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Transcription of Interview with Jana Buhlmann and Ewa Piorko,

Archivists with Library and Archives Canada

Present: Jana Buhlmann (JB), Ewa Piorko (EP), Jessica Marshall (JM) and Meribeth Plenert (MP)

Interview date: Date on which the interview took place, formatted as dd month yyyy. For example, 12 February 2010

Interview location: Library and Archives Canada, Pacific Region Federal Records Centre, 2751 Production Way, Burnaby, B.C. V5A 3G7 

Transcriber: Jessica Marshall, from a digital voice recording

Transcription completion date: Date on which the transcriber completed and submitted the transcription to the interviewee for review and approval, formatted as dd month yyyy

Transcription approval date: Date on which the transcription was approved by the interviewee, formatted as dd month yyyy

Notes:

JB and EP received a written request to be interviewed in regards to the InterPARES 3 Project’s Organizational Culture general study (GS07). This semi-structured interview consisted of JB and EP’s responses to a series of prepared questions and to follow-up questions that were asked during the course of the interview.

Interview Transcription

JM: So, we're going to be recording you- do you agree to have your interview taped?

JB: Certainly.

JM: So, how long have you been working as an archivist, and would you please say your name and your position.

JB: My name is Jana Buhlmann and I've been working as an archivist... well I started working as an archivist before I went to the MAS program so I'm really going to have to confess there. I guess almost 20 years, we'll just leave it at that. And I've been working at LAC for 12 years in this position and capacity.

JM: And what is your position?

JB: Right now I'm a regional project archivist so that's why I've asked Ewa to join us because she's the reference archivist in this facility so she can speak much more actively to public service than I can.

EP: And my name is Ewa Piorko and I'm an archivist too with the regional archival at LAC. I've been working as an archivist with LAC for a little bit less than a year, so I'm fairly new, but I worked as an archivist before for CBC radio so I probably have about 3 years of experience as an archivist. But my background is in library science so actually I've been working as a librarian for about 3 years before as well, so I have about 6 years altogether in reference services.

MP: Could you provide a recent experience with providing reference services to a researcher? 

EP: Sure, I was actually just speaking to a gentleman the other day who had called with a general question we get all the time, “so what kind of records do you have available?”. My favorite question... so this was done over the phone, they get our number usually from the website or from a friend of a friend I guess depending on where they're calling from and so basically he was looking for specific records related to family, military records, things like that. So, I walked him through the process of what it would be like to come and look at records here, basically told him about our holdings, how he can access those through our website. We talked a little about the military records, we don't really have any of that information here so I talked to him about some of the services that are available in Ottawa and provided him with the toll-free number so he could get in touch with them and find out specifically how to go about getting information from them. 

JM: As far as talking to the user about services available in Ottawa, what kind of services do they provide and how much do those services cost?

EP: We like to think that we offer the same services but as for what the LAC in Ottawa is doing, the big difference is digital (unintelligible) and those services. So, in terms of like specific services like reprography if people want to come here and look at our finding aids that's more or less done in the same way. I think in Ottawa they require appointments as well, right?  You have to have your researcher card, set up an appointment, you go and look at the finding aids, if you're requesting materials they get pulled from the warehouse and brought to you much in the same way we do here. I think for us obviously we have this smaller staff so our turn around time is probably a bit longer than what you would expect in Ottawa, because we simply don't have the man power to be able to pull the resources, review them through ATIP, and do all that to get to the clients quicker. But for the most part it's the same, our reprography services, if general  public members or departmental members want to order it's .40 a page plus shipping, things like that. From that perspective we've tried to align ourselves as much as possible but we do have other challenges which they don't necessarily have in Ottawa. 

JB: And historically this is certainly something we're examining right now because of modernization as it's going on within the institution, really looking at what the regions are and what they do and trying to make that more accountable and efficient. But that really mirrors what we've always talked about historically which is as Ewa says is that what we've always tried to do  is as tightly reflect the national service that's being provided for obvious reasons. But there are points where you do have to say no, we require regional variation but we want to be really justified when we do that. 

EP: A really good example of that is in the way that people do order records from us, we aren't really, one of the things that I think we're looking at is feeding into some of the systems that are used in Ottawa, both in terms of online requests and things like that. We don't have a mechanism to have our requests go through one central place because we're not connected to the IT systems in Ottawa and that goes, that applies for ATIP as well and reprography services and so we're offering the same functions but we're not connected yet and I think that's one of the really exciting things that Jana is going to be looking into which hopefully will put us on the same page.

