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Overview

• What makes PDF/A-3 different  
from PDF/A-2 and PDF/A-1? 

• PDF/A-3 use cases 
• Conclusion and Outlook
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PDF/A Standard parts and 
attachments

PDF/A-1 2005 
No Attachments

PDF/A-2  2011 
PDF/A attachments

PDF/A-3  2012 
Arbitrary attachments
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PDF/A-3 requires additional 
metadata for each attachment

• File type (MIME type) 
E.g. MS Word: “application/msword” 
• Type of relation between attachment and main PDF,  

predefined values: 
- Source 
- Alternative 
- Supplement 
-Data 
-Unspecified  

Custom values possible to support private workflows 
•One or more indicators in the document structure: 

Attachments may be specific to  
the document, a page, a page object, ...
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PDF 2.0 
and PDF/A-3

• PDF/A-3 metadata entries for embedded files 
(AFRelationship and AF) defined in PDF 2.0 
=> Broader use (outside of PDF/A-3) possible 

• URL references to embedded files 
E.g. “file://myfile.pdf&myembeddedfile.doc” 
=> Direct access from outside  
=> File references from management systems
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When should I use PDF/A-3  
- and when not?

• PDF/A-1 and PDF/A-2 specify: 
– A reliable, paper like format for digital documents 

– Requirements for a PDF/A viewer 

• PDF/A-3 guarantees reliability only for the PDF 
“shell”, but not for arbitrary attachments 
– This may sound like a contradiction 

– So, we should look at some real world scenarios…
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“Source file always available”
PDF/A-3 for office documents
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Spread sheet (MS Excel)...
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Spread sheet (PDF/A-3 + MS Excel)
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Digitally signed documents  
(PDF and Office)
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In certain cases legally required

• Requirement for engineering drawings  
by (e.g.) Quebec transport ministry 

• CAD source files (e.g. Autocad, DWG, Revit, Catia) 
• PDF/A-3 file has to be electronically signed 

ensuring authenticity 
• Combines the benefits of rich, editable - but 

proprietary - files with long-term archival 
requirements such as integrity
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A short summary: 
Hybrid PDF for Office files

• PDF/A-3 specialities: 

– Relationship entry: Source 

• Blind file exchange 

• Archive at any time 

• Modifications still possible 

• But, too cumbersome to use? 

– Actually not,  
e.g. Acrobat PDF Maker...
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• Auf längere Sicht  
– Integriert in die Anwendung 
• Bereits heute in Open Office oder Adobe Illustrator 

– System-basiert (DMS, ECM, 
Branchenlösung, …) 

• Derzeit nur händisch z.B. mit pdfaPilot 
oder einem “PDF-Programm”

PDF/A-3 with a single click 
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Readable for humans and machines
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PDF/A-3 and XML

• Electronic Invoicing 

– ZUGFeRD (Germany) 

• Blind exchange of digital invoices 

• Reliable paper like invoice that can be printed and used by every accountant 

• XML structure based on UN/CEFACT for recipients using compatible ERP 
programs 

• Retrieving the XML is “easy” because PDF/A-3 defines a standardized 
embedding model 

• German civil registry office 

• Relationship entry: Alternative

http://dict.leo.org/#/search=civil&searchLoc=0&resultOrder=basic&multiwordShowSingle=on
http://dict.leo.org/#/search=registry&searchLoc=0&resultOrder=basic&multiwordShowSingle=on
http://dict.leo.org/#/search=office&searchLoc=0&resultOrder=basic&multiwordShowSingle=on
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Digital Dossier
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Dossiers with PDF/A-3

• Different file formats 
– Documents (e.g. PDF, Word, Excel, CAD) 
– Machine readable files (XML) 
– Images, audio, movies 
– Raw data (e.g. measurements) 

• Examples 
– E-Mail  
• Plain text or HTML + arbitrary attachments 

– Engineering and Manufacturing 
• 3D models, technical documentation,  

project documentation
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Use case: 
Project archival at Sika, Swizzerland
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Motivation

• Project documentation has to be archived 
– Documentation of quality management 

– Products used in critical environments like bridges or vehicles 
(e.g. industrial glue) 

• Digital archive 
– Faster retrieval 

– Archive is used as knowledgebase 

• Painful experiences when an “old”  
document management system had to be replaced 
– Project documentation had to be manually reconstructed
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Requirments for the digital archive

• Standard format to be used for archival of projects (and not just 
of documents) 
– Independent from document management system (Hype) 

• “Indexfiles” to be automatically created for each archived project 

• Automated archiving when a project is finalized  
(set to the final workflow status) 
– Conversion during nights when system load is low 

• Export metadata from the system into the project files (title, 
author, project number, etc.) 

• Numbers 
– 17000 active projects 

– 40000 attachments
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Sika / Hype: Product Development 
Process (1)

• Erzeugung von PDF/A-3 Varianten aller Originale (Office 
Dokumente, vor allem Word und Excel) 

• Erzeugung eines neuen Index PDFs für das Projekt 
• Originale werden “neben” den PDF/A-3 Varianten in dem Index 

PDF abgelegt

Development 
Proposal

Field Test 
Proposal

Development 
Documentation

Release 
Proposal
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Index file for  “Sikaflex” PDF/A-3 archive

• Beispiel Index-Datei 

• In PDF/A-3: 
– Beziehungsart: Begleitmaterial 

(supplement) 
– Bezugspunkt: (gesamtes) Dokument
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A short summary: 
Digital PDF/A-3 project dossier

• PDF/A-3 specialities: 
• Relationship: Supplement 

• Various file formats combined  
into a PDF/A-3 dossier 
“Richer” formats than PDF/A: 3D, Movies, …
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Summary and Outlook
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Good reasons for PDF/A-3  
in archives

• “Source file always available” 
– Minimal conversion when archiving 

– Visual integrity when working with documents 

• Machine readable (XML) attachments 
combined with a reliable rendering for humans 

• Digital Dossiers with richer files 
(cannot be converted to PDF/A)
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PDF/A-3 as archive format

• PDF/A-1 and PDF/A-2 are always archive formats: 
– When archiving convert any file into PDF/A and validate 

• PDF/A-3 as archive format: 
– Validation does usually not cover all attached files 
– Use cases 
• Known workflows  
• Higher level standards building on PDF/A-3 

– Might be combined with validation for individual requirements e.g. 
• Only a single Excel file with relationship “Source” 
• Only if attachment name is the same as container name 
• Only a single XML file
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