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Jenny Mitcham and Chris 
Awre podcast 

 

Interviewer Hello, and welcome to this Jisc podcast interview. In this series we’re speaking to people 
working on projects being funded by Jisc’s research data spring project to find out more 
about what they’re developing. In this podcast I’m chatting with Jenny and Chris who 
are working on a project to fill what they call the preservation gap. Hello both. 

Chris Awre Hello. 

Jenny Mitcham Hello. 

Interviewer Could you introduce yourselves first please? 

Jenny Mitcham Yes, hi there, I’m Jen Mitcham, I’m the digital archivist at the University of York and I’m 
based within the Borthwick Institute for Archives here. 

Chris Awre I’m Chris Awre, the head of information services at the University of Hull working within 
library and learning innovation.  

Interviewer Could you tell us a little bit about what you’re doing on the research data spring project 
you’ve been working on? 

Jenny Mitcham I’m the project manager, so I guess I’m trying to pull everything together, set up 
meetings, make sure everyone’s talking to the right people and generally nagging 
people, I think it’s fair to say. But also, I guess my specialist area is digital archives, so 
I’ve kind of got my digital archives hat on as I’m working on this project. 

Interviewer Thank you. And Chris? 

Chris Awre I help manage our repository service here at the University of Hull and it was within that 
scope that we got involved in this project because we’re very interested in how to 
develop digital preservation workflows for our repository generally, and research data is 
an increasingly hot topic of interest. 

Interviewer Could you explain what your project’s called and explain what it’s going to do? 

Jenny Mitcham So the project’s called Filling the Digital Preservation Gap, and the reason we started 
working on this project is because we’ve noticed there’s a lot of really good work going 
on around research data management and setting up the right infrastructures and 
policies, but no one’s really addressed digital preservation as a specific issue within that 
and we wanted to explore that ourselves. So what we’re doing as part of this project is 
we’re looking at how we can actively preserve research data, in some kind of an 
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automated fashion where possible, and this is key because obviously there’s a lot of 
drivers at the moment coming from funders regarding how long we need to keep data 
for, and in order to enable future re-use we really want to make sure we’re keeping this 
stuff properly for the long term.  

Specifically within this project we’re looking at a piece of open source software called 
Archivematica and we think this has got great potential to help us plug this digital 
preservation gap that we’ve highlighted for research data.  

Interviewer Who else has been working with you on the project? 

Chris Awre We’ve been working very closely with the creators of Archivematica, a company called 
Artefactual Systems which is based in North America. They got involved in this space a 
long time ago and have been very ardent supporters of the open source model, so all 
the software they produce is open source and then they help, work with partners such 
as ourselves to develop that software through consultancy services. They’ve been very 
helpful, very open in working with us because of that model and how they wish to 
operate themselves.  

More closely to home we’ve been working with Matthew Addis from Arkivum; Arkivum 
has been providing a storage solution for research data and any other material that 
universities wish to store, and has set up a number of services with institutions in the 
UK, and Matthew as their chief technology officer has been very interested in how to 
add services to that storage facility in order to support the preservation capability that 
Arkivum offers. He again has been very open in sharing his knowledge and also the 
results of the testing that he’s been carrying out independently from this project. He 
has also been involved in one of the other research data spring projects which has 
facilitated that interaction.  

We have been working with David Clipsham at the National Archives; key to preserving 
research data is making sure that we understand the file formats of the research data 
itself, and we wish to register those file formats in the PRONOM service of file formats 
that the National Archives manages, and David has been useful to discuss with how we 
can go about feeding in additional file formats, because research data comes in many 
varied shapes and forms. Many of the formats are not in the PRONOM database at the 
moment and need to be added.  

Then lastly just to mention the UK Archivematica group which has only been set up 
earlier this but coincidentally has highlighted a wellspring of interest in Archivematica 
for a range of different preservation uses, both across higher education and also in 
other sectors as well, so for example the Tate Gallery in London is interested in using it 
for the preservation of its digital data around the paintings that it has. 

Jenny Mitcham Also, just to add on that, it might be worth mentioning the project team that we’re 
working with at the Universities of York and Hull. So in York we’ve also got Julie 
Allinson who’s the manager of Digital York, and working on the Hull side along with 
Chris we’ve got Richard Green who is a consultant and Simon Wilson who is the 
university archivist there now, so that’s the project team.  

