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CVAa:

Centre of expertise coordinating the 
archiving of private documents of the 

architectural heritage in Flanders.



DATABLE:

Consultancy in sustainable 
digital collections management.



Completed research steps

 survey: how are digital architectural 
archival records created and managed?

 case study: what steps are necessary at 
ingest and preservation?

 pilot: How to introduce arrangement 
policies in an architectural office?



Overview

1. Born-digital architectural archives: What 
to expect?

2. Preservation issues: What are the 
threats?

3. Preservation solutions: How to counter 
the threats?



1. Born-digital architectural 
archives

Software that architects use:



A short look into CAD-software

 2D or 3D geometry (vector based)

 Intelligence

– Layers

– Lineweights & linetypes

– Text

– Look & feel

– Behaviour

– ... Complexity grows with each new version



2. Preservation issues

 Seldom open technology

 Often problems with backward 
compatibility

 Technology is complex



Issue #1: no open technology

 Problems with automatic file format 
identification

unrecognized file formats (DROID v6.01)



Issue #1: no open technology

 Problems with automatic file format 
validation



Issue #1: no open technology

 Few alternatives = greater risk for 
obsolescence



Issue #2: 
limited backward compatibility



Issue #3: complex technology

 Each program has its 
own underlying 
method to define 
geometrical forms.



3. Preservation policies 

 Migration vs. emulation

 Importance of knowledge about the 
collection

 Importance of central storage

 Importance of making choices



Preservation: threats

 Operation system migration

 Employees leave the firm

 Failure of software company

 Software obsolescence

 Raise in licence costs

 …



Preservation: stakeholders

 Colleagues

 Legal department

 PR-department

 Clients

 Fanbase

 Future generations



Preservation: Use cases

 Post construction 
management

 Website publishing

 Book publishing

 Expositions

 Design reuse

 Design research

 Building research

 Legal evidence…



Preservation: significant properties

 Is editing necessary?

 Is look-and-feel
important?

 Does my text need to 
remain in the same 
font?

 Should I keep the 
layers?



Solutions: 2 options

 File format migrations 

 Software preservation / emulation



Migration to open format

 File format specification published

 No licensing issues

 Software tools available

 No significant information lost

 Reversible to original



Migration to open format



Migration to open format: STEP



Migration to open format: VRML



Migration to open format 3D



Migration to open format 3D

skp > dxf > skp: stairs are gone...



turnkey solution?
availability openess intelligence other

3DM ✖ ✖

COLLADA ✖

DGN ✖ ✖

DWG ✖ ✖

DXF ✖ ✖ ✖

IFC ✖ ✖ ✖

IGES ✖ ✖

OBJ ✖ ✖ ✖

PDF/A-2/3 ✖ ✖

PDF/E ✖ ✖

PDF/E-2 ✖

PRC ✖ ✖

STEP ✖ ✖

SVG ✖

U3D ✖ ✖

VRML ✖ ✖

XRD ✖



Emulation



Emulation

 Document original software versions

 Archive original software

 Complex technology

 Licensing issues



Solutions: Costs and Gains

 Need to be considered in long term

 How durable will your gains be?



Prerequisites

 Knowledge about the
collection

 Central storage

 Making choices



Knowledge about the collection

 Documentation of the design process and 
hard- and software gives insight into 
what you need to keep

 Arrangement allows to find and identify 
the important files.



Documentation of design process

“Designing is done with pencil and paper. 
The CAD drawing is made by an employee.”

“We import an AutoCAD drawing into 
Sketch-up and convert it to 3D. The result is 
printed and updated with marker pen. We 

scan it again and edit it further in 
Photoshop.”



Documentation of design process

An understanding of the design process is a 
prerequisite to make decisions on 
preservation actions. It implies:

 Documentation of design process

 Documentation of hard- and software



Arrangement

 A random 
projectfile

 Are all these 
files 
important?



Arrangement

 MDMA Pilot case: 
Arrangement is 
about a clean folder 
structure & file 
naming conventions

Download on: 
http://www.projecttracks.be/en/projects/det
ail/digital-file-management-at-mdma 



Central storage

 Arrangement is 
easier

 Back up procedures 
are easier

 File integrity checks 
are easier



Making choices

Choices about:

 What to keep?

– Based on arrangement and design process

 How to keep it?

– Based on documentation

Architect and heritage community have other 
demands = different  choices.



What to keep?

 MDMA-pilot



Conclusions (1)

 Born digital archives of architects are under 
threat because of:

– Complexity drawing files

– Closed nature of file formats and software

– Risk of obsolescence



Conclusions (2)

 Conditio sine qua non for effective preservation 
policy are:
– Knowledge of collection by: 

• arrangement 

• documentation design process

• documentation hard- en software

– Central storage

– Knowledge of
• Stakeholders 

• Use cases 

• Threats

• Options

• Costs and gains
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