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CONSEQUENCES OF THE WITHDRAWL OF AHDS FUNDING 

Context 

1) It is now generally known that as a result of Council’s decision to withdraw funding from the 
AHDS, JISC has felt obliged to withdraw its share of the funding as well, and therefore at the end of 
March 2008 the AHDS will cease to exist as such. 

2) At the last meeting of the ICT Programme Steering Committee there was a long discussion of the 
consequences of Council’s decision. The Steering Committee expressed dismay at the decision, and 
surprise that the ICT Programme had not in any way been consulted about it. It accepts, however, 
that the decision is a fait accompli, and that there is no point in calling it any further into question. 
Instead it has asked me to prepare a paper for the Research Committee reflecting its discussion of 
the problems and issues resulting from the decision, and drawing on the relevant evidence and 
arguments from the ICT Strategy Projects funded by the Programme, and from the paper on the 
Sustainability of Digital Resources which the Steering Committee had discussed at an earlier meeting-
-and which has also been considered by the Research Committee. Putting on one side the regrets 
and reservations members of the Steering Committee and I may have about the funding decision  and 
the way it was made, we must concentrate on moving forward in the new situation. 

3) This paper will focus on the consequences for AHRC-funded digital resource projects, though 
what applies to these will to a large extent apply to similar projects funded by other means. There are 
other issue and problems resulting from Council’s decision, relating to the general promotion of the 
use of ICT in A&H research, the leading international position that the UK has occupied up to now in 
this area, the possible discouragement of AHRC ICT-related grant applications, and the need for a 
voice to represent expert views on data creation and curation in the A&H. These are matters that 
others can raise and have raised; here is not the place to discuss them. 

4) Let us instead begin by considering the volume of AHRC projects affected by the decision, as 
shown in the following table giving the total numbers and value of Standard Research Grants (SRGs) 
and Resource Enhancement (RE) Grants awarded up to the end of 2006, divided into those that have 
completed the Technical Appendix (TA), and therefore produced digital outputs, and those that have 
not: 

Grants awarded up to end 2006  
(see also graphs at end) 

 

 TA Number Value 

Standard Research Grants  No 600 £103,873,345 

 Yes 208 £54,526,892 

Resource Enhancement No 24 £3,674,153 

 Yes 173 £39,470,810 

 

That is, the TA was completed for the great majority of RE Grants, and for about a quarter of the 
SRGs (about a third in terms of total value). In the case of the RE grants the digital resource is very 
likely to be the primary output of the  project; for many, quite possibly the majority, of the SRG 
projects it is likely to be ancillary to conventional print publications.  

5) It is worth noting, however, that while from 2000 up until 2005 the proportions in question 
remained fairly constant (as the graphs at the end show), in 2006 the number of SRGs with TAs was 
almost equal to that of those without, and their total value quite a lot greater: 44 to a total value of 
£17,072,168 with the TA, 50 to a value of £13,792,792 without. This indicates that the kind of digital 
project proposal that previously went to the RE scheme is now being routed to that for SRGs. We 
should also keep in mind the greater cost of SRG projects with TAs, as it emerges from these 2006 
figures: an average of £388,004,  as against £275,856 for those  without. There is a comparable 
differential within the RE grants: an average value of £228,155 for those with the TA,  £153,090 for 
those without. 
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6) As an indication of the size of the AHRC’s digital preservation problem, therefore, we have a total 
of 173 RE projects with digital output that needs to be preserved, plus some uncertain proportion of 
the SRG outputs. We can only guess how many of the SRG digital outputs are seriously worth 
preserving, but the considerable growth last year in the proportion including the TA, and the marked 
extra cost of these projects, suggest that they must include a fair number whose preservation merits 
careful thought. The total related investment of AHRC funding must at any rate be substantially more 
than £40m.  

