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Annex D: Notes to Accompany
the NHS Records Retention and
Disposal Schedules

1. Introduction
This Annex sets out the minimum periods for which the various records created
within the NHS or by predecessor bodies should be retained, either due to their
ongoing administrative value or as a result of statutory requirement. It also
provides guidance on dealing with records which have ongoing research or
historical value and should be selected for permanent preservation as archives and
transferred to a Place of Deposit approved by The National Archives.

The Annex provides information and advice about all records commonly found
within NHS organisations. For ease of use, there are separate schedules relating to
health and corporate (ie non-health) records. The retention schedules apply to all
the records concerned, irrespective of the format (eg paper, databases, e-mails, 
X-rays, photographs, CD-ROMs) in which they are created or held.

To help Records Managers differentiate between existing and new categories of
records, and unchanged or changed/new retention periods, the following keys
have been used:

C = a previously existing record type (ie referenced in a previous retention
schedule) but a Change to the retention period

N = a New record type (either not referenced in a previous retention schedule or a
more explicit description of a record type than previously published)

S = a previously existing record type, with the Same retention period.

2. Responsibilities and Decision Making
Records of the NHS and its predecessor bodies are subject to the Public Records
Act 1958, which imposes a statutory duty of care directly upon all individuals who
have direct responsibility for any such records. 
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For an NHS organisation to manage its records effectively, wider records
management responsibilities need to be considered, placed with the appropriate
individuals and/or committees, and resourced. For example, organisations may
require local records managers and/or a corporate records manager; a health or
medical records manager and/or committee; and possibly an archivist. 

Requirements for records management are set out in more detail elsewhere in the
Code of Practice and in the Information Governance Toolkit. If overall
responsibility has not already been allocated, it is recommended that this should be
placed with the NHS organisation’s Information Governance Committee. 

3. Interpretation of the Schedules
TYPE OF RECORD: lists alphabetically records created as part of a particular
function. The business and corporate records schedule has grouped together
records of major functions commonly found in NHS organisations.

MINIMUM RETENTION PERIOD: records are required to be kept for a certain
period either because of statutory requirement or because they may be needed for
administrative purposes during this time. If an organisation decides that it needs to
keep records longer than the recommended minimum period, it can vary the
period accordingly and record the decision on its own retention schedule. In this
regard, however, organisations need also to consider the fifth principle of the Data
Protection Act 1998, ie that personal data should not be retained longer than is
necessary.

In any event, public records should not ordinarily be kept for longer than 30 years
from their creation (calculated from the last date on the file, as described in
‘Retention Periods’ below) without being transferred to a Place of Deposit. Any
NHS organisation that has reason to retain records for more than 30 years (other
than for statutory or active administrative purposes) must contact The National
Archives, or their local Place of Deposit, for advice.

DERIVATION: notes the details of legislation and any other references of relevance
to the recommended minimum retention period. 
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FINAL ACTION: at the end of the relevant minimum retention period, one or more
of the following actions will apply:

1) Review: records may need to be kept for longer than the minimum retention
period due to ongoing administrative need. As part of the review, the
organisation should have regard to the fifth principle of the Data Protection
Act 1998, which requires that personal data is not kept longer than is
necessary. If it is decided that the records should be retained for a period
longer than the minimum (provided that this does not total a period of 30 years
or more from creation, in which case see the comments on the minimum
retention period above), the internal retention schedules will need to be
amended accordingly and a further review date set. Otherwise, one of the
following will apply:

2) Transfer/consult a Place of Deposit or The National Archives (see ‘Archives’
section below): if the records have no ongoing administrative value but have
or may have long-term historical or research value, or they have some
administrative value but are more appropriately held as archives.
Organisations that are not already in regular contact with their Place of
Deposit should consult The National Archives.

3) Destroy: where the records are no longer required to be kept due to statutory
requirement or administrative need and they have no long-term historical or
research value. In the case of health records, this should be done in
consultation with clinicians in the organisation (see section 5 below).

4. Retention Periods
As previously stated, records should not ordinarily be kept for longer than 30 years.
The Public Records Act does, however, provide for records which are still in current
use to be legally retained. Additionally, under separate legislation, records may be
required to be retained for longer than 30 years (eg Control of Substances
Hazardous to Health Regulations). The minimum retention periods should be
calculated from the beginning of the year after the last date on the record.
For example, a file in which the first entry is in February 2001 and the last in
September 2004, and for which the retention period is seven years, should be
kept in its entirety at least until the beginning of 2012.

3

Annex D: Notes to Accompany the NHS Records Retention and Disposal Schedules



Each organisation should produce its own retention schedules in the light of its
own internal requirements. Organisations should not apply to any records a
shorter retention period than the minimum set out in these schedules, but there
may be circumstances in which they need to apply a longer retention period. Any
decision to extend must ensure that the retention period does not exceed 30 years
unless prior approval has been obtained via The National Archives. 

