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Libraries and archives all over the world have excellent collections of maps and atlases many of which have survived for centuries. The methods used to preserve and archive paper products have been well developed over years and, despite some lessons, have served cartography very well. In recent years cartography has gone increasingly digital and a major challenge for cartographers, archivists and librarians is how to   preserve and archive this digital material. The current situation is not encouraging. For a variety of both technical and administrative reasons large quantities of digital cartographic data have been lost – some of them irretrievably so. It is no consolation that cartography is not alone in this process. Researchers in International Research in Permanent Authentic Records in Electronic Systems (InterPARES 2, 2006) report that 20% of the data generated by the 1976 Viking exploration of Mars has been lost as has the entire 1960 US Census. They also report that 50% of the work of digital composers and 25% of the work of digital composers has been lost. Even when the material can be recovered this can often only be done at great expenses such as was the case of the Canada Land Inventory and the impressive British Domesday Survey Project of 1986.

In terms of archiving and preserving digital cartography the situation in the latter part of the 20th century is somewhat analogous to the situation of paper maps during the dark ages in Europe. All we have left are fragments or written descriptions of the maps as the originals have long since disappeared.

The rapid development of technology is a mixed blessing when it comes to preserving digital maps. Changing technologies make backward compatibility difficult and often costly. Storage media change, computer systems change, software programs change and metadata are often missing or totally inadequate for archiving purposes. Datasets are often overwritten rather than preserved and preservation is often seen be many producers of digital maps as someone else’s responsibility. The problem is that the archival community is not responding adequately to the challenges as the resources and institutional structures available to them are insufficient for these purposes.

The Cybercartographic Atlas of Antarctica is one of the products of the Cybercartography and the New Economy Project being carried out by the Geomatics and Cartographic Research Centre at Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada. This project is supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. Cybercartography and cybercartographic atlases are more fully described elsewhere  (Taylor, 2005; Taylor and Caquard, 2006). Cybercartographic atlases are unique in their design and implementation and are developing concurrently with Web 2.0 technologies. The Cybercartographic Atlas of Antarctica was also a case study for the InterPARES 2 project mentioned earlier and as a result much has been learned about how such cartographic material can be preserved and archived. The details of this work are reported in two forthcoming book chapters and for copyright reasons will not be fully described here. These are: Tracey P. Lauriault, D. R. Fraser Taylor and Peter L. Pulsifer (in press 2007). “Will Today’s Internet Maps be Available Tomorrow? The Preservation and Archiving of the Cybercartographic Atlas of Antarctica through Participatory Action Research” in Michael Peterson (ed.), International Perspectives on Maps and the Internet, Springer; and Tracey P. Lauriault, Barbara Craig, D. R. Fraser Taylor and Peter L. Pulsifer (in press 2007). “ Today’s Data are Part of Tomorrow’s Research: Archival  Issues in the Sciences” in Duranti, Luciana (ed.)., Authentically Digital: Ensuring a Future for Digital Records of the Arts, Science, and Administration, Dordrecht: Kluwer-Springer. A central argument is that digital map makers must take responsibility for the inclusion of preservation strategies at the point of creation, not after the fact, to ensure that their digital artifacts will be available to tomorrow’s users. If we do not do this much of the world’s digital cartographic mapping heritage will continue to be lost. Cartographers have not traditionally considered preservation and archiving as part of their mandate. This situation must change. Few national mapping organizations are responding effectively to this challenge. Some do not consider it part of their mandate and few, if any, have the funds to archive effectively. In this respect partnerships with the archival and library communities are required as well as the development of good business cases. The costs and benefits of archiving need to be clearly established and above all decisions need to be taken on what to archive and what not to archive.
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