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Overview

UCT has an increasing number of digital data collections dispersed widely within the institution.  There are, however, substantial advantages to consolidating efforts, both for existing and new projects.  This proposal presents a model (based on a strong collaboration between ICTS and the Library) for how such consolidation can be accomplished and recommends a short-term pilot project to evaluate this alternative model in the context of a small subset of the existing at-risk digital collections.

Definitions

A digital object refers to a stream of electronic data, typically stored in a file.

A collection is a set of related digital objects.

A repository is a computer system, typically Web-based, that stores one or more collections of digital objects.

Curation is the act of careful management.

An archive is a repository that is curated.

Motivation

In the early-mid 1990s, subject-based digital repositories (such as arXiv, for Physics pre-print articles) were popular to store and disseminate digital collections.  All such repositories, however, suffered from sustainability problems as project funding dried up and sponsors became scarce.  Towards the end of the 1990s, the Open Access movement emerged in response to the “Serials Crisis” (the spiralling costs of academic journals) and this has inadvertently resulted in a subtle change in how information is curated.  Learning from prior efforts, the Open Access movement now recommends that digital collections be curated close to the source (at institutions) as the most likely organisation to ensure longevity of data is the institution that owns the data.  This new thinking has permeated most institutions in the world and UCT is no exception.

UCT has an increasing number of collections of digital data that are owned, managed, stored, used and shared by various departments across the faculties.  In most cases, these collections have resulted from individual needs and work conducted by academics and students, and support the ongoing teaching and research mission of the university.  It can be argued that without much of this data the university would not be able to meet its goals of being excellent in teaching and research.

The types of data encountered include: 

· papers and articles that are the primary products of many research disciplines; 

· electronic versions of theses/dissertations; 

· reports produced by primary and contract research; 

· research-related datasets collected from users  (e.g., survey results); 

· research-related datasets collected by machine (e.g., LHC data from CERN); 

· resources to support teaching and learning (e.g., those linked into OpenContent); and  

· digitised artefacts  from cultural heritage collections (e.g., Bleek and Lloyd).

In all cases, these collections are manageed in an ad-hoc fashion with no coordination and often insufficient planning.  This ad-hoc approach to curating digital collections is inefficient and places critical resources at risk.  In 2009,  a Digital Curation Working Group was formed to to devise a more consistent, efficient and reliable approach to curation.  Some of the problems that need to be addressed include:

· The skills needed to curate a collection of data have to be replicated in different units.  In many instances, these skills are simply not available.

· Large-scale storage and curation of data are not core competencies of the departments where this function is needed.

· Additional staff are needed to manage the computer hardware and software used.

· Best practices are not shared across the institution.  New projects do not benefit from the experience of existing projects, and there is an increasing need for the curation of digital collections.

· Digital curation projects do not benefit from international best practices without the expertise of dedicated specialists.

A standard approach to curation and a centralised facility to manage digital collections within the institution may address all of these issues by improving on the curation of existing collections and enabling the curation of future collections.  Thus, this is the solution proposed by the Working Group and outlined in this pilot proposal.

Collections

The purpose of this pilot project is to set up formal and sustainable curation for a small sample of the existing collections at UCT.  This is intended to serve as a demonstrator – additional collections can be formally curated in the next phase of the project.

Some collections are beyond the scope of a standard approach to curation because of specialised requirements such as specific workflows (e.g., for electronic theses) and unusually large storage requirements (e.g., for radio astronomony data from KAT).  These collections are excluded from this pilot study and will each be dealt with as specialised projects.

The following are examples of existing projects at UCT that may benefit from a standardised digital curation appoach and facility:

Centre for Popular Memory

What collection(s) are there?  Why are the collections important?  Who owns the collections(s)? Who uses the collection(s)?

How many digital objects? How much disk space?  What is the rate of growth of the collection(s)?

Centre for Curating the Archive

What collection(s) are there?  Why are the collections important?  Who owns the collections(s)? Who uses the collection(s)?

How many digital objects? How much disk space?  What is the rate of growth of the collection(s)?

OpenContent@UCT  

What collection(s) are there?  Why are the collections important?  Who owns the collections(s)? Who uses the collection(s)?

How many digital objects? How much disk space?  What is the rate of growth of the collection(s)?

DataFirst

What collection(s) are there?  Why are the collections important?  Who owns the collections(s)? Who uses the collection(s)?

How many digital objects? How much disk space?  What is the rate of growth of the collection(s)?

Proposed Workplan

Aim

The aims of the pilot project are:-

· to investigate the feasibility of a standardised approach to digital curation;

· to investigate the feasibility of outsourcing curation to specialist departments at UCT; and

· to develop a plan for a general-purpose long-term curation strategy.

Implementation and Responsibilities

The implementation model recommended in this proposal is one based on a 2-layer solution, with the lower layer dedicated to storage and the other to Web-based services.  

ICTS has specialist expertise in computer hardware and software and is therefore ideally suited to the task of providing and managing a basic storage service.  This storage space can be used as the basis for a digital repository at a higher level.

The Library has specialist expertise in the management of information.  Thus, the library is ideally placed to offer a curation service to end-users (uploading of data, downloading of data, etc.).  The library could also provide storage facilities directly but this would not be an effective use of specialist expertise at ICTS.

It is envisaged that the Library and ICTS will work together in setting up and maintaing the collections in suitable digital repositories using open source software and/or software licenced by the library.

Staffing, Timeframes and Costing

The pilot project should last one calendar year.

The Library will need to make 0.2 FTE of a digital archivist available for the duration of the pilot project.  The archivist will work in collaboration with the collection owners for most curation-related activities, such as creation and editing of metadata.

ICTS will need to make 0.1 FTE of a systems administrator available for the duration of the project.  The systems administrator will work with the archivist to set up appropriate hardware and software systems to store data and provide curation facilities.

The high level project will be managed by the Digital Curation Working Group.  This group also will be responsible for evaluating the success of the pilot and planning a long-term solution.

ICTS will need to acquire additional hardware for storage of data – approximately R30000 per 10TB of storage needed, and R35000 for a front-end server.

Next Phase

At the end of the project, the outcomes will be assessed against the aims and a final report will be produced by the Working Group to guide a future long-term solution.