JM: Could you tell me what ATIP is? 

EP: Sorry, yes. ATIP is the Access to Information and Privacy and basically when members of the general public request materials they need to be reviewed under the ATIP legislation so for example if somebody is looking at INAC records, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, basically they need to have certain documentation in place in order to be able to read the files, if they're doing research on behalf of the band or a law firm we need to have all of those letters in place and then our ATIP officer, we are fortunate enough to have one here in Vancouver with us which is really nice. She goes through the files and just makes sure that there is no personal information. I haven't done any ATIP myself, I don't know if you (Jana) want to comment on the types of information basically that gets offered.

JB: What's a little bit different cause of course we're federal, right, so any federal department is applying it but what's kind of different and in some ways nicer about applying it to archival records is that they're static. I've always had trouble getting my head around the idea of how you apply to the legislation to enact a file that someone's using in terms of how you sever, etc. But I think that's a lot easier now in the digital age cause I'm sure they just scan and we've heard nightmare stories of federal departments that in the past removed documents and never put them back into the files because it was such a hard thing to manage. Essentially for us it's a lot easier because of the passage of time so a lot of the exemptions within the legislation in the ATI Act have actually expired so you're not worried about that so much. But the big ones tend to be personal information, third party financial information, and because we have so much Indian Affairs records here that that  applies in rather a unique way. A third party is meant to be a corporation essentially so we kind of tweak the application of the legislation and think of a First Nations band or nation as a third party in that way and it's kind of apples and oranges so it can pose certain problems. But that's the predominant application you'd see there and solicitor/client is another one and that can be a real tricky one because it's supposed to be black and white but it's often hard to know when you're actually identifying it. But there are a lot of things like the bigger exemptions related to international security and government actions and federal provincial relations and  those sorts of things that we're not so good at applying at here because we just don't see them often enough. But then one of the things that I would say too in terms of our services is that sort of to extend on what Ewa said that I think we're not really unique in terms of the struggle of being regional. It's just a classic case of being a federal institution and how that plays out in the regions right? So you see some of those very same struggles as you would in any federal department but what in terms of being archives, how we've always characterized ourselves is that we're almost like a community archives. That we're part of a big, larger nation archives, right? So there's an interesting contradiction there in terms of how people perceive the services that we provide and how we provide those services.

EP: Just to follow up on that too I think one of the challenges that we really face here, because we don't have a big web presence, I mean people see LAC and they sort of assume that it all happens in Ottawa, we've got a small little bit there with our contact information, and I sort of alluded to this before, is the sort of expectation of how much time everything takes. So I think in Ottawa people expect to come and get their files, have them reviewed, all that stuff within a really short amount of time. But when you factor in the different stuff, the process ordering, the files, having them reviewed under ATIP, getting in- it's like months long of a process and so one of the frustrations that we deal with is researchers who have done research in Ottawa and then sort of not building that into their research strategy here an realizing that they actually have to plan several months in order for this to happen instead of a quick couple of weeks turn around. 

JB: I would say just from past experience that you might be surprised if you haven't heard this yet, that our service is often perceived as better, because they don't need appointments in Ottawa and they expect immediate turnaround and here because of materials and that's why we ironically almost end up pulling our standards back- slowing ourselves down because the materials right there whereas in Ottawa it has to be brought in from another place and the quantity of people and just the sheer number of requests that are going through that was always our perception and there'd be a couple of jarring moments when we'd realize based on what a researcher said or someone from our own institution said that actually, no. And I really think that's the community archives element of it, that may have shifted too because we were often doing everything. Usually for many years there were just two archivists here and now we've kind of expanded out so I think that has changed certain things too. Because you were like a community archives you're proximity to the client was a bit different and I think as a result you kind of respond in a different way and that's when we have to remind ourselves that we're not a community archive and we're a big, national institution so we really, as one of out archivists used to say it's about disappointing the client at the front end which community archives really don't have to worry about. You tend to be to please the clients in a different kind of way. 

JM: How many archivists are working here?

EP: Five? Yeah, so there's the two of us, there's Caitlin Webster who works part time, she's the intellectual control officer. She does all the accessioning. We have Suzanne Salzburger, she also graduated from UBC, she's our ATIP analyst. And Kelly Homenic who is the dispostion archivist.

JB: They're all sort of unofficial titles and generally we're all just archivists. And then we have an archival assistant as well and so that's all in less than five years. Before that it was always just two archivists doing everything. We also have support from clerks on the other side of the building in terms of retrieving material. So you can see we've done a massive change and that's had huge implications for how we provide service.

