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Roles of digitisation and microfilming in Newspaper preservation
This discussion paper basically looks at two questions which are likely to be asked about microfilming and digitisation of newspapers for preservation reasons, in the NPLAN context:
· Why would we abandon microfilming while ever we can do it?

· Why would we pay to produce microfilm when we are also paying to make digital copies and paying to keep them usable?

Background
Australian libraries have been microfilming newspapers for the past 40-50 years. Since at least the 1970s this effort has been explicitly aimed at preserving the information content of an apparently unstable information carrier. Recognising the inherently ephemeral nature of newsprint, and its relatively rapid deterioration even in library storage conditions, library preservation managers were quick to seize on microfilming as an available means of capturing a reasonable copy that could be managed for long-term – very long-term – storage whilst also facilitating access. This approach meshed well with the commercial decision of a number of microfilming bureaux and newspaper publishers to service a growing market for access copies of newspapers on microfilm.

When the National Plan for Australian Newspapers (NPLAN) was established by CASL in 1992, the primary preservation strategy proposed was microfilming to archival standards. 
(It is important to acknowledge that microfilming is not the only valid preservation approach for newspapers. Carefully controlled low temperature, low RH, low light storage should also allow newspapers in their original paper form to survive for archival periods, and NPLAN assumes that partners will in fact seek to maintain paper copies for as long as practical. However, such an approach requires a strategy for supporting access, as archival storage for newspapers virtually precludes access beyond the life of second copies kept specifically for that purpose.)
At least two developments lead to a serious challenge to the previously pre-eminent preservation role of microfilming with regard to newspapers:

1. The development of increasingly sophisticated digital technology for capturing, organising and presenting content rapidly and ubiquitously; and

2. The increasing costs and difficulties of relying on microfilming as an adequate preservation and access path for newspaper content, given a growing experience of film that does not comply with standards, is on unstable media, is expensive to store adequately, is unpopular with users, and depends for access on equipment that is likely to become hard to maintain or acquire in the longer term.

As discussed below, these developments do not necessarily add up to a current indication that digital capture should replace microfilm – in fact, the situation should not even be characterised in such simple, “either/or” terms – but they do suggest that NPLAN partners could consider the implications of current trends, with a view to making good decisions about future investments in digital and microfilm technologies to deliver NPLAN’s preservation objectives.

Issues
1. Preservation support roles

There are some preservation support roles, in shifting access and use away from fragile paper “originals”, that do not require argument. Both microfilm and digital copies can do this successfully. 
It may be reasonable to argue that digitisation provides better preservation support because it offers gives superior access, in terms of capturing the “look” of newspapers, and in terms of enabling easier and better navigation, searching, citation, and re-use of content.

This seems to lead to two key decision point-questions that NPLAN might need to consider:

i. What is needed to ensure that digital copies achieve this level of preservation support? In other words, what specifications for capture, image processing, navigation, metadata, search and delivery mechanisms, will ensure a high level of user satisfaction with access to digital copies, obviating the need to provide access to paper copies?
ii. Do microfilm copies any longer provide even an adequate level of user satisfaction, sufficient to deny access to paper copies? 

2. Preservation potential of digital copies

Can digital copies of newspapers play an adequate preservation surrogacy role similar to that currently expected of microfilm?
It seems reasonable (and conservative) to postulate the following criteria for “preservation copies”:
· Copies must be useful to users (as discussed above); and

· Copies must have “integrity”: they must capture adequately the significant properties or key valued characteristics of the source material; and

· Copying processes must not present an unacceptable risk of damage to the source materials; and

· Copies must be long lasting.

(It should not need to be emphasised that any reformatting method only satisfies these criteria as a result of active, conscientious and informed choices about standards, specifications, work flows, commitments, training, and quality checking.)

Digital copies of newspapers, derived either from direct scans of paper originals, or from scans of microfilm, can surely meet all of these criteria, at least at a theoretical level:

· Digital copies offer unprecedented usefulness for users;

· Digital copies can capture at least as much significant detail as microfilm, whether the comparison is based on bitonal, greyscale, or full colour capture;

· Digital copying can be done efficiently from either paper copies or microfilm at a very low level of risk. While some scanning operations propose guillotining pages to increase throughput, this approach has also been used for microfilming; presumably the same factors should influence decisions about whether or not this kind of intentional  damage is acceptable for either technology;
· Digital copies can be long lasting. Unlike microfilm, the longevity of digital copies depends on repeated archival data management practices, rather than on archival storage of a stable object. At a theoretical level, these is no reason why digital copies, so managed, cannot have as long a life as a high quality microfilm copy.

