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GUIDELINES FOR THOSE WHO PROPOSE TO PUBLISH DOCUMENTS HELD IN 

THE PUBLIC RECORD OFFICE OF NORTHERN IRELAND (PRONI) 
 

The guidance in this leaflet does not constitute legal advice 
 

What is covered by publication? 
 
Any publication whether a book, journal, advertising and information leaflet, exhibition 
catalogue or website that uses or quotes from a document held in the Public Record 
Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI) requires permission to publish in which case you 
need to write to or e-mail us. Your request should include a description of the 
document and the full PRONI reference number. 
 
 

What permissions do I require before publishing a 
document?  
 
Permission to publish requires permission from the Deputy Keeper of the records 
except those public records that are covered by the Crown copyright waiver (i.e. the 
records of government departments and the courts of law).  When you register as a 
user of PRONI you are required to sign the registration form undertaking ‘not to quote 
from or use the documents in any published form without the written permission of 
the Deputy Keeper of the Records, which permission I shall formally acknowledge’.  
 
Before you can publish privately deposited documents it may be necessary to obtain 
the permission of the owner/ depositor of the archive.  There are many privately 
deposited archives where the owner/depositor has requested that they are contacted 
in the event of anyone wishing to publish any of their papers.  Nevertheless, where 
substantial use is to be made of and/or quotation from the papers, PRONI will need 
to contact the owner/depositor.  It is important that you write to us well in advance of 
the publication date to give us time to check if permission is required and then to 
contact the owner/depositor.  
 
Even if PRONI and the depositor/owner give permission, copyright clearance will still 
have to be obtained.  In many instances the owner/depositor of privately deposited 
papers may only be one of a number of copyright owners in the archive.  For 
example, the papers of the Marquesses of Downshire may include letters from the 

 
Public Record Office of Northern Ireland  
Crown Copyright 2007 
 



Downshire family to the estate agent in which case the present Marquess will be the 
copyright owner but the archive may also include letters from various people to the 
Downshire family so the descendants of the authors of these letters would be the 
copyright owners. 
 
PRONI cannot undertake to trace copyright owners nor can we give you advice on 
doing so.  It is up to the user to fulfil any copyright conditions. 
 

If the necessary permissions have been obtained what do I 
do then? 
 
If the permissions are granted and you have cleared the copyright position you need 
to ensure: 
 
That the source of the documents is provided by quoting the full PRONI reference 
number  
That acknowledgement is made to the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland and 
where relevant to the depositor/owner of the papers and the copyright owner.   
        
PRONI welcomes a complimentary copy of the work.   
 

Crown Copyright 
 
Crown copyright continues to subsist in unpublished Crown copyright protected 
public records but in practice it is waived.  Users may copy, quote, index, transcribe, 
publish and broadcast the text of Crown copyright material in all formats and media 
throughout the world without specifically asking for permission, without payment of a 
Crown Copyright royalty fee and without acknowledgement of copyright.  Crown 
copyright subsists in all copyright works produced by officers or servants of the crown 
in the course of their duties.  It therefore only applies to records of central 
government departments and the central courts. 
 
However, you should be aware that not all documents in a government department 
file are Crown copyright.   For example, letters written by civil servants on a 
Department of Education file would be Crown copyright but letters written by private 
individuals and sent to the Department would be private copyright.  Likewise it is 
possible to find Crown copyright material in a private archive where a civil servant 
writes to an individual and this letter is preserved in the private papers of that 
individual. 
 
If you are publishing Crown copyright material the following conditions must be met: 
 
Acknowledgement must be made to PRONI and you must give the full PRONI 
reference, for example, ‘Public Record Office of Northern Ireland - FIN/1/2/1’. 
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The document should be reproduced accurately and not in a misleading context or in 
a derogatory manner.   
 
A complimentary copy of the work is supplied to PRONI.  In the case of electronic 
publications that use Crown copyright material PRONI should be provided with an 
appropriate end-user licence and password access. 
 

Private Copyright 
 
The author is the person responsible for creating the work and may not necessarily 
be the owner or depositor of the archive.  There are two main types of private 
copyright works in PRONI: 
 
Literary, dramatic and musical works e.g. letters, diaries, accounts, poems; 
illustrations that are integral to the understanding of the main work are also included 
in this category. 
 
Artistic works e.g. photographs, drawings, maps, plans and engravings.   
 
Most unpublished literary, dramatic and musical works subject to private copyright 
will be protected until 31 December 2039.  These, together with any accompanying 
illustrations, can be published without infringement provided: 
 

The author is known and has been dead for at least 50 years 
 

and 
 

The identity of the current copyright holder is not known 
 

and 
 

The document is deposited in PRONI 
 

and 
 

The item is over 100 years old 
 
Artistic works – the duration of copyright depends on the nature of the work.   
 
The following is issued for guidance only: 
 
Photographs -  Unpublished and taken before 1 June 1957:  

copyright expires 70 years after the death of the author. 
                     - Taken after 1 June 1957 and published before 1 August 1989:  

copyright expires 70 years after first publication. 
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