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Wisconsin’s Records Laws 

• Wis. Stat. § 16.61(2)(b) defines “public 
records” for the purposes of records retention 
and disposition 

• Wis. Stat. § 19.32(2) defines “records” for 
purposes of the records access and disclosure 
provisions of Wis. Stat. §§ 19.31-19.39 (known 
as the public records law or the open records 
law) 
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Why A Wisconsin Records Management 
Program? 

• Provides a framework for compliance with 
applicable legal requirements 

• Promotes transparency in government 

• Documents governmental activities 

• Minimizes litigation risk 

• Fulfills obligations to the public 

• Facilitates decision making 

• Improves effectiveness and  information retrieval 

• Promotes best  practices in state agency record keeping  
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PRB Organization and Functions 

• The PRB is comprised of 8 members. 
• The PRB oversees several committees: 

        - Records Management Committee 
        - Policy Committee 
        - Records Resource Management Committee 

–Records Officer Council 
• The PRB develops rules and guidelines that promote 

responsible records management practices.  
• The PRB meets quarterly to address records 

management issues.  
• The PRB, based on the recommendation of the Records 

Management Committee, approves record schedules. 
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Makeup of the PRB 

The PRB is attached to the Department of 
Administration (DOA) and consists of:  

• The governor (or his/her designee) 

• The director of the Historical Society (or his/her designee) 

• The attorney general (or his/her designee) 

• The state auditor (or his/her designee) 

• The director of the legislative council staff (or his/her 
designee) 

A representative of:  
– The small business community 

– A school board or the governing body of a municipality 

– One other member 5 



What Responsibilities Do PRB Members 
Have? 

• Define and approve public records policy standards 

• Develop and approve records schedules for state and 
local government agencies 

• Create and promulgate records management rules and 
directives intended to protect and preserve public 
records 

• Review and advise on electronic public records rules 
and standards 

• Establish minimum retention periods for public 
records of local units of government 
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What Responsibilities Do PRB Members 
Have? (cont.) 

• Designate archival repositories  

• Recommend qualitative standards for storage of public 
records in electronic formats 

• Create a registry of public record series which contain 
Personally identifiable Information (PII)  

• Review DOA electronic public records/optical disk 
rules and standards 

• Review agency requests for microfilming of public 
records 
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What Responsibilities Do PRB 
Members Have? (cont.) 

• Serve on committees 
  Records Management Committee 

• The Committee reviews and recommends for approval Records 
Disposition Authorizations, General Schedules and other 
materials.  

  Policy Committee 
• The Committee develops and implements PRB policies and 

guidelines, and develops records standards and best practices. 
  Records Resource Management Committee  

• Defines roles and responsibilities for the PRB and collaborative 
agencies (DOA, WHS, and other partners).  

• Issue guidance and training materials. 
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 Guided by WI State Statutes 
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§ 15.07(2) PRB elections § 19.21(4)(b) 7 year statute for municipal records

§ 15.105 PRB membership makeup § 19.21(5)(c) 7 year statute for county records

§ 15.105(4) PRB makeup § 19.21(7)
Tapes of meeting minutes retained for 90 days, if purpose of 

tape was to make minutes

§ 16.61 Powers and duties of the PRB § 19.31-19.39 Public (open) records law

§ 16.61(2)(b)
Defines “public records” for the purposes of records 

retention and disposition
§ 19.32(2)

Defines “records” for purposes of the records access and 

disclosure provisions of Wis. Stat. §§ 19.31-19.39 

§ 16.61(3)(e)
PRB ability to establish minimum time periods for any local 

government
§ 19.62(5) PII definition

§ 16.61(3)(u) PRB PII registry requirement § 19.82(1) Definition of governmental body

§ 16.61(4) Retention scheduling § 19.82(2) Definition of a meeting

§ 16.62(1)(b) Operation of a records center § 59.20(3)(a) County offices keep open books

§ 19.21(2) Transition of records on administration change § 893.82(3)
120 day retention justification for video/monitoring 

recordings

§ 19.21(4)(a) 60 Day Notice To WHS



PRB Web Site 
Public records information is distributed on the PRB  
website 
 

              (http://publicrecordsboard.wi.gov/) 
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Key Items of Note 

• Wis. Stats. §16.61 includes:  
 Definition of a public record for purpose of 

records retention obligations 

 Public records responsibilities 

 Records management requirements 
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Key Items of Note 
(continued) 

• Admin 12 includes:  
 Electronic public records management – 

standards and requirements 
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Key Items of Note 
(continued) 

• Wis. Stats §19.32(2) includes: 

 Definition of a “record” for the purpose of 

access and disclosure, pursuant to the 

Wisconsin public records law (Wis. Stat. § 

§19.31-19.39) 

• Wis. Stat. §19.32(2) is used for responding 

to public records requests.  

 

13 



What is Records Management? 

The practice of maintaining records 
throughout their lifecycle 
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• Agency records management programs 
manage organizational information to 
ensure it is useable, cost-effective, timely, 
accurate, complete and easily accessible.  

• Better information, at the right time, 
makes better business. 



