Political Communications Web Archiving Investigation

Executive Summary
Within the past decade the World Wide Web has emerged as a vital medium of political communication. The Web now serves political activists, parties, popular fronts, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as a global message board through which to communicate with constituents and the world community. The Web provides a widely accessible and relatively unrestricted medium for rapid broadcast of information and public posting of critical documents such as manifestoes, constitutions, declarations, and treaties.  Properly archived, these materials will be valuable resources for historical studies and the social sciences. The Political Web is a rich source of information and alternative viewpoints that can shape international relations and pubic policy, and overcome the increasing homogeneity of knowledge sources brought about by the growing consolidation of the commercial media world.  

The Political Communications Web Archiving investigation (PCWA) explored a range of strategies for capturing and archiving the contents of the Political Web.  The investigation was a joint effort of  the Center for Research Libraries; the Latin American Network Information Center, University of Texas at Austin; Tamiment Library, New York University; Cornell University; Stanford University; and the Internet Archive.  The investigation was funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.  PCWA used Web communications produced by political groups in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa and by radical organizations in Europe as a test bed of materials.
While the technical aspects of capturing and preserving Web sites are daunting, the curatorial regimes and issues of sustainability, which must necessarily inform the technical solutions, present the greatest challenges in Political Web archiving.  Based on an analysis of Political Web content and study of the “behaviors” of the producers and users of that content, PCWA developed general guidelines for selection and “annotation” of Web communications to be archived, the qualifications of the appropriate participants in selection of archive content, the “artifactual” characteristics of Web objects to be preserved, and an approach to surmounting intellectual property restrictions.  

The PCWA investigation also explored prospective strategies for maintaining the archiving activities over time.  Sustained maintenance of such an archive will require creation of a framework for organizational and individual participation, underwritten by well-structured governance and a stable and diversified funding base.  PCWA investigators concluded that the form of governance best suited to support Political Web archiving activities with the highest likelihood of sustainability is the consortium model, controlled by the research community.  The consortium would undertake the critical stewardship or “brokering” activities that the community requires.  All other PCWA activities could be distributed or “outsourced.”  

PCWA specified a service model that specifies the general organization of activities that would best support ongoing Political Web archiving and long-term maintenance of the archived resources.  The model indicates the general costs and requirements of sustaining the underlying activities and infrastructure; the characteristics and requirements of entities that might perform the various archiving activities; where the responsibilities for such activities are best situated and the ideal configuration of relationships and partnerships needed to ensure that those responsibilities are fulfilled.  

