
Hows and Whys of Data Preservation at the Alaska Division of 
Geological & Geophysical Surveys (1998-2017) 

Jennifer E. Athey 

Alaska Division of Geological & Geophysical Surveys; jennifer.athey@alaska.gov 

The Alaska Division of Geological & Geophysical Surveys (DGGS) has made great strides in the past 
20 years toward preserving Alaska’s geologic data and materials, and just as importantly, fostering 
a culture where information management, accessibility, and archiving are an essential, planned 
part of every project. Two federal programs are credited with creating opportunities for DGGS, 
which fundamentally changed the way it manages information. The initial vision of data 
stewardship was realized through the Minerals Data and Information Rescue in Alaska (MDIRA) 
program, a series of congressional appropriations to the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and Bureau 
of Land Management from which the State of Alaska received funds from FY1998-2004 and 
FY2011-2013 to preserve minerals-related information in danger of being lost or destroyed. 
MDIRA projects successfully created a base of information technology (IT) and data stores at DGGS 
that continue to drive division operations. 

From 2007 to the present, DGGS received multiple grants from the USGS National Geological and 
Geophysical Data Preservation Program (NGGDPP) to preserve discreet, related data sets, 
including field photos, legacy maps, and physical samples. Updated IT infrastructure, originally 
developed with MIDRA funds, is used to distribute information captured and preserved through 
NGGDPP grants and other funding sources. DGGS strives to appropriately apportion available 
resources among rescuing legacy data, preserving new data, and maintaining current assets. Now 
recognized as the State’s premier geologic data repository, DGGS’s information storehouse and IT 
systems continue to grow and evolve. 
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Setting the stage

Alaska Division of Geological & 
Geophysical Surveys A science organization 

in DNR, not regulatory

By Ronald Daanen, DGGS By Janet Schaefer, DGGS-AVOBy Charles G. Mull, DGGSBy Jennifer Athey, DGGS



Geologic 

Information Center

Alaska’s geologic 

data repository

 Systems administration, 

websites, and most 

software controlled by 

DGGS

 Unix-based HA clustered 

fileservers with PostgreSQL 

databases and ArcGIS 

Server

Archives and maintains 

public access to 510 

terabytes of digital data

 In FY2017, website drew 

23.6 million page views



Geologic Materials 

Center

Alaska’s comprehensive 

archive of geologic samples

Newly renovated 90,000-

square-foot facility with 

>5,000 eight-foot-wide 

industrial steel shelves

New barcode-based 

online inventory tracking 

system

Viewing areas with roller 

tables and high-lumen 

overhead lighting

More than 580,000 

samples in the collection



Major defining data 

stewardship programs 

Minerals Data and 

Information Rescue 

in Alaska

A series of congressional 

appropriations to the USGS 

and BLM from which Alaska 

received funds to preserve 

minerals-related information 

in danger of being lost or 

destroyed.

National Geological 

and Geophysical Data 

Preservation Program

Project-based grant funding to 

preserve discreet, related data 

sets, including field photos, 

legacy maps, and physical 

samples.

FY1998–2004 and FY2011–2013

2007–present, intermittently



Minerals Data and Information 

Rescue in Alaska



MDIRA products

 2005 Public web-accessible 
publications library

 2007 Internal application to distribute 
GIS data and FGDC metadata via 
the Internet

 2012 Online searchable web 
mapping database/ application and 
archiving tool for unpublished data *

 2013 Interactive web mapping 
application that shows the footprint of 
and provides access to geologic 
maps 

 2017 Online web map for serving 
geochemical data *



NGGDPP products

 FY2007 Gambit of geologic data and 
sample collections

 FY2008 Core samples, drill cuttings, glass 
slides, GMC data reports, geochemical 
analyses, geochronology, and hard-rock 
surface samples.

 FY2010 Organic geochemistry analyses 
and hard-rock mineral core and 
coalbed methane core samples

 FY2013 U.S. BLM surface pulp samples 
and U.S. BOM hard-rock mineral core 
samples

 FY2014, 2016 Field photos *

 FY2015 Legacy project documents and 
sample locations



Data stewardship 

guiding principles

Policies:

IT and project decisions 

must be forward-thinking.

Publicly available 

information must be 

approved for release.

Our work must meet 

customer needs and fulfill 

agency mission.

Tools to document incoming data

Future-proofing data delivery 

and IT needs

Strategically selecting legacy data 
projects

Educating staff and ensuring open 

communication



IT systems 

Policies:

If you build it, you must 

maintain it over the long 

term.

Special holes in the firewall 

are rarely approved.

Online applications must be 

lightweight.

Use open-source software 

when possible.

Security is paramount.

Applications tend to be built in-

house, because: 

• Security and bandwidth needs 

can be controlled

• Facilitates exact solution

• Systems can be integrated 



Data delivery

Policies:

We are concentrating on 

new applications and web 

services.

Paper and PDF-formatted 

publications, particularly 

maps, are still needed.

All spatial data sets need 

metadata.

>993,000 documents were 

downloaded in FY2017

Our web mapping applications 

receive the most web traffic



Alaska Geologic Data Index
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/agdi/
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Geologic Photos of Alaska
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/photodb/
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Alaska Geochemistry
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/geochem
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Challenges

Policies and procedures 

are being updated to:

• Conform to new 

national standards.

• Work with 

technological 

advances.

New standards for field and digital 

data management gain staff buy-

in through discussion sessions 

(below)

Staff time is divided between data 

creation and data management.



End goal: Data integration

http://dggs.alaska.gov/sample/

info?sample=23646

http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/

photodb/#search=14273

http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/

geochem/sample/23646
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/

gmc/inventory/370015

http://dggs.alaska.gov/sample/info?sample=23646
http://dggs.alaska.gov/sample/info?sample=23646
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/photodb/#search=14273
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/photodb/#search=14273
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/geochem/sample/23646
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/geochem/sample/23646
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/gmc/inventory/370015
http://maps.dggs.alaska.gov/gmc/inventory/370015


Link to field
notebook page

Link to photo database



End goal: Data integration

Sunset through ice, Marryat Inlet on Point Hope, Lisburne Peninsula, courtesy of Charles G. Mull, DGGS




