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THE UNANSWERABLE FAQ

• “How long do I keep emails?”
• ¯\_(ツ)_/¯
• Best answer so far: “It depends.”

• Depends on the content of each email:
• Is it conducting government business? 

• Email is a format – like paper or film – in which records are saved. 
• If you printed out the email, how would you file it?



Yes

Yes

No

How long do I keep my email?

Is it a government 
record?

Is it my 
responsibility?

Am I the 
custodian?

No

No

Determine record series and file 
accordingly.

Forward, if 
needed, or 

delete.
Yes

SIMPLIFIED 
FLOWCHART 
FOR 
MANAGING 
EMAIL



EXAMPLES OF POTENTIAL LONG-TERM EMAIL RECORDS

• 4 years (review for archival value)

Administrative Correspondence

• 2 years; archival for state, potentially archival for local

Meeting Minutes – Supporting Documentation

• AC + 6 (AC = September 1 of odd-numbered calendar years.); archival 

Legislative Appropriation Requests



Developing an 
outreach project

Working on a set 
of specs and a 

project charter.

Tentatively branded 
Project InfoPower.



TSLAC OUTREACH PROJECT CORRESPONDENCE

• Correspondence – Administrative
• “… pertaining to the formulation, planning, 

implementation, interpretation, 
modification, or redefinition of the 
programs, services, or projects of an 
agency/local government…”

• If the bus idea stalls? 4 year minimum 
retention (w/ archival review).

• If the bus is wildly successful? Likely to be 
retained permanently.

• How do we do that?!



HOW DO WE PRESERVE 
EMAILS LONG-TERM??



WHAT IS DIGITAL PRESERVATION?

Typical backup

• The point: Secure redundancy

• Involves
• Duplicate copies of records

• Geographically disperse

• Rolling versions

• NOT a R.M. copy



WHAT IS DIGITAL PRESERVATION?

The point: keeps things accessible over time

• Retention/disposition as dictated by the retention 
schedule

• Policies in place for keeping files accessible 

NORMALIZATION
Involves:

• Typical backups

• Format migration when needed

• Monitoring and actively maintaining accessibility



NORMALIZATION EXAMPLE IN TEXAS DIGITAL ARCHIVE

• Policy: For every text-based static 
document that has no dynamic 
elements, the long-term format for 
access and preservation is PDF.

Documents

Preservation = 
PDF

Word.doc
This 

presentation
.ppt

Wordperfect.
wpd



ON TO THE HOLY GRAIL… EMAIL

Source: http://www.fanpop.com/clubs/monty-python-and-the-holy-grail/images/591549/title/camelot-screencap



WHAT IS IT YOU 
ARE TRYING TO 
KEEP?

• Email is a transmission and content standard set by the 
Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF).

• Standards that apply include:

• RFC822 (Internet Text Messages)

• RFC2822 (Internet Message Format)

• Multipurpose Internet Mail Extensions (MIME)

• RFC821 (SMTP)

• RFC5321 (SMTP)

• RFC2821 (SMTP)

• RFC3501 (IMAP)

• RFC1939 (POP)

• etc…

• Which means…..it is really all about the content and how it 
was sent.

https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc822
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc2822
https://www.mhonarc.org/%7Eehood/MIME/
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc821
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc5321
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc2821
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc3501
https://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc1939




EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT FORMATS

PLAIN TEXT FILE MSG FILE



THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN MAKING POLICIES…

ATTACHMENTS EMBEDDED CONTENT



A SUMMARY OF 
OPTIONS

Maintain in 
current email 

system

Interfile based 
on record type

Convert to a 
non-email 

format, such as 
PDF

Convert to a 
plain-text 

readable email 
format such as 
.EML or .MBOX

DISCLAIMER: THIS LIST 
IS A START AND 
SHOULD NOT BE 
CONSIDERED YOUR 
ONLY OPTIONS



OPTION 1: KEEP IN CURRENT EMAIL SYSTEM

Pro

• No additional time investment

• Email automatically moves to newest 
format

Con

• Maintaining large email inboxes

• Need to maintain email system long-term

• Reliant on 3rd party to maintain their 
records management functionality



FUNCTIONS FOR A OFFICE 365 SHOP

Automatic retention policies

• Right-click on a folder and select properties

• Go to the Policy tab and select from available 
options

• May be possible to set custom retention 
schedules

Auto-Archiving

• Right-click on a folder tab and select properties

• Go to AutoArchive tab and select best option.

• NOTE: Emails are moved into a Microsoft PST 
file…



OPTION 2: INTERFILING IN NATIVE FORMAT

Pro

• Maintenance based on retention schedule

• May be able to view the email in original email 
program

• Alternate viewer programs may be available
• Example: freeviewer.org/msg and 

freeviewer.org/pst

Con

• If email program changes records can become 
inaccessible

• Proprietary encoding (MS Outlook?)



NATIVE FORMAT EXAMPLE

IN OUTLOOK IN TEXT EDITOR



OPTION 3: INTERFILING IN NON-EMAIL FORMAT 

Pro

• Filing based on retention schedule

• Formats consistent with other decisions 
(e.g. normalization)

• Example: Convert all emails to PDF format

Con

• Loss of header information?

• Loss of other functionality?



NON-EMAIL FORMAT EXAMPLES:

PDF HTML



OPTION 4: INTERFILING IN OTHER EMAIL FORMATS

Pro

• Filing based on retention schedule

• Shows email records as they were intended

• Formats consistent with other decisions (e.g. 
normalization)

• Plain text readable

• Example: Convert all long-term files to EML 
format

Con

• May need to forward migrate in the future



ATTACHMENTS?

IN A PDF SEPARATED FROM EMAIL



A LITTLE IT HUMOR



THANK YOU

Bonnie Zuber – Government Information Analyst

Contact SLRM to find your analyst:

512-463-7610 or slrminfo@tsl.texas.gov

Brian Thomas – Electronic Records Specialist

Contact: 512-475-3744 or bthomas@tsl.texas.gov

mailto:slrminfo@tsl.texas.gov
mailto:bthomas@tsl.texas.gov
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