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                 Easy Archive Tip


Date of tip : November 2005
Source: Mark László-Herbert, mark.laszlo.herbert@utoronto.ca
Archive: Die Bundesbeauftragte für die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der ehemaligen Deutschen Demokratischen Republik (Aka „Birthler Behörde“, „Gauck Behörde,“ „Stasi Archives,“ „BStU“). 

Location: Otto-Braun-Straße 70-72, 10178 Berlin.

Telephone: From abroad: +49-30-232450. From within Germany: 01888-6650, 01888-6657799.
How to get there: The “Birthler Behörde” (named so after its current President, Marianne Birthler), is very centrally located, a 10-minutes walk from Alexanderplatz. However, finding a building on or around Alexanderplatz can be quite difficult if you have never been to Alexanderplatz before. If you want to make sure you won’t get lost, take any tramway from Alexanderplatz in the direction away from Hackescher Markt, until the stop called “Mollstraße--Otto-Braun-Straße.” Depending on where you take the tram from at Alexanderplatz (there are two stops on Alexanderplatz), “Mollstraße--Otto-Braun-Straße” is the first or the second stop. You will see the BStU building on your right. It is a very long, ugly “communist building,” perhaps 10 storeys high, you cannot miss it. If you do miss it, ask people for the “Stasi-Archiv” or the “Gauck Behörde,” they will most likely know where it is.
Link to archive: http://www.bstu.de 

Language: German. Maybe English, Russian, Polish (when contacting them, ask whether they can assign an archivist to you, who speaks your language).

Getting started: Access to the documents located at the BStU is open to the general public.

However, you must contact them well in advance(if possible 2–3 months in advance!) preferably by email at post@bstu.bund.de. In your email, you have to include the following: your full name, your nationality, your permanent address (very important), your affiliation, your researcher status (student/not student); the topic (title) of your research, and a detailed description of your research.
The BStU is not an archive where researchers can browse a catalogue and then order materials. You would work closely together with an archivist, who is assigned to you according to the topic of your research and his or her field of expertise. The archivist will then do the research on your behalf, based on the instructions you give him or her. Therefore, the formulation of your questions must be as clear as possible. If you are not sure about what exactly you are looking for, start your research with a general question. Ask the archivist to get back to you with the preliminary results of his or her research, and suggest that once you have an idea of what is available, you will narrow down the focus of your research. Doing research at the BStU is thus mainly a matter of smart correspondence, rather than onsite searching for documents.
Approximately two weeks after sending them your initial email, you will receive a letter in your mail (snail mail) with the registration number of your research project and the name of the archivist who will look after you while you do your research at the BStU. Make sure you don’t lose this letter; you might need it in a couple of years, when contacting them again. Then, you can (as I did) contact the same archivist directly, thus speeding up the whole process a bit.
Expect to exchange a couple of emails with the archivist until your enquiry/research produces results. Once you think that you (they) have found what you have been looking for, tell your archivist that you would like to visit the BStU and have a look at the documents. You will get an appointment, which you cannot (should not) miss; they are very busy. When you arrive at the BStU building, you will have to produce a valid passport (not a driving licence), or, a German (or other EU) national ID. It is possible that they will keep your identity document until you leave. You will be given a small piece of paper that will have your name on it, the name of the person you are visiting at the BStU, and the time of your arrival. You will have to present this paper when you exit the building, signed by your archivist (if they kept your ID at the entrance, you will get it back when returning this small paper). Note that your movements are restricted to the reading room and to the washrooms only. You cannot walk around in the building unaccompanied; the archivist assigned to assist you must be with you at all times!
Your archivist will come to pick you up at the entrance and take you to one of the upper floors to your reading room. Your pile of documents will wait for you there. Your archivist will come regularly and check upon you, make sure you have everything you need, answer your questions, etc. Let him or her know when you want to leave; you must leave the building accompanied by the archivist who was assigned to you.
Opening Hours: Monday-Thursday: 8am–5pm.  Fridays: 8am–2pm. 

General working conditions: There are several reading rooms in the complex; the one I was in was large enough to accommodate 10–14 researchers. Conditions are rather Spartan (after all, it is the Stasi archive!)  Since the reading room looks more like a classroom, and since there is always a supervisor sitting in front of you making sure that you don’t steal some document, researching at the BStU will remind you of your good old days as a high-school student.

Internet access is not available for researchers on the premises of the BStU.
Consultation: There is no limit to the number of files you can consult each day. Your documents can be stored for you for as many days as you wish. These are all matters of agreement between you and your archivist.

Important note: The consultation of documents is not free of charge. You will have to pay a request-processing fee of up to € 80–100 (total of several applicable fees, worst case scenario). For a detailed description of fees, visit 
http://www.bstu.de/akteneinsicht/seiten/kosten.htm#anmerkung.
Policy on technology: As a general rule, no technology is allowed to be taken to the reading rooms. Laptops, however, are sometimes allowed.

Photocopy policy: The photocopy service is very good and affordable. At the moment of writing (November 2005) one copy cost 10 Eurocents, but rumour has it that a raise is being planned soon. You cannot take your photocopies home right away; the archivist who has worked with you will mail them to you after a couple of weeks. For more details on costs, go to http://www.bstu.de/akteneinsicht/seiten/kosten.htm#anmerkung.
Some advice: Many files you will get to see will be sanitized, that is, names will be blacked out (you will always get to see photocopies, never originals but do not have to pay for these photocopies). 

Particularities: Besides the personal Stasi-files of GDR citizens (and others), the BStU holds innumerable documents of great value: reports on the mood of the population, decisions, decrees, orders issued to the MfS personnel, information on the structure and work of the MfS, documents related to dissidents, illegal border crossers, various statistics, trial evidence put together by the MfS, and a lot more. It is an invaluable source, a “must” for students of the GDR, and, a source that should at some point be explored by anyone else studying the Cold War, regardless of the country that constitutes the focus of one’s research.
How to apply for classified files: No MfS (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit) document is classified today. However, no access to someone else’s personal Stasi-file is granted unless the person is dead, it is your personal file, or, you are a first-degree relative of the person whose file you are interested in AND the person in question is accompanying you.
Contact name in case of questions regarding classified files: You should always discuss matters relating to classified files or information with the archivist who was assigned to assist you.
Places to Stay: Have your supervisor contact his or her colleagues in Berlin; they will find a graduate student who will host you for a couple of days, or, they can help you rent an apartment if you stay longer. You should expect to pay between €200 – 400 for a room in a shared apartment (Wohngemeinschaft, or WG) in Berlin, depending on location and quality of the housing. Berlin is known to be a relatively inexpensive European capital, and there is (again, compared to other major German cities) plenty of housing available.
Forms: You do not need to fill out any forms when you go to the BStU. But your initial email should contain all the information listed above (see “Getting Started” above).
Funding: I am not aware of any funding offered by the BStU.
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