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1. Introduction 

 

Information technology for archives…are they used? What for? To preserve archives? To gain 
access to documents? Are archives capable of adapting to technological advances? Is there any 
successful record in Latin America of the use of technology to manage documentary archives? 
 
This document, one of the elements of the project entitled “Towards a public policy on 
information management”, is intended to offer members of the public who are not specialists 
on this subject an overview of the different ways to implement technology in archiving 
processes. 
 
The document presents examples of experiences already tested in practice, and introduces 
cases of information management and access. From the explanation of what an archive is 
before it is published online, this study intends to provide readers with the necessary concepts 
to understand what an Information System is and how it is applied to documentary archiving. 
 
The document is organized as follows: first, a section devoted to the concept of the archive, its 
definition, its features, and why it is unique and irreplaceable. There is also a section that 
explains the archiving process: a short description of the steps undergone by the physical 
document from its identification until it is made publically available. In the second section, we 
will revise the international rules and standards generally adopted by the International 
Standardization Organization (ISO) and International Council on Archives (ICA) for managing, 
preserving and accessing archives. Then, we will introduce the concepts of archives and 
Information Systems, identifying in particular the features and the issues to be considered for 
their design. In this section, we will revise IT tools for archives: digitalization for access, basic 
concepts regarding digital images (metadata, format of Digital Archives, resolution). 
Afterwards, we will address three image management experiences, considering the features of 
documentary archives and available resources. Lastly, we will examine the basis for data 
systematization, that is, the IT tools which enable the creation of virtual files to facilitate and 
simplify the work of researchers and archivists. In this context, we will describe online 
archives, online data (transparency portals) and the use of other types of technology. Finally, 
we will conclude with a section of general remarks on the topics discussed. 
 
Case study 

This document introduces concepts that are essential for understanding information systems 
and provides examples of the obstacles met by the author through his experience at the 
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Guatemalan National Police Historical Archive. To understand the importance of this 
experience, we will briefly describe how Guatemala dealt with the challenge posed by the 
discovery of this great documentary archive and the hard work carried out by more than 150 
professionals who worked together on this project. 
 
After the finalization of Peace Treaties in Guatemala in 1996, which put an end to 36 years of 
domestic armed conflict, there were two major efforts aimed towards the recovery of the 
historical record: one by the Catholic Church (Report: “Guatemala, Never Again!,” an 
Interdiocesan Project for the Recovery of Historical Memory [Recuperación de la Memoria 
Histórica, REMHI]) and the other by the United Nations in collaboration with the State of 
Guatemala (Report: Guatemala, Memory of Silence by the Commission for the Historical 
Clarification [Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico, CEH]). In order to issue both reports, 
it was requested that the government deliver all existing files on the State’s security services 
(the National Police Force and the Army). However, the authorities repeatedly claimed that 
there were no archives. 
 
On July 2005, delegates from the Institution of the Commissioner for Human Rights 
(Procurador de los Derechos Humanos, PDH) found a large archive with historical and 
administrative documents from the already-dissolved National Police (Policía Nacional, PN). It 
was a fortuitous finding; as they were searching for documents regarding the storage of 
certain explosives that posed an imminent threat to the population, PDH researchers found a 
large quantity of documents that were part of the National Police Historical Archive. The 
documents were piled up in poor state of conservation in the former facilities of the National 
Police Hospital, in area 6 of the Guatemalan capital city.2 
 
This finding then led to the “discovery” of almost 8,000 meters of documents from an 
institution that was consistently accused of violating human rights during the internal armed 
conflict. There were rooms and corridors full of poorly catalogued and preserved documents, 
which contained the history of the police institution from its creation in 1882 through its 
dissolution in 1997. 
 
Although this archive is now held by the government institution statutorily empowered with its 
management, (the Central American General Archive (Archivo General de Centro América, 
AGCA)),3 at the beginning the archive was under the custody and responsibility of the Office of 
the Commissioner for Human Rights.4 Due to this fortuitous occurrence, the archive was given 
a legal mandate to investigate human rights violations, which placed the archive in a 
complicated but privileged position for later private and public investigations conducted within 
this documentary archive. Because of this investigatory mandate, and the belief that these 
documents from the Archive would be useful not only as a reservoir for recent memory but 
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also for the national judicial system and the direct and indirect victims of the Guatemalan 
internal armed conflict,5 archival organization was carried out simultaneously with a search for 
"documents relevant to the investigation."6 
 
Since the creation of the Archive, parallel and supplementary archiving and research work was 
conducted, and so all IT developments have taken into account this double purpose. Although 
at the beginning it was extremely difficult for traditional archivists and researchers to do 
research based on documents which were only poorly organized or completely disorganized, in 
the long run it was one of the AHPN's most significant strengths and also represented a great 
opportunity —and possibly the only one—to develop an investigation methodology, IT 
programs, and systems which could fulfill the expectations of so many archivists and 
researchers in an archive whose organization had just begun, 
 
Few experiences in the world of archives in countries like Guatemala have turned out to be 
such great opportunities as this, given that there were very few specialized professionals.7 A 
cross-disciplinary group was formed by individuals who were not professionals but had 
extensive expertise in areas such as research, human rights, information technologies, history, 
and administration, and were trained in archiving by specialists worldwide such as Trudy 
Peterson8 and the director of the National Security Archives (NSA) of the United States, Kate 
Doyle.9 This group ended up devising innovative (at least for Latin America) tools and 
methodologies for the archiving field. The peculiarity of the Guatemalan case lies on the 
results achieved, considering the initial situation, and the possibility of replicating the actions 
taken there in different contexts. 
 
 
2. Archives 

For those new to the subject, we will start by defining what an archive is. Generally, people 
who are familiar with the topic tend to mistake archives for libraries, although both are 
completely differentiated groups of documents. 
 
An archive document is, under ISO 15489,10…“information created or received, and maintained 
as evidence and information by an organization or person, in pursuance of the legal obligations 
or in transaction of their business…” thus, an Archive will be the organized Unit (folder, 
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volume, etc.) of these documents, gathered for the creator’s frequent use or within the 
organization process of the archive.11 
 
Archives contain unique and irreplaceable documents, which are evidence of an activity 
lawfully carried out by the creator. As opposed to a library, which has volumes of books or 
papers printed in series, where, if a document is destroyed, you can go out to the market to 
purchase a new one; in the archive, when a document is destroyed, it is lost forever. 
 
Consequently, each archive is an original, unique and irreplaceable documentary archive. 
However, this does not mean that there are no common features between these groups of 
documents. There have been attempts to standardize these common features in order to 
ensure archive organization and access by end users. Although the content of each archive is 
unique, management and access are quite similar between one another. 
 
With regard to technology, although the issue has been present for around fifty years (archive 
automation has been discussed in international forums since the International Congress on 
Archives held in 196512), in Latin America there has been a great delay in the application of 
technology for archives. Even recently, there was some skepticism about the advantages of 
digitalizing documents over microfilms, and the benefits of having databases to manage 
records in place of a written archival description in paper. 
 
Physical archives (of an administrative or historical nature), once organized, are often 
digitalized to offer a faster and easier access to their information using computers. To such 
end, programs are needed to control scanners, to store images with metadata (“elements or 
structures of the information organization which, designated to each object of electronic 
information, classify it, categorize it or describe it. Ultimately, they are data about data, 
structured information about distributed information”)13, to register the archival descriptions 
which explain the content of each series14 and documentary collection,15 and to offer integral 
access so that the end user is capable of researching the stored data. 
 
To understand the importance of establishing standards and IT programs to manage, describe 
and access the archives, it is worth mentioning the steps of the archiving process, using as an 
example the treatment applied within the Guatemalan National Police Historical Archive to 
any document which is found randomly on the floor of any room, until it is properly cleaned, 
ordered, digitalized and stored.16 
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2.1 The archiving process
17

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The different phases of the archiving process could be defined as follows:  

 
Identification: An archiving treatment phase that consists of the investigation and 
systematization of the administrative and archiving categories on which the structure 
of a collection is based.18 In practice: documents from different origins and almost 
without a specific order were found in big rooms. On some occasions they were piled 
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up, at times they were found tied up in groups, and sometimes they were found lying 
on the floor. After discovery, the origin of the documents is quickly identified and they 
are sent to a working team that will care for them.19 The organized documentation by 
each of the teams makes up a documentary collection. It is noteworthy that this phase 
occurs when they are administrative or historical documents. The starting point or the 
location where identification will take place may vary. Administrative archives very 
seldom lack order or criteria or, if they have any, it is extremely arbitrary. In any case, 
they follow the management pace which can result in chaotic situations. 
 
