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Why PDF/Mail Matters

Chris:

10 min – need for PDF/Mail → may become PDF/M if and when ISO

1 min – Phase 1 Project Overview

4 min – Goals for Phase 2

Peter: 15 min – PDF/Mail  as a Technology

20-25 slides





Phase One

Chris Prom, University of Illinois (PI)

Kevin De Vorsey - National Archives and 
Records Administration

Kate Murray - Library of Congress 

Lynda Schmitz Fuhrig - Smithsonian Archives 

Steve Levenson -  ISO TC 171 SC2 WG5 
Convenor for PDF/A 

Stephen Abrams - Harvard University 
Libraries

Tricia Patterson - Harvard University Libraries

Cal Lee, UNC School of Information and Library 
Science

Camille Tyndall Watson - State Archives of NC 

Jamie Patrick-Burns - State Archives of NC

Duff Johnson - PDF Association

Matthew Hardy - Adobe Systems Inc. 

Dietrich von Seggern, Callas software, GmbH

Joel Simpson - Artefactual Systems

Support from 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation

Academic/industry 
working group



Phase One Report

● Articulates rationale for EA-PDF 
(PDF/Mail)

● Define conceptual requirements for 
(PDF/Mail) container: a PDF file 
containing email data in defined 
structures and having several core 
archival attributes.

● Describe functional requirements for 
PDF/Mail-specific viewers.



Why Preserve Email?

Email is one of the 
most ubiquitous forms 

of communication 
Email is historical 

evidence 

Email holds an 
incredible amount of 

information



Current State of Email Archiving (State of Illinois Sample)

Survey (n=68)



Live Polls (n=100)



Why are archives not currently preserving email?



Demand for the PDF alternative

NONE 43

PDF 8

EMAIL APPLICATIONS 6

NOT SURE 5

PRESERVICA 3

CURRENTLY CHOOSING 2

OPEN SOURCE TOOLS 1

Software/Formats used for Email Archives, 
Survey of Archives in Illinois (n=68)



Why PDF/Mail?

Complementary 
to preservation 

features of 
PDF/A

Standardizes 
metadata and 

evidential 
value

PDF is already 
used within 

archive 
community



Current PDF Functionality

Internal Information
The only metadata that remains is about the 

created PDF, not the email

 Links
Links remain active 

Visible Message
The header is visible, as is the body of the 
message. 

Attachments and Bulk 
Conversion
Neither can be expected



Image via: https://www.oasis-open.org/khelp/kmlm/user_help/html/how_email_works.html

Email Fixity for Archives



Phase Two



Goals of Phase Two

● Collaboration: Academic/industry partnership

● Specification: A detailed technical description for the EA-PDF 
(email archives in PDF) file format

● Tool-building: A proof-of-concept, open-source EA-PDF writer 
and baseline expectations for PDF/M aware viewer



PDF/Mail Compliant

Core representation

EA-PDF 
metadata

Context





EA-PDF Technology

● EA-PDF:encapsulating concepts for preservation of email
● PDF/mail: PDF Association subset specification for preservation of email

○ PDF/mail is under development!
● PDF/M: potential future ISO equivalent to PDF/mail
● Based on PDF/A-3 (PDF 1.7) and PDF/A-4f (PDF 2.0)
● Profiles (conformance levels)

○ PDF/mail-1s (single email = EML)
○ PDF/mail-1m (multiple emails = MBOX)
○ PDF/mail-1c (container of many PDF/mail files = PST)
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Beyond “Core Representation” - key features of PDF/mail 

● XMP-based metadata
○ Namespace: pdfmail

● Embedded files (compressed)
○ The “raw” email file (EML, MBOX, PST, …)
○ Email attachments
○ HTML assets

● Associated Files and AFRelationship
○ At document and object level

● Navigational aids
○ Outlines, file attachment annotations 
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PDF/mail challenges

● Continuous → paginated
○ Knowing the source of a page
○ DPart / DPM

● Page appearance
● Hierarchical folder structure

○ PDF Portable collections
● Semantics of text-only email
● File size

○ Compression filters
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How to participate

PDF Association members can join the 
EA-PDF Liaison Working Group via 
the Member Area.

Non-members with expertise or 
professional interest in email technology 
can email info@pdfa.org and request to 
join.

Agreement to abide by the PDF 
Association’s IPR policy and Code of 
Conduct is required for all working 
group members.
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