Interviewer So what made you want to tackle this particular problem? 
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Jenny Mitcham Well I’m a digital archivist and I’ve been working in this field for about 12 or 13 years 
now, I think, but in the past the practical digital preservation that I’ve done has been 
done in a fairly manual and very, very time-consuming way, and that’s because when I 
started doing this the tools just weren’t out there. So what I’m really interested in doing 
is seeing how we can incorporate a tool that automates many of these quite manual, 
time-consuming tasks that are associated with digital preservation and pulling that into 
our work flows for research data management. 

Interviewer Chris, why did you want to get involved with it? 

Chris Awre For many of the same reasons, I suppose coming at it from a repository manager’s 
perspective rather than an archives perspective. One of the learning points that we’ve 
got from that interaction has been highlighting that both of those perspectives actually 
have a huge overlap and ultimately we’re looking to achieve exactly the same end goal. 
It’s nice to be able to find a tool like Archivematica that does bring together a number of 
the individual steps that are required to enable digital preservation and use that 
primarily for research data, because as much as anything research data is so rich and 
varied that if we can make digital preservation work for research data using 
Archivematica we’re fairly confident we can use it for almost any other type of material 
that merits digital preservation as well.  

Interviewer What do you hope will change as a result of the work you’re doing? 

Jenny Mitcham We really hope that we’re going to end up with Archivematica being a bit better 
understood in the UK so that people understand what it can offer, how they could use 
it, not just for research data but for other use cases, so other digital content that might 
need preserving as well. Another thing we hope that will change will be that 
Archivematica will be enhanced in a number of ways to make it more suitable for the 
preservation of research data and this is something we’re very much working on during 
phase 2 of this project currently, and we’re working on a few areas of development to 
make Archivematica better.  

We want to end up with some proof of concepts here in the UK, which would be really 
important for others to be able to come and see how it might work, so instead of us just 
talking about it and saying, well you could use Archivematica and it could be a bit like 
this, we’ve actually got proof of concepts up and running at Hull and York and people 
can come along and see them and we can show them and say, look this is what this is 
actually doing.  

Interviewer What are those proofs of concepts in a practical sense? What do they look like? What 
can people come along and try? 

Jenny Mitcham We want to establish Archivematica as one piece in that whole RDM puzzle, so we want 
to incorporate Archivematica into the technical infrastructure for RDM at Hull and York 
and show how data might flow through that and how Archivematica might talk to other 
systems, so the Chris systems and repository systems that are typically associated with 
research data management. So really we just want people to be able to come and see 
what we’re doing. 

Interviewer How have you found the process of being part of this project so far? 
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Jenny Mitcham It’s been quite intense, I would say, because we’re working on quite a short time period, 
but also it has been very productive, I’ve found. I think having short time periods to 
work in does really focus the mind, and I’m really pleased with what we’ve achieved so 
far in this project. 

Chris Awre I would agree with that, I’ve certainly found it a very fruitful exercise so far. If I contrast 
with what I know now about the preservation of research data and how Archivematica 
works with what I knew six months ago, then there’s been a lot of development of my 
understanding, and I think the understanding of the team overall.  

Interviewer Has that been the most enjoyable thing about being part of it, or has it been getting 
your hands into the data and testing things out? 

Chris Awre I think the most enjoyable aspect has been realising that there is a tool out there that 
can actually help address many of the questions that we’ve been asking over the last 
few years around developing digital preservation and realising, certainly as a result of 
phase 1 of the project, that it is capable of meeting our requirements. The challenge for 
us now is to improve that software through the enhancements that Jenny mentioned 
and also put it into practice; challenges in their own way but at least we’re on the road 
towards being able to get something up and running. 

Jenny Mitcham I guess in terms of what I’ve enjoyed most it’s really just the ability to focus my mind on 
the project, which I couldn’t have done without the funding from Jisc, and also the 
opportunity to collaborate with the University of Hull, it’s been really fruitful, and as 
well collaborating with Artefactual Systems in Canada who are doing the software 
development for us has been really interesting as well.  