Also, in respect of any records that contain personal data as defined by the Data
Protection Act, consideration should be given to the fifth principle of the Act,
ie that ‘Personal data processed for any purpose or purposes shall not be kept for
longer than is necessary for that purpose or those purposes’. Section 33 of the
Data Protection Act allows for personal data identified as being of historical or
statistical research value to be kept as archives. Records with such value must be
transferred to the organisation’s approved Place of Deposit. Where the
organisation has no existing relationship with a Place of Deposit, The National
Archives should be contacted in the first instance. Where an organisation is unsure
whether records may have archival value, The National Archives or the Place of
Deposit with which the organisation has an existing working relationship should be
consulted.

5. Who Makes the Decision Regarding Disposal and Destruction
of Records?
There are two principal options: to dispose (eg by passing on to another
organisation) or to destroy. Staff in the operational area that ordinarily uses the
records will usually be able to decide. Operational managers are responsible for
making sure that all records are periodically and routinely reviewed to determine
what can be disposed of or destroyed in the light of local and national guidance.

In respect of health records, it is recommended that a multi-disciplinary Health
Records Committee and/or Health Records User Group should be established to
provide advice on local policy, particularly for the retention, archiving or disposal of
sensitive personal health records. Input from local healthcare professionals should
be a key element of any records management strategy.
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Once the appropriate minimum period has expired, the need to retain records
further for local use should be reviewed periodically. Because of the sensitive and
confidential nature of such records and the need to ensure that decisions on
retention balance the interests of professional staff, including any research in which
they are or may be engaged, and the resources available for storage, it is
recommended that the views of the profession’s local representatives should
be obtained.

6. Archives
It is a legal requirement that NHS records which have been selected as archives
should be held in a repository that has been approved for the purpose by The
National Archives. Where an organisation is already in regular contact with its
Place of Deposit, it should consult with it over decisions regarding selection and
transfer of records. Where this is not the case, The National Archives should be
contacted in the first instance.

Some individual hospitals have themselves been appointed as a Place of Deposit.
In practice these have tended to be those larger hospitals that can commit the
resources necessary to provide appropriate conditions of storage and access, and
to place them under the care of a professionally qualified archivist. However, it is
open to any NHS organisation to apply for Place of Deposit status. The National
Archives can provide further advice on this matter, and further information about
the work of archivists in NHS organisations is available from the Health Archives
Group.

Where possible, the schedules identify those records likely to have permanent
research and historical value. Beyond this, some NHS organisations will have
particular and individual reasons, which relate to their own history, for retaining
particular records as archives. Conversely, it should also be borne in mind that
some records may have a long-term research value outside the NHS organisation
that created them (eg both administrative and clinical records from a number of
different hospitals have been used to study the 1918 influenza epidemic). The
Health Archives Group will advise on the current and potential research uses of
NHS archives, including patient records.
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Annex D1: Health Records
Retention Schedule

This retention schedule details a Minimum Retention Period for each type of
health record. Records (whatever the media) may be retained for longer than the
minimum period. However, records should not ordinarily be retained for more than
30 years. Where a period longer than 30 years is required (eg to be preserved for
historical purposes), or for any pre-1948 records, The National Archives (see note 1
below) should be consulted. Organisations should remember that records
containing personal information are subject to the Data Protection Act 1998.

The following types of record are covered by this retention schedule (regardless of
the media on which they are held, including paper, electronic, images and sound,
and including all records of NHS patients treated on behalf of the NHS in the
private healthcare sector):

patient health records (electronic or paper-based, and concerning all specialties,
including GP medical records);

records of private patients seen on NHS premises;

Accident & Emergency, birth and all other registers;

theatre, minor operations and other related registers;

X-ray and imaging reports, output and images;

photographs, slides and other images;

microform (ie microfiche/microfilm);

audio and video tapes, cassettes, CD-ROMs, etc;

e-mails;

computerised records; and

scanned documents.

If viewed in electronic format, the search facility in Word or PDF can be used to
search for particular record types.
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Notes
1. Where an organisation has an existing relationship with an approved Place of

Deposit, it should consult the Place of Deposit in the first instance. Where
there is no pre-existing relationship with a Place of Deposit, organisations
should consult The National Archives.

2. The coding below denotes the status of the type of record and its retention
period:

C = a previously existing record type (ie referenced in a previous retention
schedule) but a Change to the retention period

N = a New record type (either not referenced in a previous retention schedule or
a more explicit description of a record type than previously published)

S = a previously existing record type, with the Same retention period.
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Addendum 1: Principles to be Used in Determining Policy Regarding
the Retention and Storage of Essential Maternity Records
British Paediatric Association
Royal College of Midwives
Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
United Kingdom Central Council for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting

Joint Position on the Retention of Maternity Records

1. All essential maternity records should be retained. ‘Essential’ maternity records
mean those records relating to the care of a mother and baby during
pregnancy, labour and the puerperium.

