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What is digital 
preservation?



It depends...



“[W]hile the cave paintings in Lascaux are an 
incredible 20,000 years old, it isn’t clear whether 

digitized images of that art—or any digital art created 
today—will last 20 years, let alone 20,000.”

Vint Cerf



Bitstreams are not 
intelligible without 
the data formats, 
applications, 
operating systems, 
and hardware 
environments to
interpret them.



“Traditionally, preserving things meant keeping 
them unchanged; however our digital environment 
has fundamentally changed our concept of 
preservation requirements. If we hold on to digital 
information without modifications, accessing the 
information will become increasingly difficult, if not 
impossible.”

Chen, S. S. (2001). The paradox of digital preservation. Computer, 34(3), 24-28.



Digital 
preservation is 
about ensuring 
access to 
digital 
materials in the 
future



“Digital preservation involves planning, 
resource allocation, and application of 
preservation methods and technologies, and it 
combines policies, strategies and actions to 
ensure access to content, regardless of the 
challenges of media failure and technological 
change.” 

Wikipedia, Digital Preservation
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Digital preservation 
≠

Backup and disaster 
recovery



“Many aspects that go into backing up data for 
current us are similar to aspects of digital 
preservation work, but the near-term concerns 
of being able to restore data are significantly 
different from the long-term issues related to 
ensuring access to content in the future.”

Trevor Owen, Library of Congress
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Digital preservation is 
not primarily a technical 

problem



Digital preservation involves...

● Planning
● Resource allocation
● Application of preservation methods and technologies



By way of illustration, a story...
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Planning
Did the funding agency require a Data Management Plan (DMP) that specified 
requirements related to metadata, long-term storage, and preservation?

Was there a partnership with the library to provision repository services for project 
data and publications? What about a domain-based repository?

“By identifying [an] archive early in the project, the data can be formatted, 
transformed, and documented appropriately to meet the requirements of the 
archive.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_management_plan 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_management_plan


Resource allocation
Did the funding agency allocate resources for DMP?

What kind of policy is in place on campus for storage for 1Tb+ of research data, 
especially after project funding ends?

Does the University have dedicated Research Data Management staff with 
outreach and liaison responsibilities?



Application of preservation methods and technologies
Is there more than one copy of the data in different locations?

Is there appropriate metadata (including a data dictionary)?

What are the dependencies associated with the data (proprietary formats and 
software) that may need to be mitigated over time?



● 22 university libraries in Western Canada representing 
400,000+ students and faculty

● Focus on consortial acquisition of electronic resources 
(ejournals, ebooks, etc.)

Council of Prairie and Pacific University Libraries



“...leverage our collective expertise, resources, and 
influence, increasing capacity and infrastructure, to enhance 
learning, teaching, student experiences, and research at our 
institutions...” https://coppul.ca/about-us 

Council of Prairie and Pacific University Libraries

https://coppul.ca/about-us


COPPUL Digital Stewardship Network (CDSN)
CDSN builds capacity for digital preservation at COPPUL member institutions. We 
help our members preserve, manage, and provide access to unique digital 
collections by:

● Offering a world-class suite of technology, infrastructure, and services
● Creating a vibrant community of practice 
● Increasing awareness among a wide range of stakeholders
● Offering educational and professional development opportunities 
● Collaborating with allied organizations across Canada and the world





A focus on collaborations, community-led 
efforts, open-source tools, and 

not-for-profit service providers... 



Provide the components needed to 
assemble an end-to-end preservation 
infrastructure, where members decide 

what components to use...



Repositories Preservation 
processing

Preservation 
storage



Preservation storage services

• Stores standard AIPs w/ preservation-specific metadata 
• Independently administered copies (no single point of failure)
• Disperse content across several institutions or 
jurisdictions to address large-scale political and/or economic 
threats and/or environmental threats

• Hardware diversity
• Polling and repair mechanisms to detect and fix damaged or 
destroyed content



A preservation storage service...

• Undertakes long-term planning that explicitly looks beyond the 
life of a particular institution

• Has governance mechanisms to address both short-term and 
long-term threats, including financial sustainability and 
succession planning

• Looks beyond a single institution or technological platform, 
and works with other preservation initiatives to align 
infrastructure



What is LOCKSS?

• An open-source, library-led digital preservation system built on 
the principle that “lots of copies keep stuff safe”

• Through a LOCKSS distributed network, libraries cooperate with 
one another to ensure their preserved content remains 
authentic and authoritative over the long term 



WestVault





Preservation storage as-a-service



Costs
$2000/yr per Tb for 5 independent copies across Western Canada, all hosted on 
non-commercial infrastructure 

Support from Stanford Libraries (via the LOCKSS Alliance) and annual retainer for 
technical support provided by SFU



Some issues
“...larger data volumes present unavoidable trade-offs between preserving less 
content at a higher replication factor or more content at a lower replication factor.” 
https://www.lockss.org/blog/scaling-lockss

“Local systems for managing content did not have a built-in “export to DPN” 
function and this presented a problem of how to prepare and move the content for 
deposit into DPN.” https://osf.io/3p9jq/download 

https://www.lockss.org/blog/scaling-lockss
https://osf.io/3p9jq/download


Next steps
What might a national preservation storage infrastructure look like?

How do we help build capacity at member institutions?



Thanks!
corey@coppul.ca 

mailto:corey@coppul.ca

