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Twenty years of the ADS: 
Lessons and challenges for 
the future of data curation



Introduction

• Archaeology Data Service (ADS)
• Founded in 1996
• Based within the Department of Archaeology, 

University of York
• Digital archive for UK-based fieldwork and 

research in archaeology
• Academic research archives produced by Higher 

Education
• The results of development-led fieldwork



• Collections

o1,100,000 metadata records

o1000+ rich archives

oRaster + vector images

oDatabases

oGeospatial data

Progress to-date



Not just an off-site backup:
• Increasingly complicated systems stack

• Operating 28 Virtual machines 
supporting a variety of applications, 
databases etc.

• File storage – including our own 
remote copies + off-site storage

• Validation checks (corruption of files)

!





Preservation by migration



• Every file accessioned preserved as a 
standardised format e.g. all raster images as 
uncompressed TIFF, databases as delimited 
text.

• Formats used based on a mixture of technical 
consideration (e.g. compression = data loss), 
but also judgements on longevity of format 
and ease of establishing future migrations.

Preservation via migration





Have any files become obsolete?

• Returned to a Database accessioned in 1998 
(our 5th ever collection!)

• Deposited in Access ‘97 .mdb



• 2,143,497 files in our system, including:

• Original (SIP) = 868,110

• Preservation (AIP) = 722,663

• Dissemination (DIP) = 522,690

• Currently just under 16 Tb on disc

• 12,327 recorded migration processes

Success?





OAIS in action



OAIS in action - metadata

THEMATIC TECHNICAL



• Using DOCX

• When ADS started using OOXML formats were 
using Office 2010, which only supported  the ISO 
29500 Transitional standard

• Although it is anticipated that the transitional 
format will continue to be supported (including 
OpenOffice), is it better to move away now?

Not a simple case…



• Using PDF/A
• Ostensibly a long-term format for preservation of 

electronic documents

• Problems
• Essentially locked into a restricted technology
• Questions over sustainability between the 3 current 

standards (A1 – A2 – A3)
• Mis-identification and problematic files created by 

various tools and software
• Simplicity, support of vector content, and the use of 

archive in the name suggestes a “one stop shop” for 
archiving … a threat to a more considered approach

Not a simple case…



Public access
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Feeding into academic practice

doi:10.5284/1030449



Positive economic impact

Beagrie, N. & Beagrie C. 2013. The value and impact of 
the Archaeology Data Service. A study and methods for 
enhancing sustainability

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/research/impact

• Quantitative analysis suggests that the economic 
benefits of ADS substantially exceed the operational 
costs. 

• A very significant increase in research efficiency was 
reported by users as a result of using the ADS.

• Calculated to be worth at least £13 million per 
annum – 5 times the costs of operation, data 
deposit and use.



Problems and challenges
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http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/nineinchtape.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/tape.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/memorystick.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/memorystick.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/multimediacard.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/sd.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/xd.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/smartmedia.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/compactflash.html
http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/dpm/dpm-eng/oldmedia/pages/travan.html


• 320,000+ .tif

• 180,000+ .jpg (1.01)

• 105,000+ .jpg (1.02)

• 20,000+  .jpg (raw)

• 17,000+ .pdf (1.4)

• 16,000+ .pdf (1.6)

• 13,000+ .doc (97-2003)

Most popular?



More data – less variation
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• Safeguarding quality?

Quality





Man with length of string



A lack of thought



tim.evans@york.ac.uk

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/blog/

https://twitter.com/ADS_Chatter

https://twitter.com/ADS_Update

Thanks!
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