Classification: The archiving operation that consists of establishing the categories and 
groups that reflect the hierarchical structure of the collection.20 It starts with clearing 
and removing prejudicial material that most documents have (metal clips, staples, 
plastic bands, etc.). Simultaneously, the content is analyzed to confirm that they 
belong to this documentary collection, to understand the functions and original order. 
At this point, they are distributed according to the inner structure of the PN that 
created them, the purpose of the document and the type of document.21 
 
In this phase, documents end up physically grouped with similar documents with the 
purpose of creating documentary series. 
For example,  

- Guatemala National Police 
o Second Body of the PN 

� Secretary of the Body 

• Telegrams sent and received 

• Accounting records 

• Orders sent 
 

Order: An archiving operation carried out within the organization process, which 
consists of establishing natural chronological and/or alphabetical sequences, within 
the categories and the groups defined in the classification.22 Once the documents are 
grouped with similar documents (Orders received, Telegrams sent, Accounting records, 
etc.), they are ordered according to the features of each series, that is: alphabetically, 
chronologically, numerically, geographically, etc. 
 
Installation: Documentary series are kept in installation units (suitable cardboard 
boxes) and are stored on shelves. An installation unit is a group of physical devices set 
up for the proper conservation of the documents.23 Each installation unit is labeled 
with a unique box number and metadata from the files inside. 
 
This metadata includes the following information: 
Box 
Collection 
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Sub-collection of 1st level 
Sub-collection of 2nd level 

Series 
End dates of the documents (the date of the oldest document and of the most recent 
one) or the alphabetical order, as the case may be.  
 
Each file inside the box has a cover page with a correlative number and the metadata 
identifying it (identical to the cover page of the box but with the end dates of each 
file). 
 
 
Different codes were created for the different levels of order so as to register the 
metadata, as follows: 
Historical Archive of the PN = GTPN (for the Spanish acronym) 
Collection: number, from 01 through 56 

Sub-collection of the first level: number, from 01 through n 
Sub-collection of the second level: number, from 01 through n 

Series: alphanumeric, always preceded by an S and 3 digits 
from 01 through 999 

For example, 
A box containing the confidential mail sent or received between August 1974 and 
October 1980 by the Commander's Office, Joint Operations Center (Centro de 
Operaciones Conjuntas, COC) shall be identified as follows: 
 
Box: 510056 (the correlative number of its documentary collection) 
Collection: 51 (Files from the Joint Operations Center) 

Sub-collection of 1st level:  01 (Commander's Office) 
Series: S002 (Confidential mail sent and received) 

End dates: 1974-08-XX--1980-10-XX (beginning date YYYY-MM-DD)--(ending date YYYY-
MM-DD) 
 
Using this identification method,24the box shall be identified as follows: 
GTPN 51 01 S002, Box 510056, 
 
This archive identification is the basis for all IT systems created within AHPN, as the 
documents contained therein shall be referred to using this identification method. In 
broad terms, in any archive, which uses this system or a similar one is used to identify 
the documents, to determine the level of hierarchy and to order them at the final 
aggregation (series) level. It is worth noting that these documents are always grouped 
at a Series level; all other levels are useful to show the "feature" of a document but 
they are not actually grouping the documents. That is, the levels of collection, sub-
collection, etc. help to explain who the "father" of the documents is but the actual 
location shall be at the inferior level, showing the "sibling" of the series. 
 
Description: An archiving treatment phase intended to employ consulting instruments 
to facilitate familiarity and consultation with the documentary and archive 
collections.25 When an archivist has enough knowledge of the documents and their 
owners, the intellectual works begins. The archivist creates instruments to describe the 
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archives. These tools will enable other archivists and researchers to approach the 
documents at a later time, since as opposed to libraries that store documents that are 
be catalogued individually, with archives, documents are grouped in a serial manner. 
The description tools created by archivists will enable others to learn the content of 
each group of documents.26 
 
Reprographics: A group of procedures involving copies and micro-copies made through 
any technology and in different supporting means. This is the end of the archiving 
process. When all the documents are organized and have the proper identification, 
they are sent to the digitalization team, which, by means of scanners, turns the paper 
document into digital images. 

 
3. Standards 

In Latin America, there has been more interest in archives of late, while they had always been 
underestimated and treated as “all those old and useless papers.” It was not until the 
declaration and consolidation of some democracies in America that people became interested 
in learning what their governments are doing or have done in the past. In countries with a 
more democratic culture, archives have long been considered a more authentic and faithful 
way to disclose the performance of their officers and institutions; thus, organizations such as 
the International Standard Organization (ISO), the European Committee for Standardization 
(CEN), the Spanish Association for Standards and Certifications, the International Council on 
Archives (ICA) and others have been developing rules and standards concerning documentary 
archives for the public and private sectors. 
 
Such rules are not applicable to the whole archiving process; in fact, separate standards were 
developed for different parts of the process. Below is a short description of these standards: 
 

UNE-ISO 30300:2011 Management systems for records 
These rules are the legal framework and a guide to:  

a) establishing the systematic management of record management policies, procedures 
and responsibilities, regardless of the purpose, the content or the supporting means of 
these records; 

b) determining the responsibilities and powers with regard to record management 
policies, procedures and responsibilities; 

c) designing and enforcing management systems for records.27 
 
ISO 15489 Information and documentation – Record management 

These rules provide a guide on how to manage or administer records and to understand the 
relationship between electronic systems designed to preserve archives through different 
support mechanisms. It also explains in detail the allocation of the responsibilities an entity 
must define for record management; and it further underlines the importance of supervision 
and auditing, for which there are certain aspects to be considered, such as: 

• Accounting for the observance of the standards to be complied with by the 
organization; 

• Considering that records are full proof; 
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• Optimizing the performance of the organization.28 
 
ISO 23081 Metadata for record management. Concepts and implementation. 
The purpose is: 

• To enable the normalized description of the documents and of the essential contextual 
entities; 

• To provide a common understanding of the fixed levels of grouping that facilitate the 
interoperability between corporate systems, with regard to documents and 
information related to them; 

• To enable the normalization and reutilization of metadata necessary to manage 
the documents over time, space, and applications.29 

 

ISO 15801:2004 –Electronic Imaging- Information stored electronically 

This standard describes the implementation and operation of information management 
systems that are stored electronically, and where problems of trustworthiness, reliability, 
authenticity and integrity are critical. The complete lifecycle of an electronic document spans 
from its initial identification through its eventual destruction. This standard is used with any 
information management system, including the digitalization of traditional documents. It does 
not include processes used to assess the authenticity of information in documents before it is 
stored or imported into the system. However, it could be used to prove that the system output 
is the true copy of the original document.30 
 

 

ISAD(G) -General International Standard Archival Description- : 
This standard was published by the International Council on Archives. It provides archivists 
with guidelines to describe, in a structured and systematic way, the archive content (especially 
with historical archives). The purpose of this archival description is to identify and explain the 
context and content of archive documents in order to make them accessible. It can be 
achieved by drafting certain and proper representations that are organized in accordance with 
some pre-established models. 
 
These rules are structured in 7 specific areas: 

1. The Identification area (which contains the essential information to identify the unit of 
description) 

2. The Context area (which contains the information related to the origin and custody of 
the unit of description) 

3. The Content and Structure area (which contains the information related to the object 
and the organization of the unit of description) 

4. The Access and Utilization area (which contains the information related to the 
accessibility of the unit of description) 

5. The Associated Documentation area (which contains information related to those 
documents that are significantly related to the unit of description) 

6. The Notes area (which contains special information and any other data that could not 
be included in any of the other areas) 

7. The Control area of the description (which contains information related to how, when 
and who created the archival description) 
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4. Archives and Information Systems 

An Information system is a group of elements intended for the treatment and management of 
data and information, which is organized and ready for use and generated to satisfy a 
particular informational need. As such, an information system involves people, data and 
activity. 
 