2. Records that should be retained are those which will, or may, be necessary for
further professional use. ‘Professional use’ means necessary to the care to be
given to the woman during her reproductive life, and/or her baby, or
necessary for any investigation that may ensue under the Congenital
Disabilities (Civil Liabilities) Act 1976, or any other litigation related to the care
of the woman and/or her baby.

3. Local level decision making with administrators on behalf of the health
authority must include proper professional representation when agreeing
policy about essential maternity records. ‘Proper professional’ in this context
should mean a senior medical practitioner(s) concerned in the direct clinical
provision of maternity and neonatal services and a senior practising midwife.

4. Local policy should clearly specify particular records to be retained AND
include detail regarding transfer of records, and needs for the final collation of
the records for storage. For example, the necessity for inclusion of community
midwifery records.

5. Policy should also determine details of the mechanisms for return and collation
for storage, of those records which are held by mothers themselves, during
pregnancy and the puerperium.
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List of Maternity Records to be Retained

6. Maternity Records retained should include the following:

6.1 documents recording booking data and pre-pregnancy records where
appropriate;

6.2 documentation recording subsequent antenatal visits and examinations;

6.3 antenatal in-patient records;

6.4 clinical test results including ultrasonic scans, alpha-feto protein and chorionic
villus sampling;

6.5 blood test reports;

6.6 all intrapartum records to include, initial assessment, partograph and
associated records including cardiotocographs;

6.7 drug prescription and administration records;

6.8 postnatal records including documents relating to the care of mother and
baby, in both the hospital and community settings.
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Annex D2: Business and Corporate (Non-Health) Records Retention Schedule

Annex D2: Business and
Corporate (Non-Health) Records
Retention Schedule

This retention schedule details a Minimum Retention Period for each type of non-
health record. Records (whatever the media) may be retained for longer than the
minimum period. However, records should not ordinarily be retained for more than
30 years. The National Archives (see Note 1 below) should be consulted where a
longer period than 30 years is required, or for any pre-1948 records. Organisations
should also remember that records containing personal information are subject to
the Data Protection Act 1998.

The following types of record are covered by this retention schedule (regardless of
the media on which they are held, including paper, electronic, images and sound): 

administrative records (including personnel, estates, financial and accounting
records, and notes associated with complaint handling); 

photographs, slides and other images (non-clinical);

microform (ie microfiche/microfilm);

audio and video tapes, cassettes, CD-ROMs, etc;

e-mails;

computerised records; and

scanned documents
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The schedule is split into the following types of records:

Administrative (corporate and organisation) page 59

Estates/engineering page 68

Financial page 72

IM & T page 81

Other page 82

Personnel/human resources page 83

Purchasing/supplies page 86

If viewed in electronic format, the search facility in Word or PDF can be used to
search for particular record types.

Notes
1. An organisation with an existing relationship with an approved Place of

Deposit should consult the Place of Deposit in the first instance. Where there
is no pre-existing relationship with a Place of Deposit, organisations should
consult The National Archives.

2. The coding below denotes the status of the type of record and its retention
period:

C = a previously existing record type (ie referenced in a previous retention
schedule) but a Change to the retention period

N = a New record type (either not referenced in a previous retention schedule
or a more explicit description of a record type than previously published)

S = a previously existing record type, with the Same retention period.
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Annex D3: Electronic Record/
Audit Trails

1. Electronic records are supported by audit trails, which record details of all
additions, changes, deletions and viewings. Typically, the audit trail will include
information on:

who – identification of the person creating, changing or viewing the record;

what – details of the data entry or what was viewed;

when – date and time of the data entry or viewing; and

where – the location where the data entry or viewing occurred.

2. Audit trails are important for medico-legal purposes as they enable the
reconstruction of records at a point in time. Without its associated audit trail,
there is no reliable way of confirming that an entry is a true record of an event
or intervention.

3. NHS Connecting for Health is considering the impact of the retention of audit
trail data, eg whether it should be retained for at least the same period as
the data to which it relates. There is also an unresolved issue regarding the
association of audit trail data with electronic GP records transferred between
practices.

4. Advice and guidance specific to audit trails will be issued as soon as
possible on the Department of Health website (http://www.dh.gov.uk/
PolicyandGuidance/OrganisationPolicy/RecordsManagement/). In the
meantime, NHS organisations are advised to retain all audit trails until
further notice.
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Annex E: Approved Places
of Deposit

NHS organisations considering the deposit of records selected for permanent
preservation are advised to contact the National Advisory Services at The National
Archives for guidance on this process and up-to-date information concerning
relevant Places of Deposit. The list of contact addresses for Places of Deposit for
public records appointed to hold NHS records as at February 2006 is on the
following pages. Up-to-date details can be found in The National Archives’ online
directory of archive repositories (http://www.archon.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon/).
Some Places of Deposit are undergoing major changes to their accommodation
and it is therefore worth consulting the website for current information or
contacting the National Advisory Services, The National Archives, Kew, Richmond,
Surrey TW9 4DU, nas@nationalarchives.gov.uk
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