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Can we have that on a 
map?

Open Source options
for the dissemination of 
archaeological spatial data
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Introduction

• Overview of two decades of archiving + 
publishing spatial data

• Successes + failures of “Web Mapping”
• Advantages of Open Source approach
• Disclaimer

• Personal opinion based on 10 years experience
• A bad workman always blames their tools!
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Introduction to the ADS
The Archaeology Data Service:
• set up in 1996 
• one of five AHDS subject centres
• based within the University of York

Funding:
• initially received funding from

• Arts and Humanities Research Board (now AHRC) 
• Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC)

• presently receives core funding from AHRC alongside a range 
of project-based funding.
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Mission Statement

Our remit:

“To support research, learning and teaching with high 
quality and dependable digital resources.”

In practice this means three key things:

•That ADS collect and preserve datasets
•That we allow full, easy and free access to these
•Provide guidance and support to data creators



http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk

Archaeological Maps
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• ADS hold over 2,000,000 objects
• 12,000 are geospatial

• ESRI (Shapefile,) , GML, MapInfo
• Images
• Geodatabases
• Raw + processed remote sensing data

Archaeological Maps
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• All data archived in perpetuity
• e.g.  Shapefiles migrated to GML (3.2)

• On occasion, map interfaces also replicated as 
Web Mapping

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk
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Issues with data
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Issues with data



http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk

• Problems with metadata:
• Lack of projection, or even wrong projection
• Lack of source – where has this data come from, 

should we even have it (third party Copyright)
• No documentation for attribute fields, a real 

problem with archaeologists e.g. what does 
“field1” stand for/actually do. What do the 
numbers within it mean?

Issues with data
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Long-termIssues Facing the ADS

•Usability
•User Expectation
•Proprietary technology (inc. licensing)
•Sustainability
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• ESRI products used:
• ArcIMS
• ArcGIS Server

Traditional approach
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• ESRI products used:
• ArcIMS

• Publishing an MXD as an AXL file – additional coding 
required

• 32-bit application
• Management is/was still rigid and does not lend itself 

well to a distributed system. Any sort of map load / 
reloads will bring all your services down momentarily

ArcIMS



ArcIMS
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• ArcGIS Server (9.3)
• Using ArcSDE Geodatabase (9.3)
• ArcSDE would not restart
• University upgraded to ArcGIS 10, did not include 

ArcSDE… problems between Server 10 and older 
flavour of SDE

• Trying to migrate data out of SDE was problematic

“The overhead of SDE will suck the life out of you”



ArcGIS Server
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• ESRI products are dependent on ESRI 
providing licenses, which they can discontinue 
after a certain amount of time. 

• Serious problems with ArcSDE – continual 
migration of data

• Systems overhead: maintenance of bespoke 
servers to keep legacy projects

Lessons
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Lessons

<
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• Open Source server for 
sharing geospatial data

• Built on Open Standards

• Community driven

Geoserver
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• Simple management of data
• Access via file store or Geodatabase
• ‘Publish’ as WCS/WMS/WFS and many more

• Simple customization of data
• Via custom styles (SDL)
• Allows querying of features and/or underlying 

data via SQL/CQL

Geoserver
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OpenLayers 2
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OpenLayers 2
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Functionality
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ArcGIS Server vs GeoServer
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ArcGIS Server vs GeoServer
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However…
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• Longevity
• OpenLayers 3

• radical overhaul of code base
• makes heavy use of the new capabilities of modern 

Web browsers (Canvas, WebGL)
• e.g. integration of 3D data

• Means learning a whole new library of code!
• Re-writing rather than migration

• Still a skills investment required

Possible issues
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• Dozens of options for Web Mapping
• MapServer, Geoserver, GeoCommons (purchased 

by ESRI in 2012!), Google Maps etc
• Although offers a mapping experience with 

low resource demands

Choices
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• Open Source solutions a lot more future proof
• Depends on browser support rather than 

institutional upgrading
• Is “web mapping” ever going to be 

sustainable?

Looking forward
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Paradox

• Simpler/more effective technology comes 
results in more interfaces

• However, if not curated have a finite lifespan
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Final thoughts
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• Importance of an archive
• Access to original data in perpetuity is of 

fundamental importance
• Embrace the potentials of web-based 

dissemination for innovation and impact
• WMS Publishing & Consumption

• Why aren’t we producing more?
• Linked Data & GeoSPARQL
• Lookups for historic placenames/boundaries

Final thoughts