7) A few months ago, when the last version of the Sustainability paper was written, only 22 of the RE 
outputs had actually been deposited in the AHDS; the rest were in the pipeline for deposit, or were not 
yet completed. We need to keep in mind, therefore, that the majority of these outputs either do no yet 
exist, or are not yet in AHDS-conformant format. 

Issues 

8) The most obvious requirement that needs to be met by the digital outputs of these and future 
projects of the same kind is that of access and preservation; other related issues are visibility, 
optimizing quality, and good project management, though the last two are mainly relevant to projects 
that have not yet been completed. The AHDS has up to now played a critical role in ensuring these 
requirements are met, though not all to the same extent. My Sustainability paper, developed in 
collaboration with the AHDS, proposed ways in which they could be met even more effectively. How 
and how far can they be met in the post-AHDS context, and what are the risks if they are not met?  

9) To begin, then, with access and preservation, it is likely that the vast majority of projects, past and 
present, will find an initial home with appropriate access in the servers of their host institution, and 
failing that ad hoc alternative arrangements could no doubt be made.  If, as seems to be the present 
position,  the AHRC is content to require access and preservation for only three years after project 
completion, there should not be much of a problem under this heading. Certainly I would agree that in 
the present circumstances it may only be realistic to stipulate three years. Yet it must surely be at the 
very least desirable that outputs should remain available to the scholarly community for much longer 
than that. The digital resources produced under the two schemes are mostly of a highly specialized 
kind, so that, as with specialized printed output, one would expect their value to lie in the longer term. 
They are also, as we have seen, expensive, so we have all the more reason to want them to last. We 
thus come to the matter of updating and upgrading, and it is here that the difficulties begin to arise. 

10) Access to a digital object is conditioned by (i) the digital environment in which it is located, and (ii) 
the digital format in which it is preserved. Since constant evolution is an essential condition of all 
digital environments, it follows that sooner or later digital objects become unusable if they are not 
updated, though the speed with which this happens depends on the format they are in. This is a 
truism: we all know the difficulties of reading old MS Word documents, still more those in old 
WordPerfect, still more those in less popular proprietary formats; on the other hand plain text files 
remain accessible for a great deal longer. For a digital object to remain accessible and functional, live, 
in short, it is possible to reduce, by the choice of an appropriate format, the frequency with which it 
requires updating, but not to avoid updating altogether.  

11) I noted in the Sustainability paper that the typical digital output funded by the RE scheme posed 
particular preservation problems. Of the 68 completed outputs that we surveyed, by far the largest 
group (49) are on-line searchable databases; many of them are multi-media, and generally involve a 
complex user interface. They make use of a wide variety of often proprietary technologies, and need 
to be frequently updated and upgraded if they are to remain live: the standard estimate is that some 
form of updating is likely to be required after three years, major upgrades after five years, and the 
resource is likely to be unusable after ten years unless significant work is to migrate systems. At 
present the AHDS only preserves a small number of these on-line systems, which have been 
developed by the RE projects in a wide variety of different formats, most of which could not be 
migrated into the AHDS repository. The AHDS’s repository role in these cases is limited to ensuring 
the preservation of the underlying data. The central argument of the Sustainability paper was the need 
for the AHDS, supported by a network of expert centres, to take a greater role in the development of 
these on-line systems in order to ensure that, if the need should arise, they could be fully migrated 
into and kept up to date in the AHDS’s repository. The latter will now no longer be possible, although 
we need to find ways of taking forward the network of expert centres scheme, as I shall argue below.  
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12) The upshot of all this,  as far as the maintenance of on-line searchable databases is concerned, is 
that there would have been sustainability problems with or without the AHDS: some grant-holders will 
be able to maintain them after the stipulated three-year period, and others not. The difference that the 
AHDS made was to preserve the underlying data of these databases, keeping it available for re-use 
regardless of what happened to the on-line version. Where this underlying data has been deposited 
with the AHDS, therefore, it could be transferred to institutional servers without difficulty, and because 
it is in a format optimized for preservation, it could in principle remain accessible for quite a long time, 
though sooner or later some updating will be necessary. The same would apply to other data 
resources already in the AHDS. On the other hand the durability of outputs that have not yet been 
deposited is likely to vary greatly when transferred into another repository, since it may well not be 
optimized for preservation.  

