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INTRODUCING THE PROJECT

There are so many rich oral history collections in Australia, but many are at risk of
being lost. These collections often capture the voices of people whose stories may
not otherwise be part of the historical record. They illuminate Australia’s historical,
cultural and linguistic past and have the power to transform understandings of Austra-
lian history. While the oral history community knows that there are many significant
precarious collections out there, there is very little general information available about
all the precarious collections that exist. If one is interested in learning about precarious

collections, there is no current resource available for people to consult.

The Identifying Precarious Victorian Oral History Collections Project is identifying
and creating a list of precarious oral history collections held outside of major cultural
institutions in the state of Victoria. The project will capture vital information about
as many precarious oral history collections in Victoria as possible via an online form.
A public, online database featuring the list will be created and a project report will be
released upon the project’s conclusion in late 2025. The list will also be provided to
relevant cultural institutions and organisations who may be interested in the project’s
findings. This project’s outputs will provide a snapshot in time of precarious Victorian
oral history collections, increase the visibility of the existence of these collections, and
become a foundational resource for any future work advocating for support, preserva-

tion and appropriate use of relevant collections.

The project is being led by the Australian National University (ANU) team of the
Language Data Commons of Australia (LDaCA), funded by the Australian Research

150



Reports: Puri

Data Commons. Oral historian and Research Project Manager Dr Anisa Puri is
leading the project. Research Officer Jennifer Rose, who is also Oral History Victoria’s
current president, is supporting project outreach and administration. Professor Cath-
erine Travis — a linguist and the LDaCA Chief Investigator at the ANU - oversees
the LDaCA ANU team and provides advice on this project. The project also has an
Advisory Committee to provide expert advice. It includes representatives from the
National Library of Australia, the State Library of Victoria, Oral History Australia,
Oral History Victoria and CO-AS-IT’s Italian Historical Society.! The project aligns
with LDaCA’s aims to help secure significant precarious oral history collections and

raise awareness of existing collections.

PRECARIOUS ORAL HISTORY COLLECTIONS

Oral history collections in Victoria that are not preserved in major national and state
cultural institutions (which have the technical capacity and legal responsibility to
future-proof digital recordings and manage access conditions indefinitely) are eligible
to be considered as precarious. The project website lists three key questions to help
people identify if their collection is precarious: Are you confident that your collec-
tion will be safe in 10, 20, or even 50 years? Does your collection have the ongoing
resources to be updated as digital technologies, standards, and platforms change in
future decades? Does your collection have the ongoing resources and support to indef-
initely manage interview access conditions in the future?* We encourage collection

holders who answer no to any of these questions to complete the project’s form.

A positive by-product of this project is how it prompts some collection holders to
consider the possibility that their oral history collections may be at risk. Collections
on fast-deteriorating physical carriers such as magnetic tape — which includes reel-to-
reel tapes and compact cassette tapes — are at risk of being lost forever.” The long-term

survival of digital and digitised collections is also at risk. Digital formats can quickly

1 Learn more about the project team via www.precariousoralhistories.com.
2 See www.precariousoralhistories.com.

3 For more on this, see the National Film and Sound Archive’s ‘Deadline 2025: Collections At Risk’ dis-
cussion paper. Available at https://www.nfsa.gov.au/corporate-information/publications/deadline-2025.
Accessed 10 April 2025.
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become obsolete, and some collection holders may not be in a position to update their
digital files to new formats as or when required to ensure their collections survive.
Interviewees choose access and usage conditions pertaining to their interviews and
oral history interviews require ongoing management to ensure interviewees wishes
are upheld. Collections are sometimes only held by one individual and there may
not be plans in place to manage or preserve a collection after the collection holder’s
lifetime. Some organisations that currently have support to manage their oral history
collections may find themselves in different circumstances if they face job or funding
cuts, or potentially even cease to exist. There are, of course, many collection holders -
including academics, community groups, and others — who are keenly aware that they

hold valuable oral histories that are at risk of not surviving.

As Immediate Past President of Oral History Australia, Emeritus Professor Alistair

Thomson, who serves on this project’s Advisory Committee, explains:

Boxes of cassettes in a dusty local history society cupboard; digital files on
an academic’s laptop; community recordings on an activist’s bookshelf —
these recordings could be gold dust for future historians but they will not
survive unless they are archived with a repository that can digitally future-
proof the recordings and manage access according to the wishes of the
interviewees. Identifying Precarious Victorian Oral History Collections
Project is a vital state-based effort to identify any such precarious recordings

and improve their chances of survival.*

Such ‘gold dust’ forms part of Australia’s cultural heritage and may be of local, state or
national significance. Oral History Victoria’s President (and project Research Officer)
Jennifer Rose, notes that the project ‘is filling an information void about the precise

scope of oral history collections in Victoria that are precarious’:

We know from our membership and the interactions we have with people
who are working to record oral histories and share them with the commu-

nity, that many oral history collections are held in precarious circumstances,

4 Alistair Thomson, email correspondence with author, 8 April 2025.

152



Reports: Puri

simply because of a lack of resources or capability to sustainably and securely

store them.’

PROGRESS TO DATE

We first consulted with key relevant institutions and organisations, including the National
Library of Australia, Oral History Australia, Oral History Victoria and National and
State Libraries Australasia’s Oral History Network, to seek feedback that helped refine
the project’s focus and approach. We connected with other relevant organisations and
groups — such as Public Libraries Victoria’s Local Studies Special Interest Group — to
build relationships and raise awareness about the project. We met with others who had
worked on related projects in Victoria to learn about their experience. We developed
the project’s form and produced a guide to help respondents to complete it. We tested
and refined the form by inviting several community testers with relevant collections
to complete it and to share their feedback on the process. The project website, which
contains the form, will be launched at the end of May 2025. The form will be open for
at least three months, during which time we will embark on extensive outreach with
potential collection holders including academics, community groups, historical societies,
historical consultancies, some local GLAM organisations, and others. The final report

will include further details about the project’s methodology.

THE PROJECT FORM

The project’s online form will gather as much collection metadata about each collec-
tion as possible. It includes questions about the collection title, collection description
and topics, date of creation, purpose of the collection, language(s) spoken in the
interviews, where the collection is located, the geographic area the interviews relate
to, consent forms, copyright and access conditions, audio/audiovisual format, audio
quality, whether the collection is analogue or digital, number of interviews, average
interview length, interview documentation (e.g. transcripts), whether the material is
accessible, whether there are other types of archival materials in the collection, and

other available metadata. Most questions are optional, as some collection holders may

5 Jennifer Rose, email correspondence with author, 8 April 2025.
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not have detailed information available about their collections. The form is designed
to be accessible to the public. Collection holders who prefer to complete the form via
a phone call or via a physical form will be able to do so. (Please note: the form will be

closed to submissions by the time this report is published.)

POTENTIAL FUTURE WORK

If this Victorian-focused project is successful, we hope to later extend this project into
a larger initiative beyond the state — potentially identifying precarious collections
in some other states and territories and/or releasing a methodological toolkit with
resources to assist organisations in other states and territories to undertake this work

themselves.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE PROJECT

To learn more about the project, and to find project updates and outputs, please visit

www.precariousoralhistories.com or contact Anisa Puri at anisa.puri@anu.edu.au.
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