MP: By what process of analysis did you transfer the researcher's reference question into a search strategy or link the question to available archival sources or determine that there were none?

EP: I'm not sure this necessarily applies to the example that I gave you but certainly a large piece of what I do is teaching people how to use the website. Most of them haven't tried to use our search tool and if you guys have seen it, it's not the best. You know there's definitely room for improvement and so a large piece of it is being able to assess, and sometimes you're dealing with older people that may not have any computer literacy skills at all so you're literally starting either in person or over the phone following them through the process. Basically like, “So you're looking for specific file of a specific individual... well, unfortunately you can't search that way. So how can we refine your search?” So helping them come up with the appropriate keywords, topics, thinking about whatever they're trying to research and different ways to come up with that. I mean it's great when they have a very specific idea when they have a very general one like “I just want to look at school records...” actually that's pretty specific. More like “I just want to know what you have on fish.” is how they often come to us. Those are a little more challenging. So what happens then we come up with ways to find accessions that would be of interest to them and then walking them through the process. I think we take for granted that there's a language that we use that out clients really are not familiar with. They don't know what an accession is, they don't know what a finding aid is. They don't know why you need to look at it. They don't understand that we don't accession at the file level, that's a really hard thing for people to get. So a lot of it is patiently walking them through that process of being able to find relevant records, letting them know that it is going to be a time consuming process and that it's a multi-step process. And once you find your accessions you need to come in and you have to look at your finding aids. It's very detailed and I think the most important thing is to be patient and remember to smile on the phone and it's great when you get those days where people know exactly what they're looking for and give you all the information, but that doesn't always happen and that's just part of the job. I think as a reference archivist one of the biggest skills is being able to teach people and to have the patience to sort of walk them through the process. 

JM: Does the website have that sort of specialized language? Like does it say “find a finding aid?” 

JB: When we use those terms probably opposite to most archives too in that our finding aids are mostly inventories and we don't really use the word 'inventory' anymore but when we did it was more like finding aid. It definitely has the specialized terms and the average person doesn't really know what archives are and they think that it works like a library in terms of subject versus provenance and orientation. So essentially you're retraining people. The other key point is just to gently point out that “I am not your researcher. You're your own researcher and in terms of accountability you need to be.” I'm not trained as a researcher, I'm trained as an archivist. Clearing up this common misconceptions, you almost spend more time doing that than doing your job. 

EP: I think that's one of the interesting things too, when we compare ourselves to Ottawa or even some of the original service centers too , I would love to be able to spend time researching with all of the clients but I can't. My job is to get them started and then answering questions as they go. So I think managing expectations off the bat is a really big thing too.

JB: And I think you see variations from archivist to archivist and that would be based on how they trained or where they work. Some people really love to hand hold through the research process and I'm sure I've gotten a reputation as “I'm not a researcher and I'm not going to do your work for you.” and I think that a lot of people get frustrated with that, especially in this modern age and they just want the answer quick. They want to google it and I'm not going to do that for them. 

EP: I think a big thing about that too is that you have to be really comfortable. I'm not sure that everyone would be suited to doing reference work because you have to be able to make those kinds of boundaries. And doing that as the face of the institution to the public is really... it's one of the things I love about it but I know that a lot of people aren't comfortable with that.

JM: As far as trying to glean that information from someone who is trying to do research, do you try to gather as much information as possible to fully understand their thought process? Or are you just trying to identify what sources they could use?

EP: I think that's my library science background, the whole development of the reference interview. I'm not sure if you guys have learned about that but it's probably the same for archives. So, absolutely. What are you looking for? How do you intend to use it? As much information from them off the bat as you can get. How did you find out about this? How did you get interested in it? Where have you looked already? Where haven't you looked? Who have you talked to? What did they tell you? 

JB: And librarians are way better at that kind of stuff. And some of  that has to do with the tradition of historians working as archivists so they do want to do the research for them.

MP: How often do you interact with the researcher throughout the process? Is it off the bat and then back and forth?

EP: I'd say it depends on the researcher and it also depends on again, what they're looking for. If someone is looking to get files and have then copied there are so many different touch points that we connect with them. It's not, like maybe it happens in Ottawa where we sort of handle helping them locate the stuff and reprography services helps them with that piece and you don't really connect. It's a nice thing cause you really get to make connections with the client and you're seeing them throughout this whole process which is kind of nice, but basically throughout their entire research process from the moment the phone rings to the email, or they come in to do their search, to helping them look at the records, ordering all that stuff, reprography, sending it off, we basically are connected through the whole thing which is nice. 