An archive should run the activities, economic resources, personnel, software, hardware and 
other resources necessary to satisfy the requirements of potential users seeking to access 
information. 
 
Accordingly, an information system is not simply an IT matter; it is the combination of 
resources that are utilized to provide information with the following characteristics: 

• Fast: Information delivery must be fast, quick and expedited – free of any disturbance. 

• Efficient: Resources shall be used in the best possible manner. 
• Easy to use: Users must be able to easily use the information delivered; if information 

is delivered in a way the user cannot utilize effectively, it is as though no product was 
delivered. 

• Suitable for the situation: Usually, due to the people’s belief that state-of-the-art is the 
best, they purchase and use applications and/or formats that are not of general 
domain and, thus, difficult to be used by the majority of the people. A good selection 
of programs and equipment will ensure the continuity of the work. This is called 
“appropriate technology”, that is, the suitable technology based on the economic 
capacity, IT knowledge, users and the surrounding. 

• Secure: The system must ensure that digital information delivered is a true and exact 
copy of the original document. 

• Insured: The information must have adequate and required back-ups and copies to 
ensure its preservation. 

 
When planning to build an information system, we should be able to answer and have clear 
responses for the following basic questions: 

• What is the information for? An infrastructure will be set up to create the system but, 
what for or for whom will the information be used and useful? 

• How is this information needed? Will it be broadcast through electronic means such as 
the Internet? Will there be individual deliveries? Will it be delivered in printed form? 
Can it be delivered in digital format? Will it be used for legitimate purposes? 

• According to the resources and capabilities you have, within which term will the data 
be made available to users? 

• How many IT resources will be needed to preserve the information? 
• Are there financial resources needed to keep the computer up to date? 

 
After answering these questions and having discussed them with the relevant professionals, 
you will have a clear image of what the objectives of the system are and which resources its 
implementation will require. 
 
When a computer is installed, implementation of technology usually becomes an end in itself. 
When it happens, the system is distorted, as the IT product will be valued more than, for 
example, the archival work itself. This is why, all the efforts must be led to satisfy the intended 
general purposes (access to information, informed citizens, public information, etc.) 
 



As a result, the establishment of multi-disciplinary teams is highly valuable. Archivists, IT 
technicians, managers, historians and others (depending on the archive's specialty) working 
together will ensure the best results. 
 
At the same time, an archive of any kind includes three elements: 

1. Documents in any supporting means; 
2. Information about people or facts affecting them; 
3. People, some request access and others manage it and give access to the documents 

and their information. 
 
The main challenge is to build information systems that can manage documents organized in 
the archive so as to provide a fast and efficient access, adequate for the means, easy to use 
and to ensure the authenticity and stability of the information. 
 
 
4.1 Information technology tools for archives 

As it has been previously said, the tendency to digitalize (scan) archives for their access is an 
excellent option for their conservation and preservation, and efficient access to them. 
 
However, digitalizing an archive (a documentary series or a collection of documents) is not a 
minor task; it can result in a huge deposit of senseless images with no order if digitalization 
does not strictly comply with archival and IT rules. Digitalizing an archive failing to comply with 
such criteria would essentially be the same as taking thousands of photographs, printing them, 
and storing them all together in a big plastic bag where it would be almost impossible to find 
any particular one upon request. 
 
Archival work must take the documentary collections in question on a series level, that is, to 
gather documents with similar characteristics, from the same origin. This ‘serial sense’ is what 
will help to identify whether there is a missing or additional document included. 
 
When dealing with paper archives, document management and organization of the different 
levels of grouping and the metadata describing them (as mentioned in “The archiving 
process”) begin within an archivist’s intellectual process. This metadata is essential for the 
eventual localization of the information, either physically or digitally (and requires that the 
basic information is captured during the scanning process). 
 
In terms of digital archives, metadata is created at the same moment the documents are 
produced. For example, when taking a digital picture, some data will be stored along with the 
picture, such as the time and date of the picture, the image resolution, the format of the file, 
etc. However, only an archivist will make use of this information when he classifies and orders 
the pictures.  
 
Scanning documents entails the characteristics of both processes mentioned above: the 
images produced must contain the metadata describing the physical documents, and hey must 
include their own metadata, generated when the digital images are created. 
 
How the digitalization work is done depends, for the most part, on the resources used. 
However, there are certain characteristics that will have to be taken into consideration such 
that the process does not require a greater or smaller investment of resources to be 
completed in a technically appropriate manner. Three of the basic concepts for digitalization 
are “metadata”, the "format of the file,” and the “resolution of the image.” 
 



 
4.1.1 Metadata 
Although the importance of metadata in archives has already been mentioned, their role in 
any digitalization process should be highlighted. Nowadays, with most documents produced in 
a digital format, it is very easy to think that users may utilize a browser installed on a computer 
to search for them in a fast, easy and transparent manner on the Internet, given that these 
tools can provide a list of locations where the word or concept in question can be found. The 
computer does so by searching through digital archives with legible text. 

 
The process followed for scanning is different. The scanner produces image files in which the 
computer cannot “read” the text unless it is processed with specialized programs that create, 
after long and resource-demanding processes, partially legible results.31 Computers need 
information about how to access this type of files, which leads to the main role of metadata. 

 
In fact, this process is very similar to the physical process of searching for a document: At the 
National Police Historical Archive, an archivist is asked for information about a person called 
Fidel Castro. If you read the archival descriptions of the collections, you will learn that the 
information on the names of individuals was gathered by the Criminal Investigation 
Department and that information is organized alphabetically in a type of document known as 
personal identification cards. Control instruments will show you on which shelf and box the 
physical documents are stored and you will probably find a catalogue showing in which file the 
last name "Castro" can be found. 
 
With all this information, you will get to the room housing the documents. You will locate the 
box, look for the relevant file in alphabetical order, and then read the cards one by one with 
the intention of finding one about Fidel Castro. 
 
That is, the archivist is not able to read the content of all the documents to catalogue them 
word for word, but instead uses the information from each level of organization to get to the 
target location. At that point, the archivist will encounter varying quantities of documents to 
be read – depending on what he is looking for. The process using a computer is the same, as 
the the computer itself is not able to read about the desired information, and you have to give 
it “clues” about where it should search. 
 
It can be said that metadata is comprised of elements that briefly describe other data, which 
adds value to the overall production as they provide meaning, context and organizational 
information for the material. In general, metadata can be classified into three groups: 
descriptive, administrative and relational (structural). 
 
Descriptive metadata are those that register information to identify a document. The more 
data of this kind there are, the simpler it will be to go back to the document or to find it 
quickly. 
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 These processes are called Optical Character Recognition (OCR). They are applications for computers 
that process document in a digital format "reading" them to search for characters that can be 
understood by the program, by comparing them with patters stored in the software. This technology 
looks for and identifies details such as borders, lines, dots and curves that all together become a 
character. These applications still have great limitations, since although the original text has a clear 
typographic lettering and no alterations, such as seals, scratches, wrinkles, etc., the identification 
percentage reached is still quite low. 



In the scanning processes, these data refer to the original document not to the digital 
document that is being created. The following are examples of this type of metadata: the 
documentary collection and its sublevels, the documentary series, the type of document, the 
author, the place where the document is being kept (unit of installation), the date of the 
document, its alphabetical order, etc. 
 
Metadata is almost always codified in such a way that it is not necessary, for example, to write 
the full name of a documentary collection; you can instead use a number to identify it. The 
following table illustrates this concept, as it details the identification methodology of the active 
documentary collections of the National Police Historical Archive. 
 
