A Victory for Scholarship
At last, Germany may open a vast Holocaust archive to researchers.
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FALSE PROMISES have been made before. But this week Germany's justice minister, Brigitte Zypries, announced support for opening to researchers the archives of the International Tracing Service, a vast collection of documents thought to contain information on more than 17 million victims of the Holocaust, Nazi slave labor camps and postwar camps for displaced persons. This marks an important shift in what had seemed an intractable situation. As we wrote last month, American, French and Dutch researchers have been campaigning for nearly a decade for better access to these documents. They have been constantly thwarted, both by the archives' director, a Swiss appointee of the International Committee of the Red Cross, and by the German government. Speaking at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum this week, Ms. Zypries said that Germany had dropped its previous objections to making copies of the data available in other countries: "Now that we have made this decision we want to move forward."

The test, now, is whether and how fast the Germans will make good on their promise. Since 1955, the archives have theoretically been managed under the rules of a treaty signed by 11 countries. But the Red Cross and the archives' staff have behaved so secretively that outside researchers do not know how the archives are organized, how much of them have been digitized and what kinds of indexes will be available. At the next meeting of treaty signatories, scheduled in Luxembourg for mid-May, all involved should agree to allow the work to begin immediately -- concurrently with the treaty amendment process. Survivors and historians, some of whom have been waiting more than 60 years, need the long process of digitization and reproduction to begin as quickly as possible.
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