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What is the Problem?
Repositories’ responsibilities of data stewardship 
and processing require a highly automated, 
safe and documented process. However, at this 
time, repositories design and implement these 
processes in a method that does not support this 
requirement. 

With the increasing amount and complexity of 
data, repositories should not continue to use 
manual interventions and ad-hoc scripts any 
longer since they prevent us to establish trust. 

All operations or chains of 
operations that have these 
capabilities and are enforced 
on collections of data objects 
should have “Practical Policies” 
(PP), which should be stated 
in simple languages and 
turned into robust and tested 
executable code. PPs are at the 
basis of reproducible science, an 
important element in