Active Collections Guatemala National Police Historical Archive - GT PN
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COLLECTION Description 

02 EL PROGRESO POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
03 SACATEPEQUEZ POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

04 CHIMALTENANGO POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
05 ESCUINTLA POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

06 SANTA ROSA POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
07 SOLOLA POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

08 TOTONICAPAN POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
09 QUETZALTENANGO POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

10 SUCHITEPEQUEZ POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
11 RETALHULEU POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

13 HUEHUETENANGO POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
14 EL QUICHE POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

15 BAJA VERAPAZ POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
16 ALTA VERAPAZ POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

17 EL PETEN POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
18 IZABAL POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 

20 CHIQUIMULA POLICE DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
23 FIRST BODY ARCHIVES 

24 SECOND BODY ARCHIVES 
25 THIRD BODY ARCHIVES 

26 FOURTH BODY ARCHIVES 
27 FIFTH BODY ARCHIVES 

28 SIXTH BODY ARCHIVES 
29 SEVENTH BODY ARCHIVES 

30 GENERAL DIRECTORATE ARCHIVES 
31 GENERAL SUB-DIRECTORATE ARCHIVES 

32 INSPECTOR GENERAL ARCHIVES 
34 LEGAL COUNSELING ARCHIVES 

35 GENERAL ARCHIVE 
36 HEAD OF SERVICES ARCHIVES 

37 PREVENTION GUARD ARCHIVES 
38 RADIO PATROL BODY 
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39 MOTORIZED BODY ARCHIVES 

40 TRAFFIC DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
41 TRAFFIC BODY ARCHIVES 

42 PERSONNEL DEPARTMENT 
43 EDUCATIONAL STRUCTURE ARCHIVES 

44 IT DEPARTMENT ARCHIVES 
46 FINANCE AND ACCOUNTING DIRECTION ARCHIVES 

47 PUBLIC RELATIONS ARCHIVES 
48 ARCHIVES OF THE PROFESSIONAL LIABILITY OFFICE (OFICINA DE 

RESPONSABILIDAD PROFESIONAL, ORP) 
49 IDENTIFICATION CABINET ARCHIVES 
50 CRIMINAL INVESTIGATION DEPARTMENT (DEPARTAMENTO DE 

INVESTIGACIONES CRIMINOLOGICAS, DIC) ARCHIVES 
51 JOINT OPERATIONS CENTER (CENTRO DE OPERACIONES 

CONJUNTAS, COC) ARCHIVES 
52 CIVIL PROTECTION SYSTEM (SIPROCI for the Spanish acronym) 

ARCHIVES  
56 CIVIL GUARD 

 
Therefore, when you mention, for example: GT PN 32 
You will be referring to: 
Guatemala National Police Historical Archive, General Inspector Collection 
 
If you have the following image, without descriptive metadata, it will be very difficult to know 
which document it is or where it is from, though by the intrinsic features of the document, you 
could deduce some things (as that it was created by the Judicial Department of an institution 
and that it is mentioning a person called Fidel Castro Russ:)33 
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 Archivo Digital del Archivo Histórico de la Policía Nacional de Guatemala,  GT PN 50 S001 359941  



On the contrary, if additional data is registered along with the image, as shown in the following 
chart, you will not only have a clear idea of the ownership of the original document, but also 
information about its physical location. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Administrative metadata are those that register information to describe and identify a digital 
document that is being created. They facilitate the management of digital collections because 
they have information about the image, data such as the resolution and the format of the 
image, information on the machine in which it was digitalized, the size of the file, the date and 
time of the digitalization, etc. 
 
Even a person with little experience in using computers has used these metadata, as they are 
those that appear in any browser when you list the files of a folder or directory.34 This type of 
information is also a useful resource for personnel management, as it is an objective way to 
assess results and improvement . 
 
Relational metadata are also called structural metadata. They include more detailed data 
about the document, such as its relationship with other documents or files, key words that 
summarize the content of the document, the quantity of pages, etc. This type of data is 
frequently used in web pages and Internet sites, and is the first type that a browser such as 
Google or Bing may use to find specific information. 
 
 
4.1.2  Format of Digital Files 

 
The format of a digital file defines such that the data are codified so that a computer can 
interpret them and use or store them. There are formats for the different types of information 
and the different programs. As computers recognize Bytes, it is necessary to tell them how 
they are organized, in which program they were created, and in which application we want to 
open them, so that the computer knows what to do with each element. 

 
There are varied formats for text files, sound files, image files, etc. Some of these formats are 
“generic” and some others are “proprietary”. A proprietary format will be usually owned by a 
software producer who creates his or her own format or uses the features of the generic 
format and adds some features of his own so that it can only be used and generated with 

                                                
34 To have a broader idea of the quantity of metadata that may be added to a digital file, the reader is 
invited to go to a computer with a Windows operating system, open the folder “My Images”, select an 
image file, and right click selecting “properties”. In the “details” tab, you will see a list of some of the 
most used fields. 
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these programs. Although the features of the file’s format are intrinsic to the file itself, each 
file can almost always be recognized by its specific "extension."35 

 
Good examples are text documents without format and those produced with Microsoft Word. 
The former can be created by almost with any program with the DOS command line or a 
notepad and are recognized by the extension ".TXT". The latter are created in Microsoft Office 
programs and their extension is “.DOC” (new Word versions use extensions such as .DOCX). 
Retail house programs have the capacity to open generic files but not the other way round. 

 
Each file format has its own features that make it unique and different from the counterparts. 
That is why in formats of image files, there are a lot of formats, each one with its own features 
that make it more or less appropriate according to the function the files will be given. 

 
Below, there is a short summary of the formats that are frequently used and an explanation 
for their general use: 

 
 
 

Format 

name 

 

Extensions Characteristics Applications 

JPEG  
Joint 

Photographic 

Expert Group 

.jpg .jpeg. -Smaller files than other formats. 
-Good quality of color. 
-The size is originated from the compression 
exercised by this format when saving the 
files, what makes them convenient to share 
online or in storage slides but very 
inconvenient to work with if you think of 
editing images or printing high-quality 
images. 

Used for images on 
Web pages or 
Internet sites. 
Most digital photo 
cameras or mobile 
telephones store 
their files in this 
format. 

GIF 

Graphics 

Interchange 

Format 

.gif -Reduced-sized files but with high quality. 
-It allows transparencies, that is, you can 
leave areas “without color” in the images 
where the background color or image will be 
shown. It is widely used in graphic design. 
-It allows recording several images in a 
sequence in one file; it is produced by the 
impression of movement (it is the same 
technique used for animated drawings.) 

Widely used on 
Internet sites as 
identification ups 
and down and to 
design logotypes and 
banners. 

PNG 

Portable 

Network 

Graphics 

 

.png -It is a creation format newer than .gif 
invented to cure some of its intrinsic 
problems. 
-It also allows transparencies. 
-It does not compress data, what makes it a 
good format for further editions. 
-It allows recording images with more color 
than the formats mentioned before. 

Widely used for 
graphic design, in 
image-editing 
applications such as 
Photoshop. 
On the Internet it is 
used for images with 
transparencies. 

                                                
35 Files were originally made up of a “name” and an “extension”. The names of the files could have up to 
8 characters, then a dot, and the 3-character extension; for example, Califica.txt, where Califica is the 
file name and .txt is the extension identifying it as a text document. New operating systems accept 
longer names of files and extensions. 



TIFF 

Tagged 

Image File 

Format 

.tiff .tif -Color files created with this format are quite 
heavy (many KB), however black-and-white 
files are very light. 
-This format allows generating high-
resolution images; thus, it is a format ideal 
for subsequent editions. 
-It allows for creating files with more than 
one page (without creating sequences as 
.gif) called multipage tiff. 
-Due to the quality of the format, it is the 
most recommended format to scan text 
documents as it allows running them 
through subsequent processes such as 
optical character recognition. 
-It is the standard format used for scanning 
documents. 

It is the format most 
frequently 
recommended for 
digitalization. 
Most programs used 
to manage scanners 
create this image 
format by default. 

PDF 

Portable 

Document 

Format 

.pdf -This file format has special features since it 
is not an exclusive image file format; it is an 
open standard for the exchange of electronic 
documents  
-PDFs may be created from forms, graphics, 
web pages, text files or scanners, and they 
will keep their original aspect as if a 
photograph was taken. 
-Although it was originally developed by the 
company Adobe Systems, the International 
Organization for Standardization launched a 
PDF/A version as an open standard in 2008 
publishing it as ISO 32000-1.36 
-It is a format difficult to be altered and that 
keeps the aspect of the original document 
no matter in which platform, application or 
operating system it is opened, which is very 
convenient to share documents. 
-It is very frequently used for processes of 
optical character recognitions after 
digitalization. 
-As opposed to other file formats, PDF may 
include hyperlinks, form fields, video, audio 
and bottoms to be clicked. 

