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CHARGE:  
To investigate whether we can convert existing PDF files to the PDF/A-1a preservation format. 
 
 
PDF/A-1A VS. PDF/A-1B: 
PDF/A-1a is the “gold standard”; it preserves not only the document’s appearance and OCR’d 
textual information, but its structure, as well. The benefits of this are two-fold: 
  

1. It should allow for a seamless reconstruction of the document and facilitate its 
future migration, presenting not only the visual representation of the document, 
but also the OCR’d text in a format that indicates the structure of the text—
headers, body text, paragraphs, captions, etc. 

2. It helps the visually impaired read the document, by allowing screen readers to 
interpret the aforementioned structure, and can assure compliance with 
accessibility standards. 

 
Even though the PDF/A-1b does not preserve the structure of the document, it surpasses its 
distant cousin, the TIFF format, by preserving the appearance and the OCR’d textual 
information, within the same file. While PDF/A-1a is the “gold standard,” the majority of the 
conversion and validating software only produce or test for 1-b conformance. 
 
 
THE TESTS: 
In further pursuing the potential of the OSU Libraries use of PDF/A as a preservation standard, 
the team decided to test converting both locally produced PDFs and those supplied by our 
various external digital imaging vendors. Details of these tests are available in the group folder 
J:\Committees\DISC\pdfa\testing.   
 
Goals: 
 

  To successfully convert existing PDFs to PDF/A-1a 
  To enable batch conversions 

 
Software Utilized: 
 

  PDF Appraiser (Apago, Inc.) 
  pdfaPilot Converter CLI (callas software GmbH) 
  Acrobat 8.1 - Preflight (Adobe) 
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Results: 
We found that a number of factors can cause a conversion to PDF/A to fail. The most common 
problems were: 
 

  Document was not tagged—tagging makes document’s structure apparent 
[required for PDF/A-1a]  

  File had device-specific color profile embedded, instead of a universal profile 
such as RGB or CMYK [required for PDF/A-1a and PDF/A-1b]  

  File contained non-embedded fonts [required for PDF/A-1a and PDF/A-1b] 
 
Other problems included: 

 
  Annotations with no flag entry 
  Annotations with a C entry and no RGB OutputIntent 
  Layers used in document 
  Transparency used in document 

 
Solutions: 

 
We discovered a feature of Adobe Acrobat’s Preflight, Fixups that performs automated 
correction on existing PDF files containing non-compliant features. These corrections include 
adding accessibility tagging and conversion to standard color profiles, among other options. We 
utilized this functionality while processing a group of PDFs, and found that we were able to 
produce PDF/A-1a compliant files. Batch actions that execute Fixups can be created, and batch 
conversions from PDF to PDF/A can be done in Acrobat and in pdfaPilot Converter CLI. 
 
Issues for additional testing: 
 

  In one test, we found that files declared to be compliant with PDF/A-1a in 
Acrobat were found non-compliant in pdfaPilot. We intend to do further testing to 
explore the discrepancy. 

  It is not clear why some files that had non-embedded fonts converted successfully 
after application of the automated tagging Fixup, while others did not (non-
embedded fonts remained a problem). We need to conduct further testing to 
examine this. 

  We need to investigate whether Acrobat, pdfaPilot, or other programs offer batch 
processes for removing Layers and Transparency from existing PDFs. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
By embracing PDF/A we are not ruling out the continued use of TIFF. Both formats have their 
place and usage: 
 

 PDF/A – textual documents 
 TIFF – full color and gray-scale images 
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We need, however, to begin to develop a decision-making matrix that allows us to determine the 
best path for preservation of our digital assets, and to effectively assist our external clients to 
submit their objects. The matrix should, at a minimum, identify: 
 

  sources of digital objects to be preserved (internal vs. external; existing objects vs. 
future accessions; in-house digitization vs. outsourcing) 

  the file format (born digital vs. digitized; original format) 
  preservation format strategy (original file; PDF/A; TIFF; combination) 
  presentation format strategy (PDF, JPG, TIFF, etc.) 
  workflow/process for preservation (one-off; batch processing; automated 

workflows) 
 

In addition, to developing a decision-making matrix, we need to begin to develop standard 
processes and specifications, including but not limited to: 

 
  The creation of PDF/As, both those created locally and those via outsourcing.   
  The creation of PDF/As via “distillation” of original format 
  The creation of PDF/As via conversion from previously digitized documents 
  The creation of PDF/As via imaging 
  The creation of PDF/As via one-offs and batch processing  
  Development of routines for batch-correcting all errors (such as untagged, undeclared 

colorspace, etc.) in existing PDFs. 