13) Visibility is a problem for many digital resources, including many funded by the AHRC. The ICT 
Programme recently funded a knowledge-gathering project by Claire Warwick,  which conducted a 
web-log analysis of the Humbul, Artifact and AHDS portal sites to determine the following: the scale of 
the use of digital resources in the humanities; whether resources that are widely used share any 
common characteristics; areas of good practice; and aspects of project design that might be improved 
to aid greater use and sustainability. The report is available at 
http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/. It produces some quite worrying, 
though not wholly conclusive, evidence that AHRC-funded digital projects are not used to anything 
like the extent that might be wished or expected, and a strong suggestion, among others, that part of 
the reason is that they do not make themselves as visible to the research community as they could. 
These findings may show, of course, that the AHDS has not  been as successful in promoting its 
holdings as might ideally have been wished, but be that as it may the removal of the AHDS, and its 
centralized catalogue and search facilities, inevitably reduces the visibility of the AHRC-funded 
resources further still, and certainly removes the prospect of increasing it, as was planned, through 
the development of more in-depth searching facilities. 

14) Optimizing quality was one of the central issues discussed in the Sustainability paper, in terms of 
technical construction and usability rather than of academic content.  The Warwick report showed a 
number of ways in which the quality, usability and reusability of resources could be improved, and the 
scheme which the Sustainability paper outlined, for a network of expert centres with a proposed joint-
development role in future resource creation projects, was intended to address these. But while 
acknowledging the room for improvement here, it must also be acknowledged that the process of 
completing the TA, often with help from the AHDS, the subsequent vetting process at the Panel stage, 
and the increasing element of collaboration between projects and AHDS during the funding period, all 
did much to ensure a higher level of quality than might otherwise have been achieved. The 
requirement of preparing data to accepted standards of good practice not only helped to facilitate 
preservation, but also improved the potential for reusability and, importantly, for harmonization and 
interconnection. It is axiomatic that the more data can be connected with other data, the more it is 
likely to be useful, and it is clear that a fundamental characteristic of data resources in the A&H is that 
for the most part they are not capable of systematic interconnection. The goal of harmonization and 
interconnection will only be gradually achieved, and involves considerable investment of resources; 
how quickly and easily it can be achieved depends significantly, however, on the extent to which data 
is created according to the right standards. 

15) The need for good project management evidently embraces all the needs detailed above, but also 
merits separate consideration, to the extent that the process of digital resource creation, as distinct 
from its products, creates management and procedural requirements that A&H scholars are often not 
familiar with. The TA, and the associated discussions with the AHDS and related Panel vetting, played 
an important part in ensuring that the management of AHRC digital projects met these requirements. 

Risks 

16) We can therefore identify a number of different risks on the basis of the foregoing discussion. 

a) A significant proportion of RE and some SRG digital outputs may become unusable within a 
few years, or at least inaccessible without a difficult and expensive recovery process. A 
correspondingly significant investment of public money may have been to a large extent wasted. 
The risk is not yet possible to quantify, but should be recognized as serious. As the sustainability 
paper argued, the risk existed before the AHDS funding decision, but was mitigated to a 

http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/
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considerable extent by the fact that the resources’ underlying data was being properly preserved. 
This will no longer be guaranteed. 

b) AHRC-funded digital outputs may become significantly less visible, and the prospects of 
increasing their visibility reduced, with the closure of the AHDS catalogue service. As a result use 
of them may also be reduced. 

c) The quality, usability and reusability of the outputs of current and future digital resource 
projects may deteriorate,  because there will be less pressure and incentive to produce them to 
accepted expert standards; opportunities for greater interconnection and harmonization may be 
reduced, and the prospect of enhancing quality through a closer collaboration between the AHDS 
and award-holders is removed. 

d) The management of future digital resource projects may also deteriorate, because the 
process of completing the TA, and its subsequent vetting at the Panel stage, may be much less 
rigorous. 