Chris Awre Yes, I think it’s been nice to know that in doing the project everyone we’ve talked to has 
been very supportive and encouraging of us, because I suppose we’ve hit a bit of a 
nerve, it’s an area that lots of people would like to be able to do work in and develop 
further, and hopefully we can do something for them. 

Interviewer I was interested to hear about your working with the Tate and with possibly different 
disciplines than people might associate this kind of project with naturally, could you tell 
me a little bit more about that? 

Jenny Mitcham The Tate are part of the UK Archivematica group, and really what we’ve done this year 
is we’ve brought together a group of people in the UK who are interested in 
Archivematica, not just people from higher education but anyone, so we’ve also got the 
National Library of Wales on that group and a couple of others that are non-higher 
education. So we’re not working with them specifically, but what we’re doing is we’re 
using this group as a forum to bounce ideas off other people who know a little bit about 
Archivematica. It’s a really nice, friendly group and very supportive, and I think part of 
the reason for that is that we’re all in the same boat, there’s not really one of us that’s 
way ahead in terms of their implementation of Archivematica, most of us are just at the 
phase where we’re exploring, we’re researching, we’re testing, we’re just thinking about 
workflows and how we might use this tool, and there’s a lot of benefit to be had from 
bouncing ideas off each other.  

Interviewer Will you be using that group as a potential testing ground for case studies and looking 
into what you’re developing? 
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Jenny Mitcham Definitely we’ll be using it as a forum for putting our ideas forward and getting 
feedback. At our last meeting in June I presented about the project and told them what 
we were up to. We’ve also got a representative from this project presenting at the next 
meeting which is due to take place in November, and we use these meetings as an 
opportunity to network and get a feedback directly from people. Then obviously as the 
project progresses, yes when we come to getting proof of concepts up and running we’ll 
be going back to the group and talking to them about those as well. 

Chris Awre We’re also keen to interact with the repository community within higher education, 
particularly with those platforms which are commonly used within universities, so 
integral to the work that we’re doing is making Archivematica or looking to see how 
Archivematica can work with our local digital repository, and we need to work with 
other sites in order to help them understand how the work we’re doing might actually 
transfer to them. 

Interviewer I was going to ask you what your next steps are; could you set up what the next few 
months look like for you both? 

Jenny Mitcham There’s a couple of main things that we’re working on in phase 2. The first of those is 
actually happening again this afternoon, after this call we’re going to be talking to 
Artefactual Systems in Canada to just try and refine the requirements for the 
development work that we want them to do during phase 2. So there’s going to be a 
constant process of testing and feedback and talking to them to make sure these 
developments are going to be fit for purpose for ourselves and the rest of the higher 
education community as well.  

The other main strand of work that we’re doing in phase 2 is more locally just thinking 
about our own proof of concepts for phase 3 and planning for that, so implementation 
plans I suppose you’d call them, thinking about really how all these elements are going 
to fit together, how data is going to flow through the system, and just getting us into a 
position where we could start phase 3 if we get funding to do so. 

Chris Awre Another area that I’m quite interested in exploring through the project will be liaising 
with the other research data spring projects in order to understand how what they’re 
doing might relate to digital preservation. One of the aspects of repository 
development that I’ve encountered is that people don’t necessarily see the connection 
between what they’re doing within a repository and preservation activity, or they 
perceive that it’s maybe a separate system or a separate set of tools. One thing I’m 
keen to understand is, look at the other projects and understand how preservation 
might be part of the work that they are doing, even though they may not know it at the 
moment. 

Interviewer Could you explain a little bit more about how your work overlaps with other strands of 
the same research data spring project? 

Jenny Mitcham We’ve been working a little bit with the University of Lancaster with their DMAOnline 
tool, because we’re interested in that tool, the kind of administrative dashboard into 
RDM processes, and what we actually want to do in phase 3 is link in with that project so 
that the dashboard is actually exposing information about Archivematica and about 
how many files have been archived, what size they are, various other aspects of that 
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archiving procedure, we want those to be exposed through that dashboard and we 
want to be able to use that dashboard as well in our own implementations. 

