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LLILAS IS PROUD to be a key player in the 
collaborative venture that, in December 2011, 
resulted in the public launch of the Guatemalan 
National Police Historical Archive (AHPN) online. 
The culmination of years of diligent work by 

archive staff in Guatemala, this unhindered access to the AHPN digital 
archive opens up many new avenues of research into the country’s past 
by scholars, human rights activists, prosecutors, and family members of 
those killed or disappeared during Guatemala’s armed internal conflict. 

The Police Archive was discovered fortuitously in 2005 by investi-
gators looking for the source of explosions in an abandoned portion 
of a sprawling military base in Guatemala City. The existence of such 
an archive had long been denied by police, military, and civilian gov-
ernment officials, particularly during truth commission investigations 
in the 1990s. The investigators stumbled upon a series of rat- and 
cockroach-infested buildings with rooms piled floor to ceiling with 
immense bundles of moldy, rotting, and decaying documents. By 
the time AHPN archivists had concluded their calculations, nearly 
8,000 linear meters of documents had been accounted for, in total 
more than 80 million folios of records stretching from 1882 when 

the police was founded to 1997 when the force was disbanded under 
the Guatemalan Peace Accords. 

The archive contains many types of documents, including logbooks, 
identification cards, case files, photographs, memoranda, corre-
spondence, and reports. It also includes loose files on kidnappings, 
murders, and assassinations created during nearly four decades of 
intense civil conflict beginning in the 1960s, a conflict that claimed 
250,000 lives and displaced more than a million people. 

After this discovery, the Human Rights Ombudsman office assumed 
custody of the archive under an order issued by the nation’s Civil 
Court. In 2009, responsibility for the AHPN was transferred to the 
Ministry of Culture where it is under the direction of the Archivo 
General de Centro América (AGCA), Guatemala’s national archive. 
With its over 80 million pages of documents, the AHPN represents the 
largest single repository of documents ever made available to human 
rights investigators. The AHPN is an integral part of the documentary 
patrimony of the Guatemalan people, with the mandate to ensure the 
preservation, safekeeping, and custody of the documentary record 
of the disbanded Guatemalan National Police in order to make this 
record accessible to the public at large.
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Working under very challenging conditions, the AHPN has built 
a professional archive that serves as an international example of 
development and implementation of best practices, policies, and 
procedures. The AHPN has worked closely with a broad array of 
leading archivists as well as key national and institutional actors in 
the area of memory, human rights, and justice, including Dr. Trudy 
Huskamp Peterson, the Swiss Federal Archives, the Archivo General 
de Centroamérica, the Fundación de Antropología Forense, Bene-
tech, Archiveros sin Fronteras, and the National Security Archive. 
The tireless efforts of a dedicated staff of over 100 at the AHPN in 
Guatemala, in conjunction with these institutional partnerships, 
has allowed the archive to move into uncharted territory in terms 
of preservation and access to these valuable records. 

Following years of painstaking work to clean, identify, classify, 
organize, describe, and digitize 
the documents, in 2009 the AHPN 
opened a professionally staffed 
public reading room to provide 
access to the digitized documents 
to anyone able to visit the archive 
in person. Reading room staff also 
accept requests for specific docu-
ments from prosecutors, human 
rights investigators, families of the 
disappeared, scholars, and jour-
nalists. Currently, the Guatemalan 
Attorney General’s office has sev-
eral staff members assigned full 
time to work at the archive 
researching ongoing cases of 
criminal human rights violations 
by police officials, primarily dur-
ing the most intense period of the 
armed internal conflict in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Numerous such cases 
are working their way through 
the courts, and several convic-
tions already have been obtained, 
some relying substantially on docu-
mentary evidence from the archive. 
Among these is the case of retired National Police director Héctor 
Rafael Bol de la Cruz, arrested and charged for his command role in 
the forced disappearance of labor leader Fernando García in 1984.

In December 2010, a delegation from the University of Texas at Aus-
tin met in Guatemala with AHPN officials, human rights groups, and 
Guatemalan scholars to explore areas of collaboration. In a subsequent 
Letter of Understanding between the AHPN and UT—represented by 
the Bernard and Audre Rapoport Center for Human Rights and Justice, 
the Teresa Lozano Long Institute of Latin American Studies, and the 
University of Texas Libraries—the parties agreed to exchange technical 
expertise, cooperate in research, engage in capacity-building through 
legal and academic networks, and organize an international academic 
conference in conjunction with these activities. As a cornerstone of 
this collaboration, UT Austin committed to the development of an 
online archive for public access to the digital records.

In April 2011, the UT Libraries received hard drives containing 
copies of millions of digital images scanned by the AHPN in Guate-
mala. UT Libraries partnered with UT’s Texas Advanced Computing 
Center (TACC) to create access derivatives from the initial set of 
master files. As digitization of the 80 million total physical pages 
proceeds in Guatemala, UT Libraries will receive additional files for 
inclusion in the online archive.

