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Data Rescue Interest Group (DR-IG)

1. Introduction

TheDR-IG focuses on pre-electronic heritage data, which are essential to many fields of science
because of their long time base but are only in analogue or primitive digital formats, and cannot
be used in research until they are made accessible electronically. In size and kind the data in
question cover all aspects, from major (international) missions and long-running programmes
to one-off experiments and measurements in PhD theses. By learning about such data and by
supporting projects to achieve transformations into modern electronic formats for free sharing
and re-use worldwide, Data Rescue embodies and enacts fully the mission of the RDA itself.

The relevance and importance of heritage scientific data are most aptly seen in terms of evidence
of change in the natural world. The rich heritage of data which the natural sciences possess
spans the entire era of research, encompassing both modern electronic formats and analogue ones
(paper, film, books, pro-formas, charts, maps, photographic plates) or primitive magnetic tapes.
Because of its unique time-stamp, the information in these older data is critical for quantifying
changes and trends and for differentiating between natural or anthropogenic-induced changes.
Unfortunately, most historical data have not been converted into electronic data sets, and cannot
be accessed by present-day research – to the serious detriment of models that predict future
changes. Even the data that have been ‘digitized’ (whether catalogues of measurements or the
actual observations) are rarely in interoperable, even easily readable, formats. Despite their
acknowledged importance to science, heritage data are often in deteriorating state, abandoned,
or effectively lost (if not actually destroyed). Their profile is unacceptably low; even the RDA

itself, to date, has tended to assume that “data” are electronic, and to regard “heritage data”
as an extraneous department rather than as part of an unbroken continuum of scientific data
management. The DR-IG is the first RDA entity to focus in an organized way on this crucial
topic.

Since 2010, CODATA has hosted a Task Group for “Data At Risk” (DAR-TG), and the new
DR-IG will be affiliated with DAR-TG. Members of each Group will nominally belong to the
joint affiliated one. DAR-TG’s own international membership has set DR-IG immediately
on an international footing, and its history is able to endow the young IG with ready-made
experience and contacts. The joint organization will benefit considerably from the broader
exposure which the RDA will offer, such that the sum of the two will unquestionably be greater
than the sum of separate entities working in parallel (even in competition). Both DAR-TG
and CODATA itself are enthusiastic about this proposed development.

2. Objectives

The overarching goal of the DR-IG is to convince scientists and policy makers of the immense
value of implementing data rescue, and by enabling interoperability, access and (thence) wide
application, to grow the activity into an essential and routine element of all research.

To that end, the immediate objectives of the DR-IG are:

(a) to ferret out and catalogue known data-rescue efforts as exemplars of what can be achieved,
thereby raising the profile of Data Rescue in the world at large,
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(b) to establish an advisory system for ‘digitizing’ and associated tasks, and

(c) to communicate with relevant RDA IGs (Education, Metadata, History & Ethnography,
Long Tail of Data, and the domain-specific standard-setters). It will also consider extending
its remit to ‘adding value’ to older digital data.

3. Participation

DR-IG will provide a unique forum for sharing experience, expertise and ideas. It will be
particularly valuable for science researchers who require data from the past, and (by sharing
best practice, hardware and software) for archivists and others with responsibilities to oversee
the preservation of historical information in the humanities and social sciences.

Like DAR-TG, DR-IG will be wide open to membership worldwide. Active engagement in
data rescue is not essential, though a degree of empathy with such efforts clearly is. Present
members of DAR-TG include data managers, educators, researchers and active data-rescue
personnel, as are those who have already signed up for the DR-IG. The example set by DAR-
TG, as explained at various conferences and workshops, has already been noted by groups and
individuals in both scientific and social-science domains, and while projects like Old Weather,

British Macrofossils Online, the reBiND project of the Berlin-Dahlem BioDiversity Museum
or the Cerro Ballena relics are self-organizing, their energy could also be shared with a more
collateral global effort. Many such projects engage the interest, and often the active participa-
tion, of the public, so advertisements, written articles and talks are central in our bid to reach
non-scientific and non-academic communities too.

4. Outcomes

Case studies tabulated by DAR-TG to date range from modest individual or small-group
attempts to extend a domain-specific research data-base backwards in time in order to study
natural evolution, to transnational organizations that align and open access to broad categories
such as rocks, fossils or the ocean’s characteristics, for the benefit of all academic research; some
(such as Old Weather, or the recovery of ‘lost’ tapes from early space missions) also appeal
strongly to the general public. A small selection of those stories features in the introductory
article to the special 2015 issue of GeoResJ dedicated to “data rescue”[1].

To promote the objectives of Data Rescue, DR-IG and DAR-TG will promote sessions ded-
icated to Data Rescue at relevant conferences and workshops, and will write descriptive and
promotional articles in both scholarly and broader-interest journals and magazines.

The 2015 Elsevier/IEDA “Data Rescue” competition for the geosciences attracted applications
from over 30 eligible projects in that domain alone, and clearly there must be a great many
more out there. Collecting, cataloguing and sharing information on all such projects, regardless
of outcome, is thus a key mission, and the creation of an online Catalogue is a definable project
that may be tackled by an Early Career Fellow.

5. Mechanism

Because of its international nature the IG will communicate electronically, and by telecon when
a specific issue arises. It will establish a Web page for the public and an intra-communications
feature (wiki or blog) for members to share and discuss topics. Meetings during RDA Plenaries
will be held routinely, and updates also delivered electronically.
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6. Initial Membership

Chairs of the IG:

R. Elizabeth Griffin (DAR-TG), Dominion Astrophysical Observatory, BC, Canada
David Gallaher, National Snow & Ice Data Center, Boulder, CO, USA
Lesley Wyborn, Australian National University, ACT, Australia

As current Chair of DAR-TG, E Griffin maintains a necessary link between the two parent
bodies of this affiliated Group; she also Chairs a Working Group of the International Astro-
nomical Union to preserve and rescue valuable scientific information in astronomy’s archives of
photographic plates. D Gallaher and L Wyborn are strongly active in data rescue in their own
fields of geoscience.

Signed-up members of DR-IG to date:

Aaike De Wever
Alisdair Davey
Anne Thessen
Chenzhou Cui (DAR-TG)
Chris Muller (DAR-TG)
Eleni Panagou
Elizabeth Bradshaw
Elizabeth Leake
Godwin Yeboah
Inna Kouper
Jamie Shiers (DAR-TG)
John Faundeen
Kate Roberts
Kerstin Lehnert
Lesley Rickards
Leslie Hsu
Reyna Jenkyns
Rick Crouthamel
Robert Downs
Thierry Pauwels (DAR-TG)
Wendy Kozlowski
William Anderson (DAR-TG)
Xiaogang Ma

12 other members of DAR-TG are included automatically but have not signed in explicitly.
The membership of both DAR-TG and DR-IG is growing steadily.

[1] ”When are Old Data New Data?”
Griffin, R.E.M., and the CODATA Task Group for ”Data At Risk”, 2015, GeoResJ, in press.

Supporting proposers include members from a selected group of judges of the biennial Else-
vier/IEDA Award for Data Rescue, and the membership of the CODATA ”Data At Risk” Task
Group.
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