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GRL2020 Position Paper

By the year 2020, the term “digital library” will be anachronistic, as all libraries will have digital
collections. For research libraries, a major element of the digital collection will be the digital data
that provides the foundation for science and engineering research and education.

For more than 2000 years, libraries have been trusted repositories for documents that have been
the foundation of civilizations. Librarians have long been among the most literate members of the
population, providing guidance about how to locate material of interest, as well as which
documents could be deemed trustworthy and which should be challenged.

In the age of digital information, public libraries commonly provide Internet access to groups of
people who would otherwise be excluded from participating in the global communication that the
World Wide Web has enabled. Beyond providing access to systems, some libraries have become
leaders in the movement towards digital libraries and schools of library science are increasingly
schools of information or information science. That the documents of interest are digital in no way
diminishes the need for trusted repositories for them nor the need for knowledgeable guides, as
the “information superhighway” can take users through very bad neighborhoods.

A host of reports over the last decade make the case for creating long-lived repositories for digital
data. The need is highlighted by the fact that last year for the first time we reached the point where
annual production of digital documents surpasses the total global storage capacity.
(http://www.emc.com/collateral/analyst-reports/diverse-exploding-idc-exec-summary.pdf) We can



http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=503141&org=NSF
http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=503141&org=NSF
http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=502112&org=NSF
http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=502112&org=NSF
http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=500066&org=NSF
http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=500066&org=NSF
http://www.emc.com/collateral/analyst-reports/diverse-exploding-idc-exec-summary.pdf

no longer keep all that we create, and the task of deciding what to keep is not one to be
undertaken lightly.

Finding reliable information in the face of such overabundance remains challenging. Search
systems such as Google provide access to large volumes of information, commonly without
consideration for the trustworthiness of data. Furthermore, the searches are biased by purchased
priority listing and the preferences of other people, rather than objective assessment of content and
value.

Where the documents sought are the digital data resulting from experiments or captured from
sensor arrays, the sheer scale of a data set can boggle the mind, as we move beyond petascale to
exascale data and computation. Data with geospatial and temporal attributes, such as that from
seismic or environmental sensors, is irreplaceable. Data from clinical trials and other costly studies
of human subijects is also well nigh impossible to replicate. But how many of these data sets can
be preserved for decades? What must be done to maintain the usefulness of those that we do
keep? Librarians and archivists have an important role to play in helping us know what to preserve
and how to protect it while also providing open access.
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