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File obsolescence at the 
ADS?
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Introduction
The Archaeology Data Service:

•Established 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
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• Is destructive!

• Resources are unique

• The preserved record becomes the main 

resource for future interpretation

What was the impetus in 1996?



http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk

• Collections

o1,100,000 metadata records

o700+ rich archives

oRaster + vector images

oDatabases

oGeospatial data

Progress to-date
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The traditional problem

• Software upgrades fail to support legacy files.
• Format is superseded by another or evolves in 

complexity.
• The format "take up" is low or industry fails to create 

compatible software.
• The format fails, stagnates, or is no longer compatible 

with the current environment.
• Software supporting the format fails in the marketplace 

or is bought by a competitor and withdrawn
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• 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
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Operational workflow
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Example structure
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Have any files become obsolete?
• Returned to a Database accessioned in 1998 

(our 5th ever collection!)
• Deposited in Access ‘97 .mdb
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• Query of the ADS Object Management System 
returned:
• 2,118,052 files
• 860,190 of which are in SIP

• 253 unique formats
• By contrast only 28 unique formats used in 

the AIP

In more detail…
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• 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?
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But most still work…
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More data – less variation
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• Homogenisation of formats has meant that 
support has continued.

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk
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• 609 Macintosh PICT Image
• Originally created as part of Apple Macintosh
• Superseded by more modern (Quartz) systems
• Still successfully open with CorelDraw X6

• 27 Lotus 1-2-3 Worksheets
• Produced by IBM until 2002 – now considered (by 

some) obsolete
• Open successfully in OpenOffice

Uncommon
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• 594 GSSI RADAN data file .dzt
• A proprietary format created by a US-based 

geophysical company
• At the moment can only be exported using RADAN 

software
• 21 Harris Matrix .hm

• A stand-alone product created by a (now ended) 
research project

Unusual/homebrews
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• Adobe Illustrator

Old versions

Adobe Illustrator 3.0 / 3.2 ai 4
Adobe Illustrator 5.0 / 5.5 ai 3
Adobe Illustrator 7 ai 34
Adobe Illustrator 8 ai 180
Adobe Illustrator 9 ai 187
Adobe Illustrator 10 ai 211
Adobe Illustrator 11 ai 56
Adobe Illustrator 12 ai 262
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• CAD – defacto Autodesk’s AutoCAD software
• ADS had traditionally used DXF (R14) in AIP and DIP 

support for textual encoding (ASCII) and its primary 
purpose as an exchange format which could be used 
beyond Autodesk software

CAD migration



http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk

• Due to the fast development of the AutoCAD 
software, the DXF format has seen almost as 
many version updates as the proprietary DWG 
format (which has seen eighteen new versions 
since 1982)

• Effectively using an old format for new content –
at risk of losing data!

• As a result, the decision was made in early 2014 
to change the ADS archiving policy and adopt 
DWG version 2010 (AC1024)

CAD migration
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CAD migration
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• Did have a cost impact
• Mitigated by file management
• Perhaps most importantly: file format not as 

important as knowing what it was we were 
actually meant to be preserving = importance 
of metadata

Lessons

Migrating 2 and 3D Datasets: Preserving AutoCAD at the 
Archaeology Data Service
ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2016, 5(4), 44; doi:10.3390/ijgi5040044

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijgi5040044
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• 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?

Future migrations
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Will this ever change?


