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CHARGE: To investigate the PDF/A format to determine if OSUL should begin utilizing it for 
inclusion of new objects in the Knowledge Bank (KB), and to determine if OSUL should 
consider migrating the current PDFs in the KB to PDF/A format. 
 
PDF/A DEFINED: In the Fall of 2005, ISO adopted a new preservation format standard, ISO-
19005-1 - Document management - Electronic document file format for long-term preservation - 
Part 1: Use of PDF 1.4 or PDF/A-1 for short.  ISO 19005-1 defines a PDF/A as:  
 

“…a file format based on PDF, known as PDF/A, which provides a mechanism 
for representing electronic documents in a manner that, preserves their visual 
appearance over time, independent of the tools and systems used for creating, 
storing, or rending the files.” 

 
It does not define an archiving strategy or the goals of an archiving system, however it identifies 
a “profile” for an electronic document that ensures the document can be reproduced in years to 
come.  The key element to this reproducibility is the requirement for PDF/A documents to be 
100% self-contained – that all of the information (including all visible content like text, raster 
images, vector graphics, fonts, color information, et al) necessary for displaying the document in 
the same manner every time is embedded in the file.  A PDF/A document is not permitted to be 
reliant on any information from direct or indirect external sources, for example links to external 
image files or font that are not embedded1.  
 
The PDF/A-1 standard provides two levels of compliance: 
 

 PDF/A-1a denotes “full compliance” and ensures the preservation of a 
document’s logical structure and content text stream in natural reading order.  
The text extraction is especially important when the document must be 
displayed on a mobile device (for example a PDA) or other devices in 
accordance with Section 508 of the US Rehabilitation Act.  In such cases, the 
text must be reorganized on the limited screen size (re-flow).  This feature is 
also known as “Tagged PDFs.”  

 PDF/A-1b denotes “minimal compliance” and ensures that the text (and 
additional content) can be correctly displayed, but does not guarantee that 
extracted text will be legible or comprehensible.  It therefore does not 
guarantee compliance with Section 508.  

 

                                                 
1 PDF/A - A new Standard for Long-Term Archiving, http://www.pdfa.org/doku.php?id=pdfa:en:pdfa_whitepaper, 
retrieved February 8, 2008 
 

http://www.pdfa.org/doku.php?id=pdfa:en:pdfa_whitepaper
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The difference between PDF/A-1a and PDF/A-1b has no impact for scanned documents, 
provided the files have not been enhanced by means of OCR for searching.2 
 
Currently ISO is developing Part 2 (or PDF/A-2) of the standard, that addresses some of the 
added features within versions 1.5, 1.6, and 1.7 of the PDF Reference.  PDF/A-2 should be 
backwards compatible, i.e. all valid PDF/A-1 documents should also be compliant with PDF/A-
2, whereas, PDF/A-2 compliant files will not necessarily be PDF/A-1 compliant.  PDF/A-2 
reached the status of “working draft” this past January. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF TESTS & TOOLS: To test the viability of the PDF/A standard, we chose to 
examine the use of a tool we already have in house, Adobe’s Acrobat 8 Professional, along other 
commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) products, which we were able to locate and download trial 
versions.  The other COTS products that we tested include Apago’s PDF Appraiser and Callas 
Software’s pdfaPilot and pdfaPilot CLI (a command line version of the software for batch 
processing of files).   
 
In addition, we identified several other products for future consideration via the PDF/A 
Competence Center’s website3.  The types of tools varied from those that will actually convert a 
file to PDF/A compliance to those that only test compliance to those that test for compliance and 
attempt to fix compliance errors.  The other significant difference in tool types were those that 
convert and/or test compliance in a one-off mode and those tools that are command-line and can 
convert and/or test in a batch mode. 
 
Several of the tools, such as Apago’s PDF Appraiser, only test compliance for PDF/A-1b.  A 
representative of Apago suggested that this was due the fact that there is not yet a market 
demand for -1a.  A comparison table of the products can be found in Appendix A. 
 
In testing the aforementioned four products, we developed several scenarios to test the products: 
 

 Microsoft Office 2003 products, Excel, PowerPoint, and Word – when testing 
these formats with Adobe Acrobat, they were tested both with the Adobe 
Maker plug-in for Office and within Acrobat itself. 

 Word document printed then scanned via Acrobat 
 Generic existing PDF  
 KB existing PDF 
 Color TIFF 
 Grayscale TIFF 
 Black & White TIFF 

 
TEST RESULT:  We found that PDF/A files are most easily made from Microsoft Office files 
using the PDF plug-in from Acrobat Professional 8.0.  Taking the same file into Acrobat 
Professional and attempting to convert it was less successful due usually to font embedding 
issues. 
 