1. Creation 
  

Records are 

created through 

employee 

activities and 

from external 

transactions and 

correspondence 

2. Distribute/Use/File 

(Active Stage) 
  

Active records are 

shared, used for 

decisions, evidence, and 

other business purposes 

Lifecycle of 
a Public 
Record  
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5a. Historic Preservation 
  

Records determined to have 

long term value are 

permanently preserved by 

the appropriate archival 

institution 3. Storage and 

Maintenance 

(Inactive Stage) 
  

Records that have 

lived past their 

immediate use but 

must remain 

accessible for 

reference 

4. Retention 

and Disposition 
  

Records which 

have met the 

retention time set 

on an approved 

schedule are 

destroyed or 

transferred to an 

archival repository 

5b. Destruction 
  

Records without long term 

value are destroyed 

 (some are destroyed 

confidentially) 

OR 



What is a Public Record? 

Recorded information, in any format 
(including paper, electronic, audio/visual, 
calendars, maps) created or received by a 
state employee and/or agency in the 
transaction of business* 
 
Information content determines what is a record and not the 
format in which the information is generated. Records may be 
textual, pictorial, paper, electronic, audio, video, etc. 
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What is a Public Record? 

• Created in the course of business 
 Correspondence, memos (paper and electronic), 

agreements, studies, reports 

• Received for action 
 Information or open records requests, controlled 

correspondence 

• Mandated by statute or regulation 
 Statutorily required programs, administrative 

records, dockets, equal rights complaints 
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What Qualities do Public Records Have? 

• Document state activities 

 calendars, meeting minutes, project reports 

• Support financial obligations or legal claims 

 grants, contracts, litigation case files, or audits 

• Communicate agency requirements 

 guidance documents, policies, procedures 
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Where Might Public Records Occur? 

• Email and voicemail 
• Social media: Facebook and Twitter 
• Websites 
• Videotapes/DVDs  
• Webcasts/Webinars 
• Calendars 
• Documents, spreadsheets, databases 
• Personal devices if used for agency business 
• Audio recordings 
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What Public Records Do Employees Have? 

Examples are: 
• Information pertaining to advisory boards, councils 

and committees  
• Program, policy and procedure development 

documentation 
• Business-related memos or correspondence 
• Open records requests and responses 
• Final reports to other state bodies 
• Calendars, schedules and daily activity logs 
• Meeting materials 
• Project files 
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What Is Not a Public Record*? 
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• Reference materials and stock copies 
vendor catalogs, phone books, agency publications, 

blank forms 

• Duplicate copies 
copies of records (paper or electronic) used for 

convenience or reference purposes only 

• Drafts or working papers 
draft documents without substantive comments, 

rough notes, calculations 

• General announcements and unsolicited email 
(internal or external) 
reminders received by all staff, listserv messages, 

spam 
 

 



A Note About Publications… 

• Publications are not considered public records 
per state statutes and therefore are not 
scheduled. 

• However, they are collected and preserved 
through the Wisconsin Document Depository 
Program. The program, managed by the 
Department of Public Instruction, collects, 
catalogs, and distributes paper and electronic 
government publications.  
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How Do Agencies Manage Public 
Records? 

Policies 

• Agencies create (and the PRB approves) records 
schedules that mandate how long public records 
are kept (retention) and what happens to public 
records at the end of that time period 
(disposition). 

• Committees are charged by the PRB to develop 
General Records Schedules (GRS) which address 
records common to governmental agencies. 
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How Do Agencies Manage Public 
Records? (continued) 

Staff 

• Each agency appoints a Records Officer (per Wis. 
Stat. §15.04(j)) who coordinates records 
management. In addition, many agencies have 
Records Coordinators who are familiar with program 
area records. 

• Records Officers are responsible for providing agency 
training on records retention issues. 
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How Do Agencies Manage Public 
Records? (continued) 

State Record Center 

• The State Record Center (SRC) stores public records for 
agencies and facilitates the disposal of public records per 
approved schedule(s).  
 

Wisconsin Historical Society 

• The Wisconsin Historical Society (WHS), as the State 
Archives, is  charged with the permanent preservation of 
select government records. WHS public records staff is 
available to consult with agencies on records issues. 
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What Is A Retention Schedule? 

Retention schedules: 
• Group and describe related public records. 
• Mandate how long public records are kept 

(retention). 
• Mandate what happens to public records 

at the end of that time period 
(disposition). 

• Are promulgated as policy via statewide 
General Records Schedules (GRS) or 
agency specific Record Disposition 
Authorization (RDA). 
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Retention Schedules 

• Valid for ten years  

• Updated, amended and revised as needed 

• Changes are approved by the Public Records 
Board  

• Schedules may be extended beyond 10 years in 
accordance with PRB policy statement Extension 
of period of effectiveness of approved RDAs 
pending their revision and renewal (issued May 
2010) 
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Example: Administrative General 
Schedule 
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PRB Approved General Records Schedules 

• Administrative Records  
• Budget and Budget-Related Records 
• Facilities Management and Related Records 
• Fiscal and Accounting Related Records 
• Fleet and Aircraft Related Records 
• Forms Management Program and Related Records 
• Human Resources and Related Records 
• Information Technology Business Records 
• Library Operations 
• Mail and Messenger Services and Related Records 
• Payroll and Related Records 
• Purchasing and Procurement Related Records 
• Records Management  Program Records and Related Documents 
• Risk Management and Related Records 
 
* As of November 2014 
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These are all posted on the PRB Website in the 
Document Library 
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Summary 

• You represent public records retention law 

• You are the face of Wisconsin records 
management 

• Agencies depend on you for public record 
guidelines 

• Agencies cannot complete 
their public records  
responsibilities without  
your guidance 
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