JB: And I don't know if you see this anymore but I know that the sense is because of the application of ATIP legislation, we used to in the past say that the research process was a two part process and really it's more than two parts, is what you're saying. You got to come in and identify what you want, and then you get to see it. Cause it's not unusual to have people at the door and want to just see their stuff right away. So again there's that notion of disappointing them at the front end. 

EP: And no, that's a good point. And some people, like I said, that gentleman today, called a couple days ago and I helped him as much as I could and for the most part I passed the buck to Ottawa. 

JB: Would you say that more than 50%, if not more than 75% of the time we disappoint people? We don't... based on what they come in with they don't leave with an expected level of response.

EP: It's really interesting cause speaking as an archivist and not as a representative of our institution, within this particular context, the amount of people who are surprised to get someone on the phone, or who is really nice and responds to their email and says, “Well, I can't help you but do this and this” people are absolutely ecstatic. Nobody gets disappointed about that. I think in other institutions, and I've heard stories, they're like “I can't get anyone to help me” so I think it depends on your approach. But I think here we can't always provide the answers here because of what they're looking for and because of the actual records we have here.

JB: It's people's expectation of what's in a federal record too. It's very different and we don't have private material here. It's government records. One good example I could give in an extreme is someone who went through the residential school system who has never dealt with an archives before. They're phoning from up north and they don't have internet access. They have no context. They know their cousin got some stuff federally and gave them this number. And so they call and first they tell you their life story in terms of a traumatic experience which kind of take a year off your own life because what you're hearing is pretty intense. Then they want you to give them all of their stuff from the school they went to- they want to know their teachers, they want to know etc. You basically have to tell them you're going to have to fill in this privacy request form, and explain federal legislation to them, and tell them that you can't really tell them much about their teachers because the personal information about those teachers would be protected to a certain degree and we wouldn't have that sort of comprehensive information. At the end of the day we can't do intense individual searches for them in terms of every type of record we might have. That essentially we'll be looking most often in attendance registers, which should have been destroyed, in terms of the quality of archival record that we want. But we tend to keep a lot more from that department. So we can look at an attendance register and give them a copy of when they were sick in 1952. That's what I mean by an extreme example of... and I think that's very unique to the federal context. 

JM: What artefacts do researchers need to submit and how does that effect their experience?

EP: It sort of depends. I think one of the challenges that we had recently, the record centre in Edmonton  closed down so we've taken all their INAC records here to Vancouver and the rest have been shipped in Winnepeg. I'm not sure what the access privileges were like when the records were in Edmonton but I think there's a certain standard that other departmental researchers have sort of grown accustomed to. So one of the things we've been kind of managing over the last couple is getting these calls from people in Saskatchewan or Edmonton wondering what the heck happened to all their records  and why they can't get access...

JB: Departmental clients, not public clients...

EP: Not public clients, but clients calling and saying I want access to this and we have policies in place that if you're a departmental researcher we need a letter from your director basically saying you're authorized to read the files and we need to get that before you have access to anything. For members of the general public, I already said, if you're doing any research of a particular band we need to have a band council resolution drafted by the band, if there's a law firm involved we need to have a letter from them saying that you're doing the research, and then everything has to get reviewed before you get the records. We're not making this up and the same sort of things are expected in Ottawa, but I think that's one of the challenging things making sure that paperwork is in order before people can see anything. And in that kind of environment where they're used to getting things really quickly maybe there hasn't been all the checks and balances in place, I don't know, that makes it a little bit tricky. It's just about communicating all that up front. 