Chris Awre There is also the Data Vault project at Edinburgh and Manchester which is, by their own 
admission not specifically looking at a digital preservation solution, more providing a 
quick and easy place for people to put research data so that they know that it’s being 
kept in a safe place regardless of what future actions may be carried out upon it. Clearly 
that’s a good example of where digital preservation could tie into what the Data Vault 
then provides once it has hold of the data.  

One of the things I liked about the meeting we had at Imperial College in July was 
seeing all the different projects and what they try to do and creating some sort of 
mental map of how they fitted together so that you could see each of them within a 
research data management life cycle or within a research data management timeline in 
terms of what they were looking to try and achieve.  

Interviewer So do you think it’s also the visibility of such a broad range of projects? Is that unusual in 
the work that you’ve been doing or do you find there’s often opportunity to collaborate 
that way? 

Chris Awre It’s been something I’ve experienced working on Jisc projects in the past, whenever 
there’s been a programme of projects around a common theme, and this is no different 
in that respect. I’d mirror one of the points that Jenny made earlier about the short 
timeframes have focused minds, so it’s been interesting to see quite rapid progress 
within those projects and that’s helped to spark off further thoughts about any 
additional work that may come out of collaboration or future work together. 

Interviewer How do you think your project’s going to benefit people at the end of the day? 

Jenny Mitcham I think it’s going to provide a practical and achievable solution to the digital 
preservation problem that many people have got. Many institutions are aware of the 
fact that they’re not really addressing digital preservation at the moment and they’re 
keen to do so in the future but other things have taken higher priority at the moment, 
but what I’d like them to be able to see is that this kind of work is possible and that 
there are tools, free open source tools out there that can help them do this. 

Chris Awre I would back that up by saying that it would be good to demonstrate to people the 
benefit of working with an open source project like this and the developments and the 
progress you can make through engaging with that type of development. 

Interviewer Would you consider your success measure uptake of the tool that you’re developing or 
is it broader than that? 

Jenny Mitcham Initially our success measure is going to be getting our own proof of concepts up and 
running locally in Hull and York, because that will be a really key step for us. But yes, 
success would look like, for us, lots of institutions also getting on board looking to take 
a similar approach. It would be really good to see others adopt this solution actually and 
grow that UK community of Archivematica users that I was talking about, because as 
with any open source tool we can achieve a lot more with a larger community. 
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Chris Awre I think equally one of the success outcomes will be people realising that digital 
preservation is an important part of how they manage research data going forward. 
Lots of institutions are looking at research data management solutions; it’s unclear how 
many of them have actually thought about digital preservation as a specific aspect of 
solutions. 

Interviewer You’ve both been working on the project since its inception so you know it better than 
anybody, could I ask you to describe the project you’re working on in just three words 
each. 

Chris Awre I have challenging, collaborative, constructive. 

Jenny Mitcham I’m going to go for digital preservation gap, because it kind of says what it is. 

Interviewer If you’re looking to market your project in future, what do you think its advertising 
slogan should be? 

Jenny Mitcham The slogan I’ve been using and I used on the first presentation for the first pitch for 
research data spring was, because digital preservation won’t just go away, and I think 
we’ll stick with that because I think it’s quite apt. It’s one of those things that people 
think, oh well we’ll worry about that later on, but the thing is it’s not going to go away 
and you do need to address it and start thinking about how you’re going to address it 
now.  

Interviewer Thank you. The last one, that’s been the most insightful one so far to be honest, has 
been, if your project was an animal, what would it be? 

Chris Awre I chose elephant simply because of the long term memory that we’re looking to try and 
espouse and put in place through the preservation of research data. 

Jenny Mitcham I’ve got a different answer which is a hamster, because a hamster stuffs its cheeks full of 
food so it can safely transport that food undamaged to its nest for use later on, and I 
think that’s a bit like what Archivematica’s doing, so it’s essentially packaging up the 
data in a way that isn’t damaging it but is secure and transporting it to a different place 
where it can be stored, but not eaten, so not entirely like a hamster. 

Interviewer Thanks to Jenny Mitcham and Chris Awre for talking to us about their project to fill the 
digital preservation gap, one of the projects being funded by Jisc’s research data spring 
project. If you’d like to find out more about it or any of the other projects taking part, all 
the information is available online, just go to Jisc’s website and search for research data 
spring to find the project pages. 

[ENDS] 


