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Inside 
StorySolving genealogical problems

Copying Project was initiated between 
The National Archives’ predecessor 
at Kew, the Public Record Of� ce, and 
the National Library of Australia and 
State Library of New South Wales. 
The micro� lming project, designed 
to produce copies of material in 
London (and later across the British 
Isles) for easier access in Australia, 
continued until 1988, and at the time 
it was wound up had created some 
10,000 rolls of micro� lm (for further 
information see www.nla.gov.au/
microform-australian-joint-copying-
project). Clearly, however, this was a 
different project – Australia is quite 
literally half a world away, and in an 
era when digitisation was yet to be 
founded as a word, never mind an 
ethos, it was a particular solution to 
the same issue of access. In Australia’s 
case, its claim to the resources was 
based on its membership of what 
was once the British Empire, and its 
contribution within that. Scotland is 
clearly not Australia – but there are 
still some interesting parallels.

Digital benefits
Digitisation may negate the need 
for micro� lming, but again, if we 
mischievously cast our eyes to the 
future, what other issues might 
emerge? Here’s one thought – after 
possible independence, it would 
almost certainly be the case that The 
National Archives would continue to 
maintain the resources of a historic 
‘British’ nature – something I cannot 
imagine anyone really having a 
problem with. The facilities at Kew are 
among the most superior in Europe, 
it would be foolish to remove them 
as they are certainly in good hands. 
However, The National Archives 
digitises many of its materials for 
online presentation, which include 
‘British’ resources, and from which it 
derives an income. If Scotland were to 
go independent, would it equally have 
a right to derive income from those 
same digitised resources that concern 
its particular contribution to the 
partnership that is the UK? No, some 
might say – The National Archives 
made the investment (in some cases 
with commercial partners) and 
should be allowed to recoup its costs. 
Ah indeed – but does The National 
Archives not do so as the ‘British’ 
National Archives, with funding from 

the ‘British’ taxpayer?! You can see 
where the fun might lie ahead.

Unequal already
If, on the other hand, the outcome 
of the referendum is a continued 
membership within the United 
Kingdom, other questions may arise. 
At present, if I live in London, I can 
visit The National Archives quite easily 
and consult many digitised materials 
for free that would otherwise have 
to be accessed online via the site’s 
pay-per-view facility. But certainly 
with regard to some of those digital 
resources, why is it not possible to 
have the same access to these British 
digitised materials for free if I visit 
the National Records of Scotland, 
the Public Record Of� ce of Northern 
Ireland, or the National Library of 
Wales? If you want to stretch the 
argument further, why also not at 
archives in Manchester, Newcastle, 
Anglesey, Cornwall, Derry and 
Orkney? And my other favourite 
chestnut – if we are a ‘united’ 
kingdom, why are British citizens 
so discriminated against in terms of 
access costs for simple things such as 
birth, marriage and death records, 
depending on which part of that 
kingdom we live in? At present, if you 
are seeking English and Welsh vital 
records from the General Register 
Of� ce (GRO), it will cost you £9.25 per 
record. In Scotland, it’s £12, and in 
Northern Ireland £15. Just to confuse 
matters, for historic Scottish records, 
you can also obtain many records 
for £1.30 via ScotlandsPeople, while 
Northern Ireland will be soon offering 
something similar. The varying costs 
for British vital records across the 
union is a dog’s dinner of inequality. 
As for online access to English and 
Welsh images, as opposed to just 
indexes, it seems we’ll be sadly waiting 
until the cows come home.

The reality for those researching 
Scottish ancestry is that most of the 
resources of value to family history 
research are already independently 
held and compiled in Scotland, having 
been drawn up under a separate legal 
system to that in England and Wales – 
the system of Scots Law that was never 
abolished in 1707, and which to this 
day exists separately and in parallel to 
English Law. When a Scottish census is 
recorded today, it is done so under the 

authority of Scots Law; when a birth, 
marriage or death is recorded, it is 
similarly recorded according to the 
stipulations of the relevant Scottish 
legislation. Unlike the Republic of 
Ireland, when it split from the United 
Kingdom, there would be no need 
to create a new national archive or 
general register of� ce (as was done 
for Northern Ireland), for those 
institutions already exist in Scotland, 
as they do for England and Wales.

From a genealogical point of view, 
I suspect independence, no matter 
how dramatically it might affect other 
areas of life, would not therefore 
really be much of an issue from a 
family history perspective in Scotland. 
The real knock-on effect would be 
the changes to how we perceive our 
identities on either side of the border 
– but when it comes to researching 
our ancestors we should never forget 
that for the past three centuries they 
were part of a United Kingdom and all 
that entailed.
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