This format has 
become more and 
more popular due to 
all these features. 
Well-known 
international 
organizations, such 
as the Swiss Federal 
Archives, that used 
TIFF as the standard 
for storing images, 
have now migrated 
to PDF/A. 

 

 

4.1.2 Resolution 

 
Scanning is the conversion of an analog document into a digital one using IT programs and 
computers. This is achieved when the camera sensor (in this case, a scanner) captures an 
image and turns it into dot sequences. 
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 http://www.adobe.com/es/products/acrobat/adobepdf.html 



For practical purposes, digital images are the sum of the dots that make it up. The more dots 
an image has, the more resolution and quality; that is, it will be easier to distinguish the finest 
details. 

 
Image resolution is measured in Megapixels (Mpx) when seen on a screen o in Dots Per Inch37 
(dpi) when used to print it. The higher the quality of dots per inch, the higher the image quality 
and the more storage space it will use. 

 
This is an important issue to consider when digitalizing huge documentary collections, because 
the storage capacity is always limited and each gigabyte is usually quite expensive38 
(approximately USD 0,70 per each GB today in the United States, where technology is usually 
much cheaper than in Latin America). 

 
It is here that important decisions must be made. For example, a scanned color page will be 
more faithful to the original document and will look better when printed but its "weight" will 
be the double of gigabytes than the same document in black and white. This type of decision 
will also depend on the subsequent use the images will be given and type of file, For instance, 
if they are pieces of art and will be used for reproductions or print-outs, they must be scanned 
in color; but if they are black-and-white documents, where the most important part is the 
information it contains, it is advisable to scan in black and white or in grayscale. 

 
Regarding image resolution, no resources should be reduced, as it is vital for the possibility of 
applying subsequent processes during image edition, publications or optical character 
recognition processes. It is standard that images should be scanned at least with 300 dpi. 

 
There are other additional factors to be taken into account when digitalizing – such as the size 
of the documents to be digitalized, the scanners to be purchased, the time you have, etc. 
Nevertheless, as this is not the main purpose of this document, it will not be studied in detail. 
 
Getting a clear image with as many metadata as possible is as valuable for digitalization as a 
good file name created by the scanning program. No matter which program will be used, 
whether the free program included with the scanner, an Internet-distributed free program, or 
a license-purchased program, all of them create a unique number for each document. 
 
Going back to the issue of organizing files, we remind you that the documents end up gathered 
as a series and with some order inside (alphabetical, chronological, geographical order, etc.); 
however, there is no way to identify each physical document (unless the documents have a 
number printed that make them unique). 
 
It is precisely this unique number with which a document “catalogue” can be created, which 
together with other computer applications or databases will create IT tools for archives that 
will not only be used for controlling documents in natural documentary series but also for 
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 DPI (Dots Per Inch) or PPP (Puntos Por Pulgada). 
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 A gigabyte is a unit of measurement of computer data storage whose symbol is GB. Since 1996, the 
capacity of most hard disks is measured in gigabytes. Storage capacity may be calculated as follows: 
1 bit = 1 letter (in Ascii) 
1 byte = 1024 bit 
1 Megabyte = 1024 byte 
1 Gigabyte = 1024 Megabyte 
1 Terabyte = 1024 Gigabyte 



grouping them with research criteria or any other subjective criterion established by the 
interested party. 
 
The experience of managing digitalized documents is variable in terms of the type of tool that 
may be created, from very basic tools that may be managed from a file explorer or others that 
use web pages interfaces as indexes for their search through professional applications of 
databases. 
 
To illustrate this concept, the following sections will detail experiences in document 
management and information creation as per the work carried out by the AHPN working 
teams. 
 
 
4.2 Management of images through files and hyperlinks

39
: The experience of the Social 

Welfare Secretary for the Presidency of the Republic of Guatemala 

On several occasions the AHPN carried out supporting works in the digitalization of documents 
of other institutions. These experiences turned out to be a challenge as it was necessary to 
create systems that were completely functional for these institutions that usually did not have 
a modern computer or qualified personnel for such purpose. 
 
One of these experiences was in 2007 when support was provided to the Social Welfare 
Secretary (Secretaría de Bienestar Social, SBS) for the Presidency of the Republic of 
Guatemala40 for the shelter, protection and systematization of the documents that were in the 
files through digital means. The digitalized documents were from the archive of children files 
that went to foster homes from this institution. To control these files, the archivists in charge 
created an index using a machine that entered each child’s file per foster home. 
 
It was decided to take advantage of this valuable control instrument to create a digital index 
linking adopting homes to children and their files. The following process was followed for such 
purpose: 

- The lists were typed41 in files of a word processor. 
- A folder was created for each home. 
- All documents were digitalized in .tiff multipage files, creating a specific nomenclature 

to avoid double naming of files and even to know who the document belonged to 
despite the file being moved from his folder. 

- A hyperlink was created between the name of the Word file and the folder with his 
documents. 

 
Thus, any person with a limited personal computer (but with copies of all the files in the local 
hard disk so that the hyperlink could work) who knows how to use Word can use the 
information by browsing with a word processor, finding the name, and clicking on the 
hyperlink, after which the file with the document images will automatically be opened. 
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 A hyperlink is a reference linking two electronic means. Its use is very popular on the Internet but it 
may be used in almost every electronic means. A hyperlink allows moving quickly between two places 
(that may be to another place in the same document, to another file, to a folder, to a place on the 
Internet or to an application) by just clicking on a word, paragraph or paragraph image referring to it. 
The most common format to distinguish a hyperlink is blue and underlined. 
40 Adoptions in Guatemala from 1977 through 1989 were made through the Social Welfare Secretary 
(Secretaría de Bienestar Social, SBS) through the Adoptions Program. 
41

 Pursuant to the Royal Spanish Academy: To enter data to the computer using a keyboard. It is not the 
same as to digitalize, which is the digital expression of data. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This type of system is very functional and easy to create and use, but it depends on the 
existence of an initial inventory such as the one presented here, since it directs each document 
without requiring additional information (metadata). 
 
 
4.3  Image management by metadata: Pardo Filing Cabinet experience 

After the transition process where the ownership of the National Police Historical Archive was 
transferred to the Ministry of Culture and Sports under the direction of the Central American 
General Archive (Archivo General de Centro América, AGCA) in July 2009, the main purpose 
was to strengthen the relationship between institutions and to provide substantive 
contributions for the preservation of the Guatemalan historical legacy. As a result, it was 
decided that the AHPN working teams would digitalize the Pardo Filing Cabinet42 for its 
conservation and protection. 
 
As resources were limited, the work was finite and temporary and the documents lacked 
organization in terms of their origin and original order, and were instead organized by their 
topic (with topics defined by Professor Pardo). As a result, no formal database for managing 
the images was designed. Instead, a system for managing the files' metadata was created. The 
Filing Cabinet is kept in 22 pieces of furniture with 1192 drawers with 2693 topics, 32438 sub-
topics and 562603 cards. 
 
 
All the work was carried out by creating Windows folders with the following code system: 
 
 
 

 
Number of piece of furniture  
  Number of drawer 
   Topic 
       Sub-topic 
 
 
2#1#ABOGADOS#Actuaciones judiciales  
 
 
 

                                                
42 According to the Central American General Archive web site (in the section Catálogo de la 
Documentación Colonial (Colonies Documentation Catalogue) 
http://ficheropardo.agcadocs.org/acercaFichero.aspx): "it was under the direction of Professor José 
Joaquín Pardo, who carried out organizational work of the documents that belonged to the colonial 
times and to the federal period from 1935 when he was appointed as the director of the then 
Guatemalan Government General Archive. The access instrument that facilitated thousands of queries 
by researchers was called Pardo Filing Cabinet in recognition of this work; researchers could access 
documents produced by the former General Military Government of the Kingdom of Guatemala; thus, 
including the documentation created in the countries that are part of the Central American region. Said 
documents resulted from a concentration process ordered by the 1937 Government Agreement 
whereby it was ordered that “all colonial archives existing at the public and municipal offices of the 
country had to be part of the Government General Archive”, today the Central American General 
Archive.” 



