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Q. Just recently a former client asked for records from a project I had completed 20 years ago. 

In that particular case I was able to retrieve the information. From a practice management 

standpoint, what types of records should I keep and for how long? 

 

Documentation 

Too often, surveyors fail to appreciate the importance of having an established practice 

of documenting the normal course of a project. Most defense attorneys agree that the 

availability of project records greatly increases the ability to successfully defend claims. 

 

The credibility of a set of records is enhanced when it can be shown that such records 

are prepared as a usual practice, and not just under emergency conditions. In creating a 

record for a project, the following points are important. 

 Be proactive. Establish documentation efforts according to the characteristics of the 

project and client. 

 Be systematic. Establish and enforce predetermined procedures. 

 Be contemporaneous. Document circumstances and events as they occur.  

 Be objective. State only facts, and avoid speculation. Avoid opinions or conclusions 

as to the cause of a problem or incident. 

 

Records generated in the regular course of business at or near the time of an act, 

condition, or event are often admissible as evidence of what happened during the course 

of a project. This is the case even when those who participated cannot (or will not) 

remember, cannot be found, or have died. Since these records are admissible, they 
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should be retained with the understanding that they may be discovered and used as 

evidence in future litigation. 

Written memos to clients and project files are not the only way to document 

developments and decisions. While technology can help make documentation less 

burdensome, the increased use of email and cell phones presents new challenges for the 

documentation process. Systems must be put in place to control the nature of project-

related email and to properly preserve this type of project record. Cell phone use should 

also be addressed in a records retention policy. The documentation of conversations 

must be a basic part of project record keeping. 

 

Records Retention 

Managing information does not mean saving everything. Systems must be efficient and 

procedures clear and simple so that the records retention process does not interfere with 

the daily administrative functions of the office. An effective records retention policy 

should be in writing and should:  

 Identify records by category; 

 Describe the length of time for retention; 

 Designate the method of storage and destruction; and 

 Establish a protocol for determining if documents not easily categorized should be 

retained or purged. 

 

There are no absolute answers to the questions of what documents need to be preserved 

and for how long. Firms need a well thought-out policy that addresses both their 

business needs and any applicable legal requirements. In addition, firms need to 

develop a timetable for when specific types of documents should be destroyed. It is 
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essential that the destruction system is based on a logical methodology and that firms 

keep to this schedule.  

 

From a professional liability standpoint, it is suggested that records be retained for at 

least the period of the applicable statute of repose, which is the statutory time limit a 

surveyor can be sued. Keeping project records for one year past the longest applicable 

statute of repose is prudent. Other factors that affect the decision to retain or dispose of 

records include contractual obligations and the record retention capabilities and 

expectations of individual clients. 

Government projects may include detailed record keeping obligations, and various 

federal, state, and local agencies have established rules, regulations, orders, advisory 

opinions, and administrative decisions that govern record keeping. Check with your 

local legal counsel for the applicable period in your jurisdiction. In addition, you may be 

committed by contract to retain project records for the client’s benefit beyond the 

established legal time frame. 

 
 
 
Do you have a question regarding an insurance or practice management issue? Email your 

question to AskVic@Schinnerer.com and look for your answer in a future issue of NSPS News 

and Views. Victor O. Schinnerer & Company, Inc., is the underwriting manager for the CNA 

professional liability program, and has longstanding relationship with NSPS. 

 