Means of Mitigation 

17) The withdrawal of AHDS funding comes at a time when JISC is investing heavily in its 
Repositories and Preservation Programme, which aims to develop a network of Institutional 
Repositories (IRs) in Higher Education.  Currently the main impetus behind the IR agenda is the need 
to provide open access to e-prints of research articles, and even this is only available in a limited and 
patchy way. One day IRs may eventually provide long-term preservation of live research data outputs, 
quite possibly with an integrated finding system; but all that is still a long way off, and we may well 
wonder whether they will ever routinely keep live resources as complex as those that the RE scheme 
has typically produced. For the foreseeable future, therefore, I see no way in which the IR agenda can 
help directly to mitigate risk a). 

18) What steps can the AHRC take to mitigate these risks now? I suggest the following: 

a) One simple step is to encourage on-line projects that have already deposited, or were 
preparing to deposit, their underlying data with the AHDS, to take what steps they can to preserve 
this data in the format required by the AHDS is some other appropriate location. Thus if the on-
line resource fails, the underlying data has a chance of remaining available for a longer period, 
because it will be easier to manage and keep up to date.  

b) Without some new funding source, however, I see no way of mitigating risk a) substantially.  
The AHRC should therefore consider establishing a modest funding stream for the updating and 
upgrading of the digital resources it has funded. 

c) As the Warwick report has showed, there are a number of ways in which the visibility of digital 
output projects can be improved; I would therefore urge that the Warwick report be recommended 
to past, present and future AHRC digital resource projects.  

d) The JISC-funded Intute A&H portal already does much to make these and similar resources 
visible, and it may be that they could be asked to do more still, though there seems no prospect of 
finding the equivalent of the AHDS integrated catalogue. Another obvious step to take is to ensure 
that digital resources are included in university library catalogues, and thus in COPAC as well. 
Steps should also be taken to maximize the resources’ exposure to commercial search engines. 

e) As far as new digital resource projects are concerned, all the risks identified can be mitigated 
by continued use of the TA; indeed, as the Sustainability paper argued, the TA should be 
developed into a Sustainability Appendix that will require robust plans for keeping the resource 
live and visible after the end of the funding period, and include more demanding and extensive 
quality requirements. This new Appendix should be used for all SRG proposals that include the 
development of data resources worth preserving for the general use of the A&H community. 
Expert advice will however be needed for its development, and all the more for vetting the 
completed returns. Who can the AHRC draw on for this last task? There may be a few members 
of the College of Assessors capable of doing this, but they are unlikely to be willing to undertake 
the large volume of work involved. The obvious solution is to buy it in on a consultancy basis; 
there may be former members of AHDS staff, and others, willing to provide this service. 
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Other Ways Forward 

19) All this leads to the question of the general availability of ICT expertise in UK HE institutions. 
There is no doubt that this is now much greater than it was when the AHDS was founded, though I do 
not myself agree that it provides sufficient grounds, as has been argued, for terminating AHDS 
funding. In fact difficulty of finding expert staff is also a factor in the findings of the Warwick report 
mentioned earlier. More strikingly, greater specialist support in ICT use was one of the major needs 
identified by the A&H researchers surveyed in a recent knowledge-gathering project funded by the 
AHRC ICT Programme: see Lesly Huxley’s “Current ICT Use and Future Needs for Arts and 
Humanities Research” at http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/.  