Symbols to separate the numbers of the pieces of furniture, drawers, topics 
and sub-topics. 

 
 
As such, a metadata record system was created in Windows folders so that an organized 
search was feasible from Windows or any other organizational information system. 
 
There are several factors to consider with this type of system, such as the fact that folders are 
created only at the sub-topic level because these are the ones with specific cards. Higher levels 
only serve as a reference for the topographic or topic location. 
 
Not all the documentary collections may be organized in this way. In this case, the only 
metadata available was a piece of furniture, drawer, topic and sub-topic. However, most 
documentary collections have more data available and so it is not be possible to carry out 
similar processes 
 
The advantage of this type of records is that any person with minimum knowledge of Windows 
can be successful. It is not necessary to be a systems expert to be able to design and program a 
database. Data collection is fast but it must be very accurate, otherwise data will be 
permanently lost. 
 
Another advantage is how easily data can be used in more sophisticated systems, since they 
can be divided into four levels of information to be used in the databases or web applications. 
In fact, this system of folders/files/metadata was recently used to publish this filing 
cabinet43online for public access. 
 
4.4 Image management with databases: The National Police Historical Archive case 

Almost everyone has drawn a table or chart during the course of his or her life. These 
representations are used to present and disperse information in a concise way. If well used, 
they are an excellent tool to communicate information. If the tables are drawn up in an 
electronic sheet, they also allow "filters” to analyze data, for example, if there is a list of 
information with dates of 10 consecutive years, this information may be “filtered” and you can 
select the data for a specific year only. 
 
The limits of analysis and crossing the information of a table are established by the table itself. 
That is, if there is a table listing people who own a car, their addresses, tax identification 
numbers, telephone numbers and makes of their cars, you could search by any of the fields, 
but issues will arise when the vehicle or owner fields are searched because one person may 
have more than one vehicle. In case an individual owns more than one, all of his or her data 
will have to be entered again and the vehicle will need to be changed. Thus, if one person 
owns 10 vehicles, his name will appear 10 times in the table. When counting how many car 
owners there are, it would be easy to make mistakes and count the same owner nine times. 
 
Due to this issue, databases were born. What are databases? They are tables related to one 
another that facilitating many possibile analyses. They are the favorite tool used to turn data 
into concrete information. 
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 It can be consulted at http://ficheropardo.agcadocs.org/index.aspx 
 



Following the same example, with an electronic sheet, you can create a table with the data of 
"owners” and then another with the data of “vehicles” with the sole restriction that the data 
from both tables cannot be related, meaning that owners cannot be "linked” to their cars. 
With a database, you can create the same tables but you can also create a relationship of “one 
to many”, with one owner and many cars. 
 
The principle of relational databases is to create relationships among the tables that, in turn, 
may contain information of any kind: numbers, texts, alphanumerics, dates and even images. 
These kinds of databases are the ones used for file management where by using metadata, the 
physical organization of documents can be reproduced and the document image may be 
added to the “record.”44 
 
As was mentioned before, an organized archive will have metadata for each organized series, 
at least for the following fields: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                
44 Each variable entered in a structure (document, person, place, etc.) is called a field. The joining 
together of several fields of the same structure is called a record. In a table of “owners”, the fields will 
be “name”, “address”, "age”, “telephone number”. Joining together all these fields for each owner is 
called a record. A table with information about 10 owners is said to be a table with 10 "records". 



All these data are usually entered at the time of digitalization, which is why we have to 
consider the time the scanner will take to digitalize the documents but also the time to 
digitalize all the metadata in the databases. 
 
The digitalization process may be briefly summarized in: 

- Entry of the documents organized in the archive. 
- Preparation of the documents to be scanned (disposal of metal elements, dirt, etc.). 
- Entry of metadata in the system. 
- Digitalization. 
- Return of the documents to the installation unit. 
- Installation of the pertinent deposits. 

 
If this is carried out quickly and a robust database is used, the data for access should be 
available as soon as the digitalization process is finished. 
 
The product obtained here is more than enough for any archiving purpose. If the user wishes 
to have access to a specified series of documents that are already scanned, he or she may do 
so using a computer, similar to the physical search process, but with documents that are not 
undergoing constant wear and tear. 
 
Previously, access was offered in a traditional manner, by handling the interested party 
documentary series that represent the majority of documents (several lineal meters on some 
occasions). Previously, a physical copy was delivered and now a digital copy is delivered. 
However, the product is the same. As mentioned before, the delivery of documents could be 
carried out in a more precise and simplified way; the more knowledge of the documentary 
series there is, the more detailed the description instruments are, and the more metadata 
there is. 
 
In Latin American culture, that is by no means absolute since archive resources, if any, are very 
limited and are never a priority. Archives are always short staffed, and lack equipment and 
technology. Therefore, the information delivered is usually inaccurate and excessive, though in 
accordance with effective legislation in many cases. For example, Section 45 of the Access to 
Public Information Act (in force in Guatemala since 2008) provides, with regard to the 
information delivered to obligated parties, that…“the information will be provided in the same 
condition as it is under the custody of the obligated parties. The obligation shall not entail 
processing it or submitting it before the petitioner.” 
 
This leads to a divergence between the users' interests and archives. Researchers would like to 
quickly have at hand the documents they need and archivists do not have the capacity to do 
so. 
 
This is precisely what databases help solve; they can make information deliveries more 
efficient and accurate. An example is a very simple database that was created at the AHPN to 
help in the search of documents: Antonio González Quintana45 was one of the high-level 
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 He is a Spanish archivist and historian and nowadays he works as the Deputy Director General of the 
General Archives of the Community of Madrid. Previously, he served as the Director of the Spanish 
Center of Information on Archives (2005-2007), the Head of the Military Archives Coordination Unit of 
the Spanish Ministry of Defense (1994-2003), and the Director of the General Archive of the Civil War of 
Salamanca (1986-1994). 
Beside his performance in the Spanish public archival system, González Quintana stands out worldwide 
for his contribution in the field of human rights through a NGO “Archivist without Borders” and as the 



counseling experts that visited the AHPN. In one of the several working meeting several years 
ago, González Quintana insisted that in archives such as that of AHPN, names are the most 
important element. Many times, he insisted on entering the names of the people appearing in 
the documents. “Names, names, names.... when somebody comes to make a request, they will 
ask for information about the names, the parents, the sibling, the grandparents, the 
friends…they will say: My uncle Peter disappeared and I want to know what happened. 
Register the names,” he insisted. 
 
This resulted in something not completely compatible with the archival work that was being 
carried out. A registry of names appearing in each document was impossible to complete. 
There were too many documents, very little time, and limited resources. 
 
A couple of years after that meeting, it was confirmed that González Quintana had been a 
visionary; most petitioners came to the AHPN to request information about relatives or 
friends. They did not come to ask for a series of telegrams from the General Directorate. They 
did not care about where the information about their loved ones appeared. They were 
interested in learning what had happened to them. 
 
National Police were very careful to register the information about the people they could have 
access, as part of their social control and repression tasks. This work was carried out by the 
Criminal Investigation Department (Departamento de Investigaciones Criminológicas, DIC), 
among others, which created the Master Registry of Index Cards, a type of filing cabinet with 
personal information that recorded not only of the person's name but also any other 
information that they could have received about the person and references for the location of 
any other documents where that person was mentioned. 
 
This documentary series provided an answer to the suggestion by González Quintana, as it 
gathered a documentary series with the persons’ names. This series contains approximately 
850 thousand index cards; it was digitalized under the normal registry process, with metadata 
of collections, sub-collection, series, alphabetical order, box, file, etc. and the software added a 
unique number to each of the index cards. 
 
The product, as it was, was quite useful because the index cards could be searched within the 
scanned series using the alphabetical order applied to the metadata, which was originally 
provided by the Police, as well as the alphabetical order of a dictionary, from Aa though Af, 
from Ag through Ar. It was functional, but inaccurate and very slow. It had many 
disadvantages; for example, if any index card was out of its place, it was impossible to locate it 
and there were too many index cards in each range. 
 
