PDF/A-3: Thoughts by CRA

Comments on ISO 19005-3 as a document

1. The important details for PDF/A-3 are stuck away in Annex E.

2. There is no motivation for the embedding of files within archival files within the document or in anything I have found from the committee that produced the document.  One is forced to guess.

3. An excellent webinar by Carsten Heiermann from Luratech [ http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g-tJRSsZHyc ] makes an interesting statment that is nowhere in the standard.  He states that he has been involved in the PDF/A standards work, but I have not been able to confirm this.  He says that a PDF/A-3 file has an archival part and a non-archival part.  The archival part is the regular displayable pages with the requirements as in PDF/A-2.  The embedded files he describes as "non-archival."  If this is what the committee intended, why didn't they say so explicitly?
Pros:

4. Easy to construct workflows convenient for users that make every iteration of a document archive-ready, by embedding editable word-processing document in PDF as associated source file.  This would eliminate need for separate archiving step.

5. Simple way to associate data extracts with particular charts or diagrams.  

6. Could be used to embed rich metadata in a "native" or standard format that has no RDF/XMP equivalent.  This metadata would not be subject to changes by PDF processing tools that expect to update XMP metadata.  Of course, appropriate XMP metadata should also be recorded, e.g., dc:creator.

7. Files (or chunks of non-visible data) can already be embedded in PDFs in ways that are obscured from all but vendor-specific or application-specific reader/viewers.  The requirement for file specification dictionaries at least makes associated files embedded in a PDF/A-3 more obvious and discoverable through generic PDF/A-3 viewers.  Ingestion into a preservation system could extract all associated files (and MIME-types) and submit them to identification/characterization/validation procedures.
Cons:
8. Archival institutions will need to develop additional guidelines and characterization/validation tools.

9. PDF/A-3 could be used to cloak other content, to pretend that content is in a format acceptable to a system when it is not.  For example, there is nothing to prevent creation of a PDF/A-3 file that consists of essentially no text but embeds one or more files.  Guidelines for preservation systems my need to make it clear that if PDF/A-3 is declared to be an acceptable format, it is only the displayed pages for which a preservation  commitment will be made.  Embedded files will only be considered preservable if they are in formats deemed acceptable to the preservation system.

10. Inadequate capabilities for describing the associated files.  A single Desc field for describing an associated file is better than nothing, but does not permit useful structured (metadata) description if authorship or provenance for an associated file differs from that for the document as a whole.   

11. Numeric or other tabular data cannot be used effectively by anyone other than the authors without  adequate description of the data collection context, the coding system employed, the accuracy of measurements, etc.  Embedding a data extract to support a chart in a PDF should not be seen as a substitute for following practices appropriate to the data category or discipline to archive the underlying data.

12. Inadequate capabilities for characterizing the associated files.  For long-term preservation, MIME-type is insufficient characterization for a file.  For example,  http://www.iana.org/assignments/media-types/application/vnd.ms-powerpoint  registers a MIME-type for binary Powerpoint  formats in general (explicitly independent of versions).  However,  see http://justsolve.archiveteam.org/wiki/PPT for a discussion of incompatibilities among chronological versions of .ppt files and the lack of support in current office software for files created in PowerPoint version 4.0 or earlier.
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