity, take four years to 
complete the project and would sell the film at prevailing 
rates. Taking inflation into account, it would cost slightly 
over US $ 820 000 to produce one negative and two positive 
copies. Funding of this magnitude could clearly not be secured. 
A second alternative was to entrust the work to a conunercial 
bureau. While there was no such bureau in Harare at the time, 
there was a London based company intending to extend its ope-
rations to Zimbabwe. This company would at no cost to itself 
require accommodation in close proximity to the records. It 
would install its. own equipment, provide a project manager 
with extensive archival rnicrof ilming experience, train locally 
recruited technicians and, using six cameras to capture between 
90 000 to 150 000 documents a week, complete the project in eight 
months. The negatives would have to be sent to London for dupli-
cation and return, in. view of what was seen as the prohibitive 
cost of transporting and installing a duplicator. The cost would 
slightly exceed US $ 242 000. In view of the reduced benefits 
that this scheme would confer on the region and the understanding 
that the equipment would be uprooted and taken away at the end 
of the project, this option was turned down. 

The third alternative entailed the setting up and equipping of 
a separate microfilming unit within the Zimbabwe National Archives 
and inviting a reprographic expert to commission the project, 
train locally recruited technicians and participate in a regional 
reprographic course. While the latter was another ECARBICA project 
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within the ICA Second Medium Term Plan and had been scheduled 
for hosting by Zimbabwe in 19871 it was brought forward to 
coincide with the microfilming project as significant economies 
could then be effected. The technicians attending the course 
would also benefit from exposure to modern equipment that would 
have been installed for the project. 

Project documents were drawn up and submitted to various donors. 
While funding has not at the moment been secured there are 
hopeful signs and it seems certain that the project will commence 
on schedule. The uncertainty of funding points to the problems 
bound to be encountered in a project of this nature. 

Without a clear indication of whether funding would be secured 
or not, it nevertheless became necessary to take certain decisions 
as if the funds had already been found. The records of the 
federation were stored in the Records Centre where they carried 
temporary location numbers and were described in Record Trans-
mittal Lists pending maturation into the public archives domain 
and subsequent processing, listing and transfer to the public 
archives repository. Microfilming could not commence until 
adequate and permanent finding aids had been prepared. Without 
any funds or additional staff this posed a monumental problem, 
for the 1500 cubic feet of personal files still needed to be 
weeded. It was also apparent that, much as they would have 
wished, Zambia and Malawi were in no position to second staff 
for this task. Eventually, the National Archives of Zimbabwe 
found itself with no option but to shoulder the whole burden. 
The energies of a whole section were diverted to this task. 
A processing target of seventeen cubic feet a week from 
1 September, 1983 to 30 June, 1984 was set in order to ensure 
satisfactory progress and monthly meetings were organised to 
review progress and resolve problems. 

The area that retarded progress was the manner in which the Inter-
Governmental Committee had operated which had resulted in a 
multiplicity of finding aids as schedules were considered and 
as records were disposed of, reboxed or transferred to new 
shelving. The situation was exacerbated by _the fact that the 
member of. staff who had worked for a solid ten years on the 
records.had a penchant for. secrecy,. which was·not:helped by the 
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manner in which he had left the institution after some disagree-
ments: he had left in a huff without revealing the extent of 
his work or leaving his records in an easily usable condition. 
A preliminary step, therefore, before processing could commence 
was to identify all the finding aids in existence and ensure 
that the full extent of a department's papers was known. 

It was also realised that the weeding of all personal files 
would not be feasible given the existing staff and constraints 
of time. The files were, therefore, not to be processed together 
with other departmental papers but were merely to be identified 
in the finding aids, their existence separately recorded and 
they would then form a separate series to be weeded and filmed 
after all the other departmental papers had been dealt with. 
They would, however, be intergrated with other departmental 
papers in the new finding aids even though they would be shelved 
and filmed apart. 

Secondly, inadequate communications within the region proved 
a major obstacle. While it was obviously desirable that sub-regio-
nal consultation and consensus should be obtained at every change 
of direction it proved impracticable, because of postal delays, 
to implement this and decisions were of ten taken unilaterally 
by the project coordinators in advance of the sub-regional 
concurrence which was then later sought. I must here express 
my satisfaction that no problem has proved insurmountable nor 
has any resulted in rancour or ill-feeling. 

Thirdly, such were the constraints of resources and foreign 
exchange that the regional contribution to the project which 
had originally been envisaged did not materialise. It had, of 
course, been accepted that this local contribution was highly 
desirable and that each government should at its own expense 
supply the personnel who would thus benefit from the experience. 
As a result of financial difficulties, however, it was later 
agreed to accept the month-long training courses as adequate 
for the reprographic technicians of the participating countries. 

Lastly, it became. very clear that any approach for funding must 
be preceded by a thorough knowledge of the operations of the 
donors for it can be most disheartening to approach a donor 
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agency only to find out that the submission is too late, 
the budget having been allocated the previous week or so. 

In conclusion, I should like to record the satisfactory progress 
that has been made. The project is on the verge of receiving 
funding support. The processing target has been met and exceeded 
and the records should be ready for filming as scheduled. The 
benefits envisaged should materialise and leave the region that 
much more archivally enhanced. The project will have further 
strengthened the concept of joint archival heritage and defused 
a potentially explosive situation. The experience gained will 
not only benef ~t the participants but will considerably assist 
the two other subregional copying projects that are yet to be 
implemented. 