JB: I think with departmental clients we do really have just those two main streams of clients, public and departmental, the departmental I think what is interesting probably to note in a federal context is that access to information legislation does not overtly state that a department has the right of access to its own records. It's an application of the legislation really that's occurring, you can't find a direct link to that. But what is essentially the practices, it's almost like precedent, is that what we're saying is that in the spirit of that legislation the creating department has access to those records that they originally created for ongoing operational purposes. Quite often they're actually not ongoing operational purposes, they're secondary they're not the primary purpose for which the records were created. So that gets a little bit interesting. But I think there is, again, a lack of awareness on a departmental client's side in terms of what it means for something to be legally transferred to an archives. It literally means that creating firm doesn't own that material anymore. LAC now owns it and to really understand what that means in terms of archival custody is not a common consciousness, right? And so they see it as a barrier, hence their response to that letter. They would have had to have that letter when they accessed in Edmonton but the challenge in Edmonton is that we had no public service. We had no archivists there so you had staff that was responsible for storage providing an access service because the institution has never been able to roll out the program to Edmonton because of the cuts in the '90's, big federal cuts that hit, that really decimated the movement of the regional program. So we kind of had the records and we're kind of functioning in a lopsided way, but to get back to the departmental client, they really see that as “that's our stuff and we want to get to it NOW” and for them to understand that no, it's no longer a part of your institution you have to justify in an accountable way why you want access to it. That letter becomes a massive barrier on their part and often they don't fill it out properly or they don't give the proper requirements. It can also be difficult to articulate why that letter is needed because you can't directly link it to the legislation.  Meanwhile to really be able to break down why are we saying this? What is it rooted in? In terms of artefacts for the public I would say probably the bigger issue is our tools. The fact that are we still saying that less that 10% of our file lists are electronic? And people assume that when they search electronically that it's comprehensive. And when you look at the paper lists because our goal is really to get the stuff in and in storage contexts out lists are not standardized, they're sometimes handwritten, and all messed up. In terms of that artefact being standardized and accountable, in terms of the service we're providing.

EP: And when was the decision made? Cause I know at one point we used to have different types of materials. We do have some map material, we have ships registers, we have all the reels and audio-visual materials we haven't had for a really long time.

JB: Well we still have that stuff but there's still sort of this thinking it has to do with the development of the regional archives program in terms of really defining the parameters of what we bring in and then the related service so we have drips and drabs of non-textual and that's almost been haphazard along the way. So the idea is really that if we can't care for something it  should be maintained in Ottawa but we haven't been so good on the follow through and a lot of that is because it's not a critical mass. So we have little drips and drabs of these things, tapes and films that's not exercised properly. So is it really still accessible anymore? It's one of those kind of straggler things. 

EP: And also to comment of the general public/researcher side, in addition to the letters of permission that they have if they have any additional questions or if they're doing research for example I'll have history profs from SFU coming down to look at research, they have to fill out additional information like an A2J which will give them access to the records. I can't remember what the other form is... A2K which is...

JB: A2K is for bands and A2J. And then there's a... the only one ever issue is a D or an E but those are... it's basically section 8 of the privacy act. So you're stepping away from section 19-1 of the ATI access to information act deals with personal information but then that links to the actual privacy act. Then the privacy act section 8 sets out what types of unusual access can be provided. So A2K is for band, individual or organization in relation to First Nations claim dispute or grievance, I've said this a lot- it's in my head (laughs). So it's very specific but J is not something we've used a lot until recently. Other archives use it intensely. I know the BC Archives uses it constantly. Like everything is based on a research agreement or it used to be but it's essentially how they almost waive over provincial FOI legislation is by getting that agreement. We're very very reluctant to do that in the past in terms of follow through but it sounds now, just based on the level of demand we get federally that we will use that for certain types of researchers.

EP: In the few minutes we've been here I think we've probably had about 8 A2Js coming through. 

JB: I've not seen, I maybe saw 2... wow. If that... and one of them there were issues with follow through in terms of how the material was used afterwards. So yeah, it's a massive shift for us. But it is more access oriented. It's not a bad thing. 

EP: Does that answer your question?

JM: I think so (laughs).

JM: Have you had to create any artefacts like a list or finding aids as a result of receiving similar queries of the same type. Like, the residential schools question, have you found you've had to create anything to deal with that?

JB: Like specialized?

JM: Yeah.

JB: Oh yeah.

EP: The first one that comes to mind is the school guide. You can maybe check a little bit more about the history of that but that was something, it's basically like a subject guide. Like a pathfinder specifically for the collection that we have here for residential schools. Because now we also have Alberta and Saskatchewan records, we also have them for Yukon, and I think that's it.

JB: And Northwest Territories, cause that would have been in Edmonton too.

EP: Right. So basically the summer student that we had last year one of the projects he was working on was to create, sort of like a guides for the different codes that they use for the file blocks for Alberta and Saskatchewan records, which is really cool. But the original project, and I'm not even sure who started that, that was just something that I inherited, which I think is fantastic and we share that with researchers when they come in. It's not available electronically but its been great. It's a work in progress still. 

