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National Geographic Digital Media
I would like to take this time today to introduce an important initiative that is in development at National Geographic.  This is the Visual Memory Project, and it is designed to help draw attention to the serious threats to audio-visual archives in developing countries.   

The Visual Memory Project has two components.  First, it is an advocacy project, using the various media of National Geographic to alert the world to the serious problems facing film and video collections…deterioration of imagery, loss of memory, the survival of imagery vulnerable to disasters and war.   Secondly, the Visual Memory Project introduces revenue-based opportunities that can sustain the efforts of an audio-visual archive once that material is in digital form.  It connects archives with markets.
For developing countries to participate in the new economy of digital media, it is essential that their audio-visual materials be encoded into digital files.  It is also essential that those digital files be stored in multiple locations, to prevent their destruction or loss.   It is bewildering that images of such high cultural and market value—the film and video that has captured events, personalities, and diverse cultures over the 20th century—is in such a vulnerable state.   The material has been disappearing gradually for a century, and at times it gets destroyed in one moment…such as the images of Indonesian heritage lost to the violence of the tsunami in 2004.    That material will never be available again.   It’s a serious loss.

The digitization of moving images is expensive and difficult.   But major archives in developed countries have invested in their own archives and have ensured that the material will be available for future generations.    The Library of Congress in the United States and the University of California share a $220 million grant from the Packard Foundation to digitize and restore major audio-visual materials from our country.   INA has been very successful in generating investment from its own government to preserve the television history of France.  NHK in Japan, the BBC in the UK, and most public broadcasters from rich countries have made massive investments in the digitization of their film and video archives.    Even National Geographic has invested seriously in the digitization of our own film and video—we are right now encoding 8600 hours of material into the highest quality digital files.   
This digitized video ensures the preservation of that material for future generations.  That’s important.   But it also provides a way to participate in the booming marketplace for digital video.    Suddenly, there is an enormous market in education and in entertainment and in broadband media for digital video, and there is every reason to believe that that market will increase dramatically and will be sustainable.    To understand how this market affects archives, it is probably best to think through the way that Feature Film archives were transformed ten years ago.
Before there was cable and satellite television, before there was home video, back when movies played their runs in theatres and then disappeared, there was no investment in the Feature Film archives.  Every print was scratched and choppy.   It was difficult to locate the original negatives, and the materials from the archives were often destroyed to make use of the valuable space they occupied.    However, when cable television and home video became major sources of revenue for movie studios, when they started to realize that there was more money in licensing rights to existing movies through these ancillary channels, the archives suddenly received enormous investment, which continues to this day.   It is now commonplace for studio executives to characterize the value of their organizations not by the movies they make, but by the libraries they manage.   The archive business is at the core of the movie studio business.
The driving markets today are not entertainment markets, but information markets, such as Google and Yahoo and Microsoft; like Pearson Education and McGraw Hill and Klett; like NTT and British Telecom and Nokia.  These companies generate their revenue by providing fact-based information to customers who pay for that information by subscriptions or on-demand.   They are not looking for feature films (who wants to watch a feature film on a mobile phone?), but are instead looking for news, historical footage, educational films, personalities, instructional and documentary materials.   It is very possible, I’d say probable, that these new digital media organizations will ultimately finance the preservation and restoration of fact-based moving imagery in the same way that the cable and home video businesses financed the sustainability of the movie archives.
But to get there…to participate in this…the archives must be in digital form.   As discussed, those investments are being made aggressively by companies and countries who have the resources to pay for that process.    But the developing countries—many of whom are managing archives with remarkable and unique materials—need assistance to participate.   Here’s what we’re trying to do.

National Geographic is a non-profit, mission-based organization that does not have the resources itself to finance this type of initiative.  However, National Geographic is a powerful voice throughout the world, and can use that voice to focus attention on this issue.  In addition, National Geographic can connect these archives to revenue streams once they are in digital form.   Obviously, we are not alone in this work.   We’ve been working closely over the past few years with UNESCO and FIAT and the ABU and UNDP to coordinate our efforts in this area, and forums such as this provide a powerful stage for all of us to raise these shared concerns in a common voice.
On a practical level, our activities are focused today on training, and on supporting efforts to generate information about the urgency of the situation.  We worked in Kabul at the invitation of INA and FIAT to participate in the restoration of Afghanistan’s film and video archive.  We have provided footage and support to Asian-Pacific broadcasters who were gathered at the IUCN conference in Bangkok to generate news stories regarding environmental issues.   We worked with UNDP on a co-marketing project to help developing countries get access to digital media tools.   And last month, we provided sponsorship funds to ensure that African archivists could participate in a major training workshop in Pretoria organized through FIAT and the South African National Archives.   

This helps.  But it’s not nearly enough.  Clearly, the need at this point requires enormous investment to get the archives in digital files.   National Geographic is very willing to work with organizations such as those represented on this panel to find a way to make resources available.   If we can accelerate the process, and help get distressed archives into digital form, we’ll make sure they get connected to markets, and that the cultural legacy is preserved for future generations.   If we are not able to make the case at this point in time, we run the risk of losing more archival materials to disasters and distress, and the countries owning the rights to these materials—which are a valuable asset in their own right—will miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to participate in the creation of a new and wonderful media:   Digital Media.

