DRAFT

A DIGITAL CONTINUITY AGENDA FOR AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Introduction

The Digital Continuity Forum held at Swinburne University of Technology in November 2001 had, as one of its goals, the development of an agenda.  This was seen as a series of actions which would advance the cause of long-term preservation of digital assets of significance produced and used by universities.  The agenda suggested below is a surrogate for formal outcomes of the Forum.

The Digital Continuity Forum was focussed on Australian universities, recognising that they form part of a wider context.  The focus on universities is because they are letting the side down – they are a large part of the problem, but not much of the solution yet.  That said, the enterprise (digital continuity) is essentially collaborative, and partners clearly include the National Library, other major cultural institutions, the records management community, publishers, and many others.

In considering an agenda, some idea of the territory is a clear first step.  When we talk about preserving the digital output of universities, what kinds of information are relevant?   I suggest this list of things universities do which produce or use digital materials as a start:

· create and manage outputs relating to the organisation’s business their own digital materials – university records – which may be emails, Web sites, electronic versions of correspondence, spreadsheets  

· produce digital teaching and learning assets (presentations, course materials, learning objects, exam papers, digital copies of print materials, etc), originating with a teacher, the library, or someone else 

· acquire publications from publishers, aggregators and database vendors who provide access to it

· maintain large and sophisticated data storage and communication infrastructures

· undertake a wide range of research, and create large datasets in specialist areas in doing so

· create formal outputs of research, such as reports, theses, and products, in digital form

Below is a draft of a digital continuity for universities.   

Agenda

1 Collect information.  At present we have little systematic knowledge of how universities manage their digital output, or for that matter what their digital output consists of.  Step 1 is to survey, in a summary form, what universities are doing to manage this material, with the goal of identifying major issues for universities – what are the main categories of material? what barriers are there?  who manages it and how?   Management of digital assets covers both (a) current management, and (b) longer-term safeguarding of the asset.

2 Preservation – criteria and methodology.   Universities generate a huge amount of digital material, much of it of ephemeral value.  In order to determine what is significant and of ongoing value, Step 2 might be to consider what criteria would be used and what methodology adopted.  While Step 1 is a look at broader data management issues, Step 2 will be to look at systematic longer-term retention, which needs to be built into and develop from broader data management.  There are also some subsets in a methodology – in particular, the development of a costing model, and the development of an intellectual property model so that the needs of longer-term preservation can be separated from IP issues in current access.

3 Good practice.  Develop a good practice model for coordinated preservation within a university, including model policies and plans.  This task would logically follow. 

4 Research needs.  Develop a statement of research needs, prioritise research tasks and seek funding for the high priority tasks.  There has already been a great deal of work done on a research agenda, and the National Library of Australia, with the PADI website, are core players in this.  Other bodies are also working on this.  A research agenda for univrsities which does not duplicate other agendas will be developed in association with them, and will focus on the sector’s needs.

5 Umbrellas.   The main body in a university which focuses on documentary preservation is the library, because the library is widely seen as the part of the university with an “archival” role.   However, many of the tools for digital preservation in a university context will most likely be within the IT Services area, and other areas too.  To take action on issues involved in long-term retention of digital resources in universities – database approaches, access, metadata, intellectual property, enterprise-level management of digital data – will involve a coalition of interests.  Part of the agenda is working out how we do that.   Interesting examples include enterprises such as Open archives – which are seen to have preservation relevance – and related programs such as Australian Digital Theses.  

More information is at http://www.swin.edu.au/lib/DigCon2001.htm  
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