With the December 2011 public launch of the digital archive at 
http://ahpn.lib.utexas.edu/, AHPN and UT Austin took the bold and 
unprecedented step of putting the entirety of the digitized collection, 
totaling over 10 million pages of documents, online for universal 
access. In a departure from traditional practice, none of the records 
were screened, redacted, or access-restricted in any manner. Thus, an 
important part of the nation’s historical patrimony has been preserved 

and opened up for all citizens to 
consult as they work to discover 
and make sense of their own his-
tory. In the first 72 hours following 
the site launch at the conference, 
the digital archive received more 
than 10,000 pageviews. 

To underscore the collaboration 
between archivists, academics, and 
human rights activists, the digital 
archive was launched as part of 
a full-day conference, Politics of 
Memory: Guatemala’s National 
Police Archive, sponsored by the 
Rapoport Center, the Benson Latin 
American Collection, and LLILAS 
and held at the UT School of Law. 
During her keynote address, Archivo 
General de Centro América director 
Anna Carla Ericastilla summed up 
the significance of the conference: 
“Today’s event is important because 
it gives the Guatemalan people 
greater access to documents from an 
archive that has been instrumental 
in the processes of historical clari-

fication and justice. This opportunity for Guatemalans to be able to 
examine the documents directly, without intermediation of any kind, 
contributes to their ability to form their own opinions and to take 
their understanding of what happened and corroborate it, juxtapose 
it, with other versions.” Other speakers at the conference included 
LLILAS and Benson Collection director Charles R. Hale, Rapoport 
Center codirectors Karen L. Engle and Daniel M. Brinks, AHPN sys-
tems director Jorge Villagrán, National Security Archive senior analyst 
Kate Doyle, and vice provost and UT Libraries director Fred Heath.

Since the digitized documents, many of which are hand-written, 
cannot be full-text searched, users must rely heavily on metadata 
and on browsing the hierarchical structure of the archive to locate 
relevant records. As the archives profession has long recognized, item-
level metadata is impractical, even impossible, for collections of this 
size and scope. The AHPN created an arrangement and description 
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(Left to right): Christian Kelleher (Benson Latin American Collection), Fred Heath (UT Vice 

Provost), Karen Engle (Rapoport Center), Jorge Villagrán (AHPN), and Daniel Brinks 

(Rapoport Center) at the archive in Guatemala.

system that implements international stan-
dards and best practices, and the Benson 
Collection and UT Libraries were able to 
translate those standards and practices into 
an online environment to provide seam-
less access to the more than 10 million and 

growing digitized records. The online archive 
reflects and maintains the archival principles 
of respect des fonds, provenance, and original 
order that AHPN staff so diligently excavated 
from the rotting piles of paper and pains-
takingly implemented. The online archive 

provides access through archival arrange-
ment of record groups, record series, and 
subseries, and description in finding aids 
created and published using the ISAD(G) 
standard. The goal of the Benson Collec-
tion and UT Libraries’ technical team was 
to recreate in the digital environment the 
experience of using the AHPN in person. The 
online archive recognizes the unique value of 
archival arrangement and description, and 
serves as a model for providing broad digital 
access to an extremely large historical collec-
tion with truly archival metadata.

The AHPN has generated an unprec-
edented collaboration between archivists, 
academics, and human rights activists in Gua-
temala, and its agreement with UT Austin 
has yielded an innovative plan for broaden-
ing these relations of collaboration. In the 
words of AHPN national coordinator Gustavo 
Meoño, “This alliance secures the perpetual 
public availability of the archive, which is 
so important for Guatemala. The University 
of Texas at Austin’s prestige and commitment 
to academic inquiry gives us an opportunity 
to guarantee the right to information in the 
most democratic and permanent manner 
possible.” 

Without moving the physical archives 
outside of the country, the UT Libraries has 
made the collection universally accessible 
online. The activities contemplated in this 
partnership will improve on and use that 
accessibility to anchor a world-class archival, 
research, and transitional justice community 
all directed to greater understanding of the 
conflict in Guatemala and committed to pre-
venting anything like it again. In short, with 
its unique collaboration between entities in 
Guatemala and the United States, between 
academics and activists, and between digital 
library and archive experts in Austin and the 
relatives of victims of a genocidal war in the 
highlands of Guatemala, this project mar-
ries peace-building to the digital twenty-first 
century. It encourages, across generations 
and geographical locations, the creation and 
animation of the intellectual capital essential 
to underpinning efforts for lasting peace—in 
Guatemala and elsewhere. ✹

Kent Norsworthy is digital curation coordinator 
for LLILAS and the Benson Latin American Col-
lection and coordinator of UT’s AHPN Project 
Collaborative Coordinating Committee. 

Staff scanning documents at the Guatemalan National Police Historical Archive (AHPN).