20) How far does this greater expertise mitigate all the risks that have been identified above? To 
some degree it obviously does, but there is the major problem that the expertise is concentrated in 
scattered pockets. Only a handful of universities have dedicated A&H computing units, and the 
individual academics with such expertise tend to be isolated within their institutions and sometimes 
even disciplines, lacking the degree of subject-related support enjoyed by those with more traditional 
interests. The main purpose of the ICT Programme’s ICT Methods Network, whose funding 
terminates at the same point as that of the AHDS, was to create a forum for the exchange, 
development and dissemination of this expertise in respect of ICT methodologies, thus 
complementing the role of the AHDS in respect of data curation.  

21) We need ways of continuing this exchange of expertise, and of making it generally available to 
the A&H research community, including, most importantly, postgraduate students. Two such ways 
have been developed by the AHDS and the Methods Network, and, if they can be taken forward, will 
do much to mitigate the risks we have been discussing. Funded by a JISC grant, the AHDS has been 
developing a portal named ICTGuides, which collects in a single site training materials and related 
information at all levels on the use ICT in A&H Research. This resource will be vital for keeping alive 
the knowledge resources developed by the AHDS and the ICT Methods Network, supporting the 
embedding of ICT activities in the A&H community, and mitigating the risk factors identified above. 
Concurrently, as part of its legacy plan, the ICT Methods Network has created the site arts-
humanities.net, which uses web-based resources for networking, exchange, and dissemination in 
order to maintain, extend and develop as virtual communities the communities of practice it has 
created and fostered—to which can now be added the community of data creators that up to now has 
looked to the AHDS for support. The two resources complement each other strongly: the first as a 
comprehensive knowledge base for the second, while the second feeds into the first and promotes 
and embeds it in the community. They both are still at a quite early stage: see 
http://www.ahds.ac.uk/ictguides/ and http://www.arts-humanities.net/.  

22) Last February I asked the JISC Support for Research Committee (JSR) to provide continuation 
funding for two years from 1 August 2008 for these two activities, and for the Arts and Humanities e-
Science Support Centre (AHESSC) which it currently contributes to the joint AHRC-EPSRC-JISC 
A&H e-Science Initiative. Total funding of £480,000 was agreed in principle for these purposes. I am 
now putting a revised and more detailed project plan to JSR at its meeting on 18 September. One 
major change is that the projects were previously to be run by the AHDS, and would now be 
transferred to King’s College; another is that they will now include support for the network of expert 
centres and provide the leadership necessary to take it forward. If ICTGuides and arts-humanities.net 
are to be maintained and developed without interruption, however, there is a gap to be filled between 
the end of funding for the AHDS and the ICT Methods Network, at end March 2008, and the beginning 
of the proposed JISC funding period on 1 August 2008. The ICT Programme Steering Committee has 
agreed to allocated to this purpose an unspent balance of £100,000 in the ICT Programme, which 
ends at end September 2008; though in the AHRC’s present financial circumstances I have to seek 
the Chief Executive’s agreement to use unspent funds in this way. 

23) As I said above, I also think it essential that the agenda for the network of expert centres should 
be kept alive, and its proposed participants are certainly interested in ensuring this. The network will 
provide a forum for carrying forward the development and sharing of standards and best practices in 
data creation and curation, will serve as a prominent and recognized source of expertise in the area, 
and will provide potential expert technical partners in future AHRC digital resource projects. Someone 
however needs to take the place of the AHDS in providing the lead for this initiative: a way of 
providing for this is indicated below. The major difference, of course, will be that the Network will no 
longer have a publicly-funded element, and that none of its services will therefore be available to the 

http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/
http://www.ahds.ac.uk/ictguides/
http://www.arts-humanities.net/
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research community without cost. But the AHRC may wish to use its members on a consultancy basis 
for some of the purposes outlined above. 

24) Finally, with the support of the ICT Programme Steering Committee, I am currently conducting a 
survey of all 173 RE projects, present and past, that have completed the TA, in order to elicit their 
views about the sustainability of their outputs. This will produce some of the quantifiable information 
we need about the access and preservation risk identified above. If the Research Committee wishes, I 
shall willingly report the results to them. 

DAVID ROBEY 
September 9, 2007 
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