This process contributed to the birth of databases; a simple entry of each name on the index 
cards were scanned with reference to the unique number of the image provided by the 
scanning program. Thus, the first or last name could be searched and you could be quickly 
forwarded to the document image that the name referred to. 
 
This base started with a new phase of accessing the archive. It created an index with all the 
documents from a complete documentary series (850 thousand entries is not an insignificant 
number), which does not offer the whole text written on each index card; it does provide a 
quick, accurate and efficient way to learn – not only if there is a name but also to immediately 
see the image (which also refers to other documents). 

                                                                                                                                          
Chairman of an Experts Group created by the International Council of Archives and UNESCO for the 
study of the State Security Archives of the Former Repressive Regimes. 



 
This registry was created in Microsoft Access but could have been created in any database or 
electronic sheet. A great effort for capturing the data and achieving an accurate digitalization 
was required due to the significant quantities of entries. The registry was very simple, fast 
efficient, easy to use and adequate for the means. It also satisfies the needs of its users and it 
its focus was on people. As a result, it fulfilled all the requirements of an information system. 
 
 

 
 
This product together with the image management system solves most users’ need for 
information at the AHPN. This type of applications takes advantage of the capacities and 
resources of archives and, in terms of a cost-benefit relationship, the latter are widely greater 
than the former. 
 

5. Basis for data systematization 

A NGO researcher has recently requested an entity from the Guatemalan government, under 
the provisions of the Law on Free Access to Information, in the form of a list of beneficiaries of 
a social program, in order to assess its impact by geographical region and age group. 
 
The list, including more than 700,000 names, was delivered in a .pdf file with all possible 
protections: Even the possibility to copy the text in the file was blocked. The archivist fulfilled 
his obligation to deliver the information under his custody. However, delivering the file in such 
a format was almost the same as not delivering the information at all. The file was not 
functional and the data in it could not to be analyzed. 
 
Today, scientifically organized archives follow archival principles such as origin and original 
order, which enables to show the producing instances activities, the creation context of 
documents, their functions and flow. 
 
Nevertheless, researchers and users are usually interested in specific topics. Regardless of 
what the interested party’s specialty is, he is almost always interested in finding information 



about a topic – be it human rights, women, children, a social phenomenon, a person, a fact, a 
date, etc. 
 
As with any investigation process, the information sought will usually not be located in only 
one series. It will likely be the accumulation of documents in many series that will satisfy the 
needs of the search. 
 
Archival organization and digitalization of documents simplify access to documents, as physical 
access is quite slow and troublesome. However, it is still difficult to search for information on 
an archive’s user and for the archivist himself as well. As mentioned previously, it is not only a 
systematization issue but also a question of formats, of time, and of methods of delivery. 
 
In several Latin American countries, archivists must answer information requests with limited 
timeframes, as mandated by the laws of access to information. This may mean only 10 days, as 
it is the case of Guatemala. 
 
Metadata and databases may help simplify this problem. Databases enable adding all the fields 
needed to any record. From a document, you could record the author, the direct receiver, the 
indirect receivers, the main topic, the production date, the reception date, and any other data 
that may be considered relevant. Additionally, you can create files where all the documents 
needed are gathered together virtually, without actually moving them from their original 
location – whether it is physical or digital.46 
 
This type of databases is more complicated to program and requires more powerful databases 
versatile applications than those mentioned before. However, any programmer or person with 
experience in databases has the capacity to develop them with the appropriate direction, as 
they are the same applications used for any other modern database. 
 
Nowadays, these applications are developed for web environments, as people are acquainted 
with how friendly these interfaces are. Databases such as MySQL47 (My Structured Query 
Language) are the favorite ones for development. Although their programming is more 
specialized, the method is still the same; metadata are added so that they can be gathered in 
one way or another and are related with an image. 
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 Keeping documents at their original location is of great importance when the documents of an archive 
are used as evidence in criminal or civil proceedings, as their probative value is increased when they 
show and demonstrate that the information has been kept in the original context, with other 
documents that had the same functions and that they are not unique documents that could be 
furnished in an anomalous way. For example, if there is a series of "requests sent by the General 
Secretary” with documents of 10 consecutive years, they are expected to have correlative numbers, to 
be signed by the same official depending on the document’s date, to be printed in the same type of 
paper and by the same printer. 
47

 This powerful manager of relational databases with open codes is a multi-user system that enables to 
handle fast huge loads of data compatible with multiple programming systems. 



 
 

 
 
This type of databases has been one of the best contributions made by AHPN to researchers 
and Guatemala’s judicial system. An information system was created through which 
researchers can create their own files, organize information, identify the structures and the 
people who participated in the production and reception, register the reason for selecting 
each document to be grouped, catalogue the documents within a thesaurus and other 
association tools. 
 
This system enables simultaneous work, maintaining a separate systematization for each 
researcher. They can create filters and produce customized reports for any variable. 
 
That is, the researcher to whom the once useless list of names was delivered could then get 
fast access to the files, could organize his information according to his requirements, and could 
carry out the necessary analysis, probably without needing to interrupt the day-to-day 
activities of the archivist. 
 
On the Internet, you may find multiple applications for file management and they are either 
distributed for free or for sale. Most programs are focused on document management or their 
digitalization; however, more programs are appearing that consider not only management but 
also online collaboration and case handling.48 
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 Some examples of this type of programs may be found at 
http://www.archivistica.net/softwareopen.htm 



5.1 Online archives 

When we think of technology today, we always think of the Internet. Although files are 
digitalized, they are not usually published online since too many resources are required to do 
so. Broadband servers, with huge storing capacity and management of multiple databases, are 
very expensive, and require specialized personnel to prepare the content, upload it and keep it 
updated. 
 
For example, archives as large as the General Archive of Mexico do not offer collections to be 
consulted online, and many even pose restrictions on digital consulting made at the facilities. 
On websites,49 they make it clear that digital consulting shall be subject to the following 
“Restrictions: Files or images resulting from the user’s search in magnetic or optical means 
may not be stored in electronic storage devices. Digitalized images resultant from consulting 
will soon be on sale. A printout thereof may be asked in bond paper…”.50 
 
Other countries, such as Paraguay, not only lack online records but as one of the greatest 
experts in archives, Rosa Palau,51 has said “Paraguay does not have a National General Archive; 
thus, the archive policy is subject to the provisions or regulations of each public entity”. She 
added: “...in governmental archives, there are bureaucratic proceedings that hinder access to 
information/investigation." Palau identifies as "[p]ossible causes the fact that: 

i) archives of governmental institutions do not have professional archivists, in most cases 
the people responsible for archives are either librarian or professionals (mostly 
lawyers). 

ii) Archives are considered reservoirs of papers with records of entrance and exit, with 
very little systemized and available only upon the entities’ internal request. 

iii) Personnel appointed to work in archives lack a minimum training for the treatment of 
documents. 

iv) In the country there is no archival training course of study, there is a course at a post-
graduate level in Information Sciences (librarianship) and a subject (1 semester) 
called archives within the bachelor in history.”52 

 
In Argentina, efforts have been made such as the Provincial Archive of Memory that published 
some documents under a project called "La vida pública bajo sospecha" (Public life under 
suspect), which has the “purpose of facilitating access to documentation in the archive to all 
the people interested in investigating topics related to the repression period in the 60s and 70s 
in the province of Córdoba.”53 
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http://www.agn.gob.mx/  
50 http://www.agn.gob.mx/menuprincipal/serviciospublico/servicios/consdigital.html 
51 Bachelor of Mathematics at the School of Philosophy, Universidad Católica Nuestra Señora de la 
Asunción. She studied documentary and archival treatment at the Latin American Demographic Center 
(UN – CELADE). In 2000, she made an internship at the non-governmental organization National Security 
Archive (US) and at National Archives and Records Administration (NARA, US). In 1993, she coordinated 
the organization works at the Terror Archives for the creation of the Center of Documentation and 
Archives for the Defense of Human Rights (Centro de Documentación y Archivo para la Defensa de los 
Derechos Humanos, CDyA) of the Judiciary. She was a member of the Historical Memory and Repression 
Archives Table and encouraged the creation of the Truth and Justice Commission in 2003. On that same 
year she took her position as chairwoman of the National Committee of the Memory of the World 
Program for the UNESCO. Since 1997 she has been the head of the Court Statistics Office and the ad 

honorem co-director of the CDyA. 
52 Rosa Palau. “RE: Little favor” [Message through electronic mail]. November 22, 2012. Exchange of 
electronic mails between the author of this document and Palau upon request of her opinion about the 
condition of archives in her mother country. 
53

 http://www.apm.gov.ar/content/la-vida-p%C3%BAblica-bajo-sospecha 



 
In Guatemala, AHPN entered into a collaboration agreement with the University of Texas, 
Austin in the United States whereby they would merge their efforts to put online all the 
images of documents that were scanned. As a result, in December 2011, they launched more 
than 10 million images digitalized by the AHPN with archival description and basic metadata 
from several Internet servers of the University of Texas, Austin. 
 
The agreement, which entails not only the publication of the records on the Internet but also 
efforts of academic research and exchange of lecturers and researchers, was successful, as 
both institutions managed to migrate the data, transfer the files, manage the technology, and 
start the web site in less than 12 months. 
 
It is unusual to publish so much information on a web site as due to the volume of the data. It 
is a massive challenge to make it feasible to do, however, having the appropriate technology 
and using standard image formats and data bases enabled a fast migration of data without 
further inconvenience. These documents are available for any interested person at the web 
site https://ahpn.lib.utexas.edu 
 
 

5.2 Online data (Transparency portals) 

The rules for access to information, relatively new in Latin American countries, mainly regulate 
the set-up of web sites, where institutions add a section with public or “transparency 
information”. As this data is used daily in public offices, publishing it does not pose further 
complications (only political problems). 
 
This type of data, despite being comprised of public documents containing interesting 
information such as employees’ payroll and salaries, or institutional budges, does not make up 
an archive. It is just a group of documents in digital format which is made available online for 
consultation. In order to be an online archive, for example, all the folders of the accountancy 
archive would need to be available for online access. 
 
Today, almost all the information produced by the government is created in a computer, thus, 
to publish it online could be relatively simple. However, there are no systems, standards or 
infrastructure to achieve this. All documents would need to be created in the same format, 
with a certain standard nomenclature, and central servers would be needed to hold the 
information. 
 
In Guatemala, some Internet portals are quite functional and are becoming more popular 
every day, including as the System of Integrated Accounting of the Government (Sistema de 
Contabilidad Integrada del Gobierno, SICOIN) 
(https://sicoin.minfin.gob.gt/sicoinweb/login/frmlogin.htm). With this system, just by logging 
in as a user, you have access to an information tool that controls the budgets, records income 
and expenses of programs and projects, and automatically generates information on the 
State’s accountancy and payment process54 with each entry. These portals are able to give 
citizens access to entire archives, a source of data they can use to exercise their rights as 
citizens and to audit, to be informed and to eemand explanations from their authorities. 
 
5.4 Another type of technology 
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 http://consultaciudadana.minfin.gob.gt/Paginas/ayuda/dudas_contenido_t01.aspx 



Technology55 and science does not always mean computers, as indicated by a statistical study 
carried out by sampling all AHPN’s documents. 
 
Upon realizing the great quantity of documents sheltered at AHPN’s facilities, it was obvious 
that it would be unlikely to analyze them all and know all of the content the contained. As a 
result, the study looked for alternatives to obtain, in the short run and with limited access, 
scientifically-based information about the content of this archive. The method selected would 
take into account certain characteristics of the AHPN: documentary custody, magnitude, 
heterogeneity, multiple parallel processes, and movement of documents, among others. 
 
For this purpose, they study contacted Patrick Ball,56 who recommended designing a plan of 
statistical sampling, with small random samples in consecutives phases. Based on this 
recommendation, a quantitative investigation plan was designed for the period from 1960-
1996, to get information about the physical condition of the documents, the date of creation, 
production, reception, knowledge and flow. Also, information related to the facts they report 
and the people participating in them. 
 
Among the most important products generated during this investigation was the contribution 
realized to the Guatemalan judiciary. For the first time in Guatemala, a technical statistical 
expert report was submitted within the judicial proceedings for the enforced disappearance of 
Edgar Fernando García, upon request by the Human Rights Prosecution of the Public Ministry, 
which scientifically analyzed the content such files.57 
 
This analysis has allowed confirmation of the documents' authenticity, the AHPN’s ownership, 
and the similarity with many other documents in the documentary collection. 
 
Among many other things, it has also has revealed that at the AHPN there are 31,734,152 
documents created within the 1960-1996 period divided into: 3,637,458 without creation 
dates, 3,058,912 without authors and 9,042,968 without receivers. 
 
Information of this type has been determined after a complex sampling selection process using 
random methods, emptying the data from databases, cleaning and analyzing the data, creating 
and sampling weights, and creation statistical estimations. 
 
In August, 2009 the methodology for sample extraction, creation of sampling weights, and 
data analysis was submitted at the Joint Statistical Meetings (JST) in Washington D.C., United 
States;58 this methodology was created by the joint AHPN and Benetech team. 
 

                                                
55 According to the Dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy: A group of theories and techniques that 
enable the practical utilization of the scientific knowledge. 
56

 A worldwide-recognized statistician who has carried out statistical analysis of data in projects on 
human rights used in truth commissions, NGO, courts and United Nations missions in El Salvador, 
Ethiopia, Guatemala, Haiti, South Africa, Kosovo, Sierra Leona, Sri Lanka, Peru, East Timor and Chad. He 
is now the vice-president of Benetech Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG) www.hrdag.org, 
www.benetech.org 
57 The Archive in numbers. Some results of the Quantitative Investigation of the Guatemala National 
Police Historical Archive. 
http://archivohistoricopn.org/media/informes/El%20Archivo%20en%20cifras%20color07042011.pdf 
58 This event annually gathers more than 6 thousand first-level statisticians from all over the world to 
receive the last updates from the statistical science and to submit for scientific certification any new 
methods and techniques recently developed. 



As we have explained, technology should be used as an everyday tool in archives and it should 
be included in the daily tasks required for archiving procedures. Technology should be a tool 
for to achieving the ultimate objective of organizing and accessing documents. And it should 
be viewed as an archivist’s ally, and as a simple and standardized way to comply with these 
objectives. 
 
If the resources are available and technology is used correctly, it may be the best tool of all for 
archivists, researchers and for protecting the laws of free access to information. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
6. Conclusions 

 
Official archives are enormous sources of information that contain evidence of the activities 
which have been conducted, and those which were not. They document and verify if a 
country’s resources are being used in an appropriate manner and provide the evidence to 
prosecute those who fail to meet their obligations. 
 
The previous paragraph will be true so long as the information is organized and available for 
use. Having a disorganized archive is almost the same as not having an archive at all; although 
the relevant data is there, finding the information will prove almost impossible. 
 
It is in this area where archiving and IT play a crucial role. The former because it provides the 
basis for documents to be accessible, and the latter because it can help make such access 
faster, easier and more efficient. 
 
Although there are some specific applications for archives, either commercial or with open 
code, the best application for archive management and access will be that which is more in 
keeping with the environment and resources. From word processing applications and 
electronic sheets to sophisticated databases, all will be effective if the product they provide 
can meet expectations. 
 
The more metadata digital archives contain and the more developed their description 
instruments are, the more useful they will be. Now that almost anything can be found online, 
when we search the Web we can easily come across over 100,000 pages of related content; 
however, the average person will not go beyond the first 30 hits. And this is the role that the 
description instruments of an archive must play, in other words, to show the researcher 
beforehand if the search will be successful or not. 
 
Although digitalizing all archives is not a fundamental necessity, if this is done, applying 
minimum techniques and standards would not require extra effort and could help ensure 
better results. With regard to digital archives, designing standards for formats, nomenclature, 
migrations, etc. will ensure compatibility for the purpose of online publication. 
 
Irrespective of whether they are historical or management archives, the main purpose will be 
to enable access by users. An organized archive does not create better communities, but it 
does offer data that researchers can use to produce information, and it is this information that 
will help us learn about the past, audit the present and plan for the future. 
 
Access to information is a human right. 


