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Meine Damen und Herren, Beste collegaΩs uit Nederland, Dear Swedish colleague, 

I must start this presentation with a confession. When Fred van Kan first approached me to speak at 

this conference, my reaction was that of some surprise. Why would a gathering of archivists want to 

hear about books, and not only about digital books, but about printed books? Soon, however, my 

surprise turned into a slight form of embarrassment, as of course my own organization, the 

Netherlands Coalition for Digital Preservation, is based on the premise that in the digital age libraries 

and archives face pretty much the same challenges and should work together to address them.  

 

 

Because ς even though from within our buildings, our 

libraries and archives, the world may still seem rather 

sturdy and physical, we are, in fact, all sitting on the edge 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƭƛŦŦΩ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

conference.  

 

 

 

 

In order to protect themselves from falling off the digital 

cliff, both the Dutch National Archives and the Dutch 

National Library became founding members of the 

Netherlands Digital Preservation Coalition, which I 

represent, and which aims to secure long-term access to 

digital information ς to books, journals, public records, 

scientific information, audiovisual collections, and so 

forth. The entire public domain. 
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Today I shall be focusing on books, not just digital books 

but printed books as well. This certainly does not mean 

that the archives are any less dear to me. I am simply 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΣ CǊŜŘΩǎ ƻǊŘŜǊǎΦ I will focus specifically on 

the role of the Dutch National Library, the KB, in 

preserving both printed and digital books. 

 

I know the KB pretty well because I worked there for ten 

years before I was seconded to the Coalition, and the 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Y.Ωǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ς so I 

still hear the murmurings in the hallways on a daily basis. 

 

I joined the KB in the mid-1990s, when the Internet was just entering into the mainstream of our 

professional and daily lives. These were the days before search engines, and you went to a bookstore 

to buy a properly printed and bound book which contained an index of all available internet 

addresses.  

 

Within the KB, however, senior management had 

already woken up to the digital age. The KB is 

responsible for what is known as ǘƘŜ Ψƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ, the deposit collection of all books published 

in the Netherlands, regardless of their subject matter.  

Most countries have a law which obliges publishers to 

cooperate with the scheme. Not so the Netherlands. 

Obligations of such a nature I am afraid run counter to 

our traditional sense of (provincial) independence. But a 

quite successful voluntary deposit arrangement has 

been in position since the early 1970s. !ƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎ ǘƘŜ Y.Ωǎ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ 

that digital technology would have a profound impact on the world of books and journals, and that 

the KB had to get involved ς both technologically and organizationally. 

 

!ƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳƻǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5ǳǘŎƘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ мффпΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǿoluntary 

deposit scheme and a copy of each publication would be sent to the KB for preservation. It is really 

no surprise that the publishers willingly agreed to this deal, because preservation has never been 

their kind of business. Preservation was always the job of the libraries. 

 

{ƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Y.Ωǎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ϧ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ began working on the technical 

challenges of the digital age. I trust that most of you are aware of these challenges, so I will just 

summarize them as briefly as possible, as they have relevance for what follows. 
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This is how information was transferred before 

binary encoding entered our lives. Information was 

rendered in numbers and letters and printed on 

paper. Any human being with knowledge of that 

particular set of numbers and letters was able to 

digest the information directly from the printed 

text. A simple, straightforward way of transmitting 

information. 

 

 

 

 

In the 1960s life became more complicated. In 

order to be able to process information much more 

quickly, humankind developed machines that 

worked with binary code, rows of ones and zeros. 

In order to make the machines work we had to 

transform our information into digital codes, which 

were then processed by software. The results had 

to be decoded again and shown on a display to be 

intelligible to humans. 

 

 

T 

 

The problem is that technology, both hardware and software and media, change over time, and 

change rapidly 

 

Χ (Please note the screensaver on the laptop of my distinguished colleague here: what better 

inspiration for long-term access to digital information than Stonehenge) Χ 
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Anyway, changes in technology are so quick that, before you 

ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ Χ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But let me not give you too bleak a picture. There are 

technical and organizational issues to be solved by 

libraries and archives alike, but when digital 

processing works, it really works, it works MIRACLES. 

Dazzling speed, the world at your fingertips, 

anywhere, anytime, 24/7. We could not do without 

anymore! 

 

This picture sums it all up: everybody is all over the 

computer screen and they are all smiles, while a bunch of old, boring library books lay about 

uninvitingly, discarded, no longer of interest to anyone. 

 

No wonder the KB set out on a firmly digital course: it pioneered research and development in the 

field of digital preservation and in 2003 it became the first national library in the world to have a fully 

operational digital repository, the Y.Ωǎ e-Depot. 

 

The e-Depot was initially developed for the digital 

deposit collection of the Netherlands. But it 

quickly transpired that such a national approach 

would no longer work in the digital age. Major 

academic publishers such as Elsevier and Kluwer 

were considered to be Dutch publishers, but they 

have offices in London and New York. And a 

digital publication becomes available all over the 

world instantaneously, through the Internet. So, 

where does it belong? In which deposit 

collection?  

 

The KB is not only a national library, but it is also an academic library. Serving researchers and 

students is at the top of its list of priorities. The KB therefore decided that it would serve the world of 

science best by opening up its e-Depot to all publications from such publishers as Elsevier and 

Kluwer, regardless of their place of origin, but also to publications from other international 

publishers. The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science supported the KB in this decision and 