While most objections to the use of digital copies as preservation masters refer to the complexity of maintaining access over time and technology changes, digital copies of newspapers should not present great complexity. Program managers who specify well-standardised, widely used losslessly compressed image formats, with good metadata, should have a large but reasonably straightforward task to maintain reliable accessibility through format migration, or format normalisation supported by viewer migration, or some other available approach, applicable for batch processing.

Without trivialising the challenges of providing secure, reliable long term data storage and data management, the maintenance of large collections of well documented image files should be at the simpler end of a continuum of digital preservation challenges that NPLAN partners will have to manage over the coming decades and centuries.

This discussion suggests that, at least in theory, there is no reason why digital copies should not serve perfectly well as preservation master copies of newspapers.

However, a number of practical considerations may constrain this potential – considerations relevant to NPLAN partners concerned with real investments and real responsibilities. Three practical challenges in particular stand out:
1. The cost of capturing a high level of fidelity that supports user expectations may be greater for digital copies than for microfilm. Scanning in colour is expensive because of the increased scan times and the greatly increased file sizes that must be processed, transmitted, stored, etc. Preservation managers have long accepted the greyscale microfilm image as an adequate reproduction of newspaper content, so there is a question of whether the additional value of digital copies warrants the higher cost of capture.

2. The cost of storing uncompressed digital files is likely to lead to consideration of more compressed formats for archival storage, even though lossy compression is generally considered to work against long-term preservation of accessibility. A conservative approach would probably reject such a compromise for preservation masters; however, it is conceivable that further evidence, or further development, will overcome this dilemma.
3. Committing to long term preservation management of very large collections of digital files may go beyond the realistic capacity of some NPLAN partners for the foreseeable future. While all NPLAN partners are likely to experience some degree of uncertainty about future methods and levels of sustainability for digital preservation programs, reliance on digital copies as preservation masters will only work if long term requirements can be met by some means or other.
This suggests that a decision to shift to using digital copies as preservation masters should be accompanied by the commitment of resources to establish an appropriate digital preservation plan. It would be in compliance with NPLAN principles for such plans to be “owned” at partner level, but also to be discussed and monitored by all partners in a spirit of mutual accountability and mutual support.
3. For how long can microfilm be considered to be an adequate preservation copy?
There is no current question about the preservation usefulness of well produced and well maintained microfilm. However, putting aside the issue of poorly made copies (whether in microform or digital) which cannot serve an adequate preservation role, microfilm is potentially subject to a number of factors which would seriously threaten its continued viability as a preservation medium.

i. Withdrawal of suitable film stock from the market would impact on future filming in virtually all production contexts.

ii. Withdrawal of suitable microfilming bureau services from the market would impact on future filming reliant on outsourced service provision.

iii. Withdrawal of industry support for access technologies such as readers and film duplicators would impact on the use of microfilm for access and on access to preservation masters.

iv. Refusal of users to use microfilm copies would impact on the use profile of microfilm but may not necessarily impact on its preservation master role.

v. Withdrawal of suitable microfilm storage facilities would impact on the preservation role of existing and any future microfilm.

While it seems likely that storage facilities will continue to be available, there is likely to be some resource competition that constrains the availability of expanded archival microfilm storage.
It is very difficult to predict when industry support for future microfilming will disappear. Because NPLAN partners use a range of services, the timing and impact of industry withdrawal is likely to be experienced differently. For example, in-house operations may be able to continue until film stocks are no longer available, whereas commercial bureaux may make a much earlier decision to get out of the market.

Given the long-standing relationship between service bureaux and many NPLAN partners, however, one likely scenario is that bureaux will continue to offer microfilming services for as long as they can source suitable film stock and chemistry, and NPLAN partners are willing to pay for the service - possibly at increasing price levels to compensate bureaux for diverting resources away from more lucrative digitisation work.

This discussion suggests that, in the long term, it is likely microfilm will cease to be an effective preservation medium, especially for future reformatting needs, but also possibly threatening the viability of existing microfilm as effective preservation masters. However, it is still completely unclear whether this situation will arise in the next 10, 20, 50 or 100 years.
What is certain, is that over similar timeframes more and more newspaper content will have been captured and delivered digitally, to service a growing demand for digital access.

4. When would digital copies become not just an acceptable, but the preferred preservation medium for capturing and retaining newspaper content?
There are likely to be two ways of approaching this question:

i. At a theoretical level, assuming a clear choice between alternative technologies, it seems likely that an answer will be related to either economic and workflow factors, and/or to a demonstration of feasible and affordable preservation arrangements for digital copies. It is currently still less expensive to microfilm newspapers than to make digital copies, although this partly relates to the significant costs of the added value elements that make digital copies so attractive for users.

ii. At a practical level, it is hard to avoid two current competing realities: a) digitisation is almost certainly going to happen anyway, so microfilming becomes an added cost, which suggests that it will not take long for the need for microfilming to be rigorously challenged; while, at the same time, b) digitisation of newspapers that have already been microfilmed, (currently seen as the most cost effective way to capture content), will take many years at projected funding levels, so an early decision to cease microfilming would jeopardise already fragile unfilmed newspapers while they waited for digitisation programs to catch up with them.

This discussion suggests that NPLAN could consider a policy decision to continue microfilming of at-risk materials, while remaining open minded or possibly positive about the longer term preservation prospects of digitisation program once they have caught up with the stock of already filmed materials.

However, it is possible to propose an alternative view that digitisation is already such an attractive reformatting option even for preservation purposes that it should replace microfilming now. In order to ensure highly at-risk materials are not allowed to deteriorate further before capture, current microfilming budgets could be re-directed towards preservation-driven digitisation, and consideration could be given to directing some funds from access-driven digitisation programs to capture preservation-needy newspapers.
5. Going beyond “either/or” perspectives 

As noted earlier, discussion of digitisation and microfilming preservation roles might benefit from some greater sophistication than blanket statements about one technology being superior or inferior to the other. It is possible to classify a number of “states of being” for newspapers for which different answers may be appropriate. For example:

· Newspapers that have already been microfilmed to adequate preservation standards. For this material there may not be a strong case for abandoning existing preservation microfilm, although for much of it a digital copy will also be made to improve access. The digital copies may eventually take on a preservation master role if sufficient attention is paid to their production and maintenance requirements. This suggests that a decision about the preservation role of the microfilm can be deferred.

· Newspapers that have already been filmed but not to a standard that gives them a viable preservation master role. For this material a decision is needed on whether to refilm or to look to digital copying to produce a preservation master. This decision could be purely pragmatic: what will give the most cost effective preservation copy in the long term?

· “Old” newspapers that have not yet been filmed. This material requires a decision, but preservation priorities should play a key role in deciding what needs to be captured first and whether digital copying programs will be available to capture all of the at risk material in time.
· Current and future newspapers in paper form that have yet to be captured. For this material, there may be the possibility of deferring a decision until more experience has been gained with digitisation programs. On the other hand, this material is also highly likely to be the subject of ongoing copying programs by commercial bureaux or publishers, so that an NPLAN decision may not be needed.

· Current and future newspapers issued in digital form. While this class incorporates two technically different products – electronic pre-press copy which may be acquired from publishers in digital form, and online versions of newspapers – they are both likely to present more complex digital preservation challenges than the output files of well managed digital imaging programs. Despite this, NPLAN partners will surely have to start collecting and preserving online papers, and could also undertake a detailed cost-benefit feasibility study on the possibility of acquiring pre-press layout in electronic form rather than undertaking post-press capture by either analogue or digital means.

This discussion suggests that Australian libraries are likely to live with a mix of preservation approaches for the foreseeable future, possibly including:

· Some NPLAN partners who may be willing to rely on their digital preservation arrangements to ensure that digital copies of newspapers can serve as preservation masters. These partners are still likely to maintain their existing microfilm copies for some time, and may continue to produce new film because their digitisation programs cannot address their preservation imperatives quickly enough.

· Some NPLAN partners who may continue to rely on microfilm and microfilming for their newspaper preservation reformatting needs, whilst also supporting digitisation for its access benefits.

· Some NPLAN partners who may continue to rely totally on microfilming because they have insufficient capacity to manage digital capture or digital preservation programs.

· Some NPLAN partners who decide to keep on exploring all possibilities, including maintenance of microfilm collections, retrospective filming of newspapers, and proactive negotiation with publishers to acquire electronic versions of future issues directly.
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