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Issue and Purpose/Reason   
 
1. To provide a regular project update on the transfer of Ministry of Defence (MoD) military 

service personnel records to The National Archives for Board’s oversight and assurance.  
 

2. These Service Records are of national importance and as public records, fall within the 
scope of the Public Records Act 1958 and therefore must be transferred to The National 
Archives (TNA) for permanent preservation.  

 
Recommendation 
 
3. The Board is invited to note: 

(i) Project progress to date and key ongoing work to procure a re-boxing and 
preparation service; 

(ii) The invitation for interested Non-executive Board Members to engage in a more 
detailed conversation about access arrangements; and 

(iii) Our next steps, including our plans for future deliveries.  

 
Summary 
 
4. The Ministry of Defence (MoD) holds a legacy of around 10 million ex-service personnel 

records that we have agreed will be transferred to The National Archives over a 6 year 
period. In 2021/22 (Year 1 of the project) funding has been provided through a specific 
and ring-fenced investment of  as part of our Spending Review 2020 settlement.   

 
5. We anticipate that these records, as a name-rich resource, will be of significant interest to 

family historians and, as a commercial product, to genealogy companies. Our ambition 
over the first year of the project is to better understand the content and condition of the 
collection and to identify and start the steps necessary to preserve the original 
documents so that we can set a timeline for a rolling release of records that reflects the 
diversity of the collection and the stories it contains.  

 
 with some reading room access from early next year.   
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Project Update 

 
6. The Board is aware that in February of this year MoD transferred c450,000 of these 

records to The National Archives, the first step in a 6-year project to transfer the full 
collection to Kew. The second tranche of transfers started on 8 July and, by early August, 
we expect to have taken custody of the first three service personnel ‘collations1’ – a total 
of almost 1 million Army records. 

 
7. Completing the transfer of the first three collations will be a major milestone for the 

project. This paper sets out the work in hand to manage these, and future, MoD records 
towards being made publicly available. The work falls into three broad categories: 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
b) Managing access requirements.  

 
As previously shared with the Board, these records are proliferated with information 
rights issues and data protection considerations, including in relation to medical 
information. The scale of the collection prohibits full, record-level, sensitivity review. 
We are developing an approach that seeks to balance access demands and data 
protection obligations. This includes limiting the scope of what, in each record, is 
digitised and then incentivising use of the digital, rather than original paper, record. 
We have also recruited a small number of additional Freedom of Information Act 
reviewers to manage a new MoD FOI service we are creating to support the 1,000+ 
annual requests we anticipate due to interest in this collection. Outside of this 
meeting, we are keen to engage interested Non-executive Board Members in 
our proposed access arrangements (including how we communicate these 
publicly). 
 

                                                   
1 A ‘collation’ is a set of records that have been grouped together by MoD under loose themes; 
for example, ‘Nurses and Reserves’ or ‘Navy Officer files’. The 74 collations vary significantly in 
size – the largest collation contains over 2m records while others have fewer than 50 – and 
presentation. 
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c) Increasing our knowledge of the collection (content and presentation)  
 
As part of our exploratory phase, we have received samples of records from across 
the MoD collection. We also intend a research visit to MoD in September. Our 
findings so far are that the records vary significantly in terms of size, content, 
condition and presentation (for example, individual folders vs ring-binders of 
individual records). In some cases, we have discovered that a single ‘record’ actually 
covers the service papers of multiple service personnel; this has the impact of 
pushing the total number of individuals covered by the collection from an assumed 
c9.6 million to well over 10 million.    

 
Next Steps 

 
8. In light of the complexities described above, the project’s significant in-year budget and 

future costs and the inter-dependencies with our storage strategy, The National Archives’ 
internal audit plan includes a review of the project. This is currently underway and 
findings will be reported to the Audit & Risk Committee in the normal way.    

 
9. We are also working towards agreeing a full future delivery schedule. In the more 

immediate term, we have agreed that we will next receive three smaller collations of 
‘overseas’ records. The forces represented in these collations are well represented in our 
existing collections, especially in Second World War war diaries. As well as the public and 
commercial interest, we anticipate in relation to these records, their early transfer sits 
well as part of our commitment to being an inclusive archive; they include, for example, 
records of overseas women’s services as well as a variety of nationalities under 
British command. 

 
10. We anticipate receiving these records in August. We then intend to switch to the largest 

collation within the collection, containing over 2 million Army records, predominantly 
from the Second World War period, a collection of records that we anticipate will be of 
public and commercial interest. Delivery of this collection is planned to start in October 
and will likely continue into the next financial year. 

 
   

Alex Forbes, Head of Government Services, Strategy and Engagement 
19 July 2021 
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