JB: I would say a couple of things... we create a lot of file lists simply because that standard has not been reinforced. I think some things might be extraneous to public service but maybe not. In terms of history, because the history of our records centers from a storage aspect, was really meant, maybe we talked about this when you guys were here before... the history of LAC in terms of storage really is right, to get the records in so they come to the archives. So that it's client oriented in terms of the creator, in terms of keeping the creator happy. So setting up roadblocks to bringing that in, like standardized requirements, is antithetical to getting stuff in the door. So as a result, you want to send us a list, you don't want to send us a list, you want to hand-write it, you want to make a box-list, a file-list... you give us whatever you want. And then of course the end result has massive implications in terms of our ability to provide access to the material when it comes into the archival side because it puts the onus on the archivist to create those lists. And federally, if you can imagine, the quantity, I mean we have 313,000 boxes out there, not all are archival, but what are we saying now? How many kilometers are archival? We really only keep like less than 5% of that. But still, we've got a lot of boxes out there. So our ability to keep up with creating lists, nevermind standardized lists, when it comes in is almost nil. So having said that when we get these lists and we have in the past, maybe less so now, get new accruals that have no list, so we're constantly generating or fixing or improving those things not in a more general sense, to support access, not generally a response to something specific. But that guide, I'm trying to think of other examples, there's a lighthouse guide, that was more in response to client demand because we get lots of requests about lighthouses. I would say we create guides or those sort of specialized artefacts more for our own purposes than necessarily for the clients because we want a shortcut to be able to identify something. And then the challenge is because it's government records you've got constant accruals. So that guide is out of date as soon as you generate it. So to be able to talk about the comprehensiveness of your collection, there's a huge challenge there. The challenge for us it often we don't go that extra step to make those guides public. And that's not necessarily to hide the information, it's just trying to keep up with our own processes. So you're handing out portions of that residential schools guide but it's not really... it's not that it's not public, but its never officially become the public tool. And there are a lot of stars or exceptions or contextual explanations that would have to be attached to a residential schools guide to really understand it. Again, it's not comprehensive. We had to limit the parameters of how we pulled out, it's file titles that overtly have the names of a particular school in them yet you know records creation, especially in government, there could be all kinds of information about schools that would be in files that might not necessarily have the name of that school on it. And so how you're giving an impression to the public about the completeness of that guide is the challenge. I would say something unique about us federally in terms of those types of tools that they're more for our own purposes than necessarily for the purpose of assisting the public. We're not always as good at making those tools direct and simple and directly accessible to the public. And that's just the challenge I think of the quantity and the complexity of what we receive. 

MP: Do you find there's a big difference between an experienced researcher and an inexperienced researcher?

EP: Definitely. There definitely is. I think, I don't know how to describe it, because people come from all walks of life and they have all different types of experiences. I think there are people who are familiar, as Jana said, with working in an archives, and how that's different that doing just general research, if you're using libraries or electronic resources and those people are just delightful to work with because they understand the challenges and the roadblocks. The other people who aren't as familiar fall into two categories- some are really happy about it and some just aren't. And that's just the way it is. I think seeing it from a library perspective it's a bit different I think increasingly, from a reference perspective, you're seeing people who are a lot more comfortable with computers, and so you're not necessarily doing as much teaching as you would maybe ten years ago or as much as you would in archives. It's like that basic computer literacy skill, cause even here we have a computer that people can come in and use and I would say probably six times so far I've had to teach “this is how to turn it on, this is the mouse, this is how you double-click” stuff that you wouldn't think would be relevant in this day and age but it is. But I also think too that some people have a really good sense of how to do research and how to structure it and what kind of information they need and what they plan on doing with it. Other people, you know if they're just coming to do research, again we want to be here, we want to be supportive, like we're not specifically... we don't have a closed door policy but at the same time you sort of gauge how much time you're going to spend with people like that because you have other people who are looking into litigation or have other things that are going on so you kind of have to balance. I should say that because it probably sounds like we give differing levels of service, we absolutely don't, we give everyone the same amount of service. But it just, in terms of follow up and things like that, some people are going to take a lot longer than other people are. You just kind of have to get used to that. 

JB: Yeah, I would say it's sort of the difference between is research your profession or your interest? But even then, I'm trying to think of something unique, something to add to what you're saying, cause I don't want to repeat what you're saying, I was thinking of a a researcher that contacted me. She was a PhD in history and so if you want to talk about being experienced versus not, so she perceived herself as being very experienced and she was very experienced. She'd done a lot of research. But because she'd been hand held a lot by archivists who would find things for her, she expected, she's like “I want this” and I'm like “have you looked at our tools?” I sort of did that disappoint at the front end, “yeah, but I want this.” Like, okay do you understand the history of that department? “Yeah I've looked at it a little bit and I've talked to so-and-so but I still can't find the stuff so can you find it for me?” No, I can't find it for you... so her assumptions about what her role versus my role was and even as a Phd historian who's got a lot of experience there was that twist to things in terms of what she expected me to do for her and things that I honestly could have done that would have taken hours to track down and there was no way I was going to put my name on something and say that was complete in terms of what I had found. So those can be sometimes the harder ones, the people who are actually really experienced but have certain perceptions of what you will do for them. Or how quickly they can find something.  

EP: Well it's interesting too because when we take the bookings we've got the two rooms so one of the informal policies we have is that if we departmental researchers and members of the general public we don't put them in the same room. Not even with departmental researchers, it's okay if they're looking at different files if they're from different departments, but at the same time it's nice to keep that kind of separation for privacy's sake. And the rooms are quite so we usually take three bookings in each room a day on our busy periods. But when you know that someone is coming in and that either they told you their entire life story and you know it's going to be one of those that you're going to have to do a bit of hand holding on the front end, we tend to book nobody else in that room...

JB: They bring their Mom who has a nap on a pillow while they do research, those kinds of people...

EP: Yeaaah... or who puts her Mom to work. I'm not even sure she can type! 

JB: Her Mom reads books with a magnifying glass... 

EP: One of the really nice things that we did at the beginning of this summer is we're open from nine to five and this evolves from having a  two man shop, you need a lunch break you had to close down, so one of the really positive things we did that we've heard really great things about and it was totally simple was deciding to stay open over lunch. For us it's sad because we can't all take lunch at the same time, but the service has been really appreciated. It's really really positive. 

JB: It's also good because of where we are. It's one of the challenges in terms of... there's one real key to describing public service at LAC in terms of the regional program, it's that we were basically hinged onto... you probably heard us say this in the session but this building is meant to be anonymous because of what it stores and that contradicts the notion of accessibility. 

JM: As far as working with say, a business client or corporate client, is there like a fairly large range in experience there as well? Or do they come to you with similar type questions?

EP: I guess that's kind of tough to say. We have certain companies that hire researchers and so even though they're working on different cases we'll see the same faces over and over again. And it's really interesting, I'm not going to name names, but there were two or three that have been doing it for a really long time and that absolutely should know better, and so everytime they're submitting a file request, it's always the same thing- “you didn't file the form out right, you put the wrong number here, and why is this blank?” so that can be strategic. 

JB: I'm not naming names either, I think I know exactly who you're talking about, they didn't file in this field, that's cause they're hoping we'll do it for them. Yeah, they haven't found certain information and they want you to do it for them. 

EP: I think that, you know INAC is our biggest client in terms of the departmental side and one of the things we've done with them is they have a team that works downtown so we've shared our resources with them, they have copies of our finding aids, with the caveat that they're probably out of date the minute they arrive in your office. They have those tools available to them and so working with them has been fantastic because their team knows exactly what they're looking for, they send it off, it's just so quick and efficient and fantastic. Other departmental researchers as well, because they're familiar with the files, the different departments will have their IM shops and some people are really helpful and really familiar and so they get that level of support on that end before they come to us. Because what we try to do as soon as we accession the material and they become archival property we try to share our information with them because the two systems, the records management side and the archives side, don't talk. Huge issue. What we try to do is give them our information so it's easier for them to help their clients. So when they reach out to us we have the right information or at least we know what they were looking for initially that would sort of correspond to ours and that makes it a bit easier. I think in terms of corporate clients from the general public, again it sort of depends, there's a lot of research firms out there and some I think are just better than others. Some people really love researching and they're really good at it and really thorough. Other people just come in here and spend the day taking photos of things and leave the lens cap on.  

JB: One interesting thing I would say is that a lot of the research companies that we see here were rooted in residential schools research because it went on for so long. And what was interesting there was that I think there's a certain stigma associated with that and that probably a lot people who had solid experience with First Nations oriented research might have worked in the context of federally for residential schools and either couldn't stomach it or because of the nature of that type of research in terms of the strategy and the approach constantly changing left. Eventually you saw a bunch of people who were fresh out of BA in history hired directly because the research community was decimated in that regard. And were they contractors or were they employees- there are a lot of related issues federally. And so a lot of those people have been around now long enough who maybe just started green like that and that now they're a lot of the people who own the research companies who were taking on or tendering for research federally and otherwise. Privately too. They may work now for a band, so I think the nature of the type of research and the experience of federal researchers has certainly changed over time. Intensely effected by residential schools research. 

JM: What difference, if any, does it make if the researcher already possesses a significant amount of knowledge about the domain of interest?

EP: Oh absolutely. Again we don't have that perfect tool that will just let us go ahead and find the file that they're looking for but again it comes down to the reference interview. The more information you can give us the easier our job becomes. We might not be able to find that specific file but we can at least point you in the right direction. I think one of the big challenges is when somebody calls me, and I had someone call me about this the other day, this guy is coming on tuesday, so I have to bone up by tuesday. He's looking for ship registers from New Westminster so he had me on the phone for about 40 minutes talking about all the different names and where they were registered. I can't even repeat it because I don't know it. It's not my area of expertise, I know very little about it. But I know we've got ships registers here. It's just one of those situations because I'm not an expert in that subject area it's very easy to get intimidated and think “oh my gosh, I don't even know where to start or what to do, I don't know what that word means” so I think that's where you have to be confident in your skills and be able to glean the information from the person you're interviewing. At the end of the day it's about helping them so you have to get the most information out of them. And then count on your colleagues (laughs)

JB: I would say sometimes it's worse if they're subject experts for exactly that reason, it's great if you're a subject expert but if you're not an expert on the federal government and how that subject translates into who might have created it and when, and you layer in not commonly knowing anything about archives you're sunk. So sometimes it makes it worse. Our tools need to speak for themselves cause if I'm gone they'll still say the same thing. 

JM: Do you find that more and more people are coming here? You were saying that the professional staff has grown over the last few years and what was once two people is now five. 

JB: That's not necessarily because of an increase in demand. Because we used to have 1500 queries a year with two archivists. We may not be any higher than that but two archivists was not enough to facilitate all 1500 queries.

EP: I just started doing things electronically so I was looking at that this morning, how many files we've had requested in terms of reference queries. Again, for our statistical purposes we sort of track them differently- there's the one really quick reference like “do you have this? Can I book an appointment?” that sort of easy stuff. If you start getting into the tools then it obviously counts as a more in depth thing. It ebbs and flows, there are times of the year when I would assume we'd be completely slammed and it's like crickets around here. You almost wait with bated breath for the next email to come in. Other times it gets absolutely busy. I think from my perspective, from what I could offer, we have been really busy. Again, I'm not sure if it's more than what you guys were handling on your own but I think it's different now in that we have been able to farm out those differences. 

JB: We have a steady flow. That necessarily hasn't changed. We've had a perception of things being slow because of the residential schools related research has changed and that's been such a driver when claims related.... but for so long we were not staffed proportionate to the demand. We also changed how we track that demand now. Now we can be a bit more refined in how we track. 

EP: A lot of the records requests we get are for INAC records and a lot of them are related to the residential schools and also land claims issues so it's interesting for us know what proportion of the reference requests we are getting actually relate to different record groups. Right now it's probably 70/30 for INAC records so what does that mean for the program? And what does that mean for our services? 

JM: Can you say there's an average amount of time you spend with a researcher over the phone and over email and does it change depending on experience?

EP: I think there's actually quite a big difference. Even for statistical purposes we track the quick reference queries which is anything less than ten minutes. Anything that doesn't really use our resources counts as a quick reference. We count the in depth stuff as anything from an equipment tutorial to more intensive... basically ten minutes or less and all the other stuff.

JB: Is general reference giving any sort of bar on that anymore? Cause it used to be in the past that they only spent an hour.

EP: The only thing I've ever heard has been that quick reference piece, it varies. Like Winnepeg and Ottawa, their cut off is like fifteen minutes.

JB: So the bigger issues are like twofold- from the client side there's the sheer quantity, the sheer demand means that we do need to set...standards should be there for a reason. One of the challenges for us regionally is the question of where do you modify it and where don't you? Just the sheer number of clients means that we've tried and this fails for a variety of reasons but to put boundaries on the amount of time you put with people but the other issue too is that there's some staff that like to spend more time. That's just not possible here being short-staffed, etc. It is one of the things we hear coming out of our institution, it's fine in a community archives, you can spend more time. But with our sheer numbers you just can't. 

JM: Would you be interested in participating in a future phase of this research project?

JB: Sure!

EP: Sure!

