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To Dispose or Not to Dispose: Lessons from the Heiner Affair in Australia
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Many public archivists in Japan are now facing challenges with regard to the
implementation of the Public Records Management Act that came into force in April
2011. Over 20 years ago, in March 1990, the records of the so-called Heiner Inquiry that
was meant to investigate the alleged systematic abuse at a state-run youth detention centre
were shredded in Queensland, Australia. The shredding was carried out with the approval of
the State Archivist who had the full legal authority and discretion to dispose of any public
records of the State.

This seemingly legitimate disposal snowballed into the notorious Heiner Affair
when concerns regarding the state cabinet's withholding of relevant information from the
archivist arose and it seemed that the cabinet was exerting political pressure on the archivist.
The purpose of this research note is to glean lessons from the Affair by examining how it
occurred, what went wrong, and how the Australian archivists coped with the situation.
The author also discusses the main concerns that were raised, including those regarding
archivists’ accountability, to demonstrate that more than just an archival legislation is

required to ensure that an archivist acts accountably.
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