                                                 
2 ibid. 
3 http://www.pdfa.org/doku.php?id=start:en 

http://www.pdfa.org/doku.php?id=start:en
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Migration of current PDF files was most successful with a 3rd party software tool, pdfaPilot that 
is available in several forms, a plug-in to Acrobat Professional (versions 6, 7, or 8), a GUI batch 
conversion tool, and a command line tool that facilitates the creation of batch files for automated 
conversion.  For additional details, feel free to contact either of us, or review the files located at 
J:\Committees\DISC\pdfa. 
 
OTHER REPOSITORIES USING PDF/A: 
 
We contacted a variety of institutions to ascertain who else has adopted the PDF/A standard.  If 
the institution had adopted the standard, we further sought to discover whether or not they had 
implemented a program. 
 

 Rutgers University Libraries (RUL) has completed their evaluation process 
and is implementing the use of PDF/A as one of the preservation and 
presentation streams for their institutional repository.  RUL is using Adlib 
software's PDF converter system to establish an automated, web-based 
PDF/A-1b converter.  Once it is complete and launched, it will allow faculty, 
staff, and students to submit their documents to RUL have them converted 
through an automated workflow.  Alternatively, they could choose, to create 
their own documents, and RUL’s repository would use the same server tool to 
verify that the PDF that is submitted is indeed PDF/A compliant; if it is not, 
the server would then make the necessary conversion.  Note: RUL intends 
also to save a copy of the original source file, if one is made available to them. 

 The University of Michigan’s Deep Blue (DSpace repository) adopted a 
policy to support PDF/A-1b in 2005 as -1a capabilities did not yet exist; 
however, they have not yet ingested any PDF/As. 

 The DSpace General Listserv was queried in regards to usage of PDF/A and 
the following two responses were received: 
 At George Mason University, the Digital Repository Services Librarian 

attempted to encourage use of PDF/A for the ETD collections when he 
arrived at the university but ran into repeated difficulties with the 
conversion process.  Due to other pressing needs, he has temporarily 
abandoned the pursuit of PDF/A. 

 The University of Calgary lists tagged PDF/A (-1a) as a requirement for 
the PDFs in their repository.  We have followed up with a request for 
more information about how this works in practice but have yet to receive 
a reply. 

 The New York State Archives, who’s Director of Government Records 
Services, Geof Huth, who conducted last year’s SAA webinar on PDF/A has 
no official policy or program in place for utilizing PDF/A. 

 New Jersey’s Division of Archives and Records Management, has chosen not 
to be an early adopter of the standard and is in a “wait and see” mode. 

 Other international entities that have embraced the use of PDF/A: 
 University of Potsdam: Their goal is to have all documents in their 

publications server to be PDF/A-1b. 
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 Austria – Federal Chamber of Architects and Engineers (BAIK): BAIK 
requires that publicly available documents (land records) must comply 
PDF/A-1b. 

 Norway: Regulations that become effective 1 January 2009, will require 
that all information published on state-run websites should be in openly 
available formats such as HTML, ODF, or PDF/A. 

 Switzerland: The Swiss Federal Council has developed regulations that 
became effective this past January that will be implemented over a ten-
year period to have all electronic communication between the 
administration and its citizens in PDF /A format due to its suitability for 
long-term stability. 

 Deutsche National Bibliothek: the preference for file format submission to 
the DNB is PDF/A, PDF, HTML, PS [postscript?], other XML-based 
formats, TXT, Other [DVI, RTF, etc.]. 

 
There is an opportunity here as early adopters to be a leader in the use of this preservation 
standard. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: PDF/A offers a better chance for long-term preservation, specifically 
preservation of the usability and presentability of the item, because it is self-contained, having all 
of the needed elements embedded into the file.  Due to this, we recommend that OSU Libraries 
should declare a preference for PDF/A for the Knowledge Bank and other preservation efforts 
that make use of PDF.  We acknowledge that it will be a challenge to move from PDF to PDF/A.  
Therefore, we recommend a multi-step process toward the full adoption of PDF/A.   
 

1. Manual process for new submissions: 
a. Items the Libraries currently convert to PDF should be converted instead 

to PDF/A.  We suggest starting with SRI and SER.  This will require use 
of Acrobat Professional 8.0 or the purchase of a plug-in tool, such as 
pdfaPilot and training on the use of these tools.   

b. Add PDF/A preference to our delivery requirements for work performed 
by vendors. 

c. Revise the directions provided to communities such as Honors to 
encourage submission of PDF/A instead of PDF.  Since we provide 
detailed instructions to these communities already, it will be a matter of 
modifying the instructions and identifying resources they can use to 
convert to PDF/A. 

2. Automated process for new submissions: We recognize that modifying manual 
processes alone will not result in significant movement toward a broader 
implementation of PDF/A.  Therefore, we recommend that the Libraries explore 
the addition of a format converter tool to the KB submission process.  With such a 
tool, a submitter could upload a Microsoft Office format or a PDF and the KB 
would create a derivative of the item in the form of a PDF/A.  The KB item would 
then contain both files.  In addition to making it more likely to accomplish our 
goal of using PDF/A, this method enables us to provide an even more robust 
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preservation plan by collecting both the original and the PDF/A.  We suggest 
using Rutgers University’s process as a model. 

3. Converting existing PDFs in the Knowledge Bank: This work should be 
conducted in conjunction with the migration planning recommended by the 
review of the Trustworthy Repositories Audit and Checklist. 

a. Communities containing primarily born digital materials should be 
identified and systematically converted to PDF/A-1a via batch processing 
tools. 

b. PDFs created by scanning print documents in general did not successfully 
convert to PDF/A-1a.  However, PDF/A-1b is more desirable than just 
PDF, and therefore, we recommend the systematic conversion to PDF/A-
1b via batch processing tools.                                                            

c. JHOVE is a tool that can be successfully utilized to determine the creation 
method of existing PDFs, and we recommend using it to examine 
communities containing both born digital and scanned PDFs. JHOVE is an 
open source utility developed by JSTOR and Harvard to validate formats 
and extract technical metadata. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
A comparison of products based upon review of materials found on their websites. 
 
CCOOMMPPAANNYY  
PPRROODDUUCCTT  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
IIMMAAGGEESS  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
DDOOCCSS  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
PPDDFF  

VVAALLIIDDAATTEE  PPDDFF//AA  
CCOOMMPPLLIIAANNCCEE  

NNOOTTEESS  

Actino Software 
pdfaModul 

 √ √ √ 1a Integrates w/Jaws PDF Server Suite 
1.0 

Adobe 
Acrobat 8 Professional 

√ √ √ √ 1a  

Compart 
DocBridge Mill 

 √  √ 1b  

Detec 
myPDFconvert 

√  √  1b  

eDocuMan 
eBatchScanManager 

√   √ 1b Unable to open product 
documentation (in PDF) 

Janich & Klass 
DpuScan 

√    unknown Capture software - did not really 
discuss PDF/A potential on website 

LuraTech 
LuraDocument® PDF 

√ √ √ √ 1a Has components for Kodak Capture 
software, QuickScan, Printer, & 
Validator 

Nuance 
OmniPage 16 

√    unknown Capture software - did not really 
discuss PDF/A potential on website 

PageTech 
PCL to PDF  

 √  √ 1a SDK - Claims to be first US 
member of PDF/A Competency 
Center -- Doesn't really discuss 
product's PDF/A capabilities 

PDFLib 
PDFLib 7 

 √ √ √ 1a server-based integration tool 

pdf-tools.com 
3-Heights™ PDF Producer 

 √  √ 1b Integrates w/Windows Applications 
via GDI printer driver 

pdf-tools.com 
3-Heights™ Image to PDF Converter 
API 

√   √ 1a Integrates w/Windows Applications 
via GDI printer driver 
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CCOOMMPPAANNYY  
PPRROODDUUCCTT  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
IIMMAAGGEESS  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
DDOOCCSS  

CCOONNVVEERRTT  
PPDDFF  

VVAALLIIDDAATTEE  PPDDFF//AA  
CCOOMMPPLLIIAANNCCEE  

NNOOTTEESS  

pdf-tools.com 
3-Heights™ PDF Validator API 

   √ 1a Integrates w/Windows Applications 
via GDI printer driver 

SEAL Systems AG 
gXconvert, PDF Longlife Suite 

√ √  √ 1a Integrates w/existing workflows, 
etc. (most typically w/CAD 
systems) 

soft Xpansion 
PDF Direct 

 √ √ √ 1a server-based integration tool 

Callas 
pdfaPilot Converter 

  √ √ 1a GUI and command line options, 
handles batch conversions, includes 
developer tools to incorporate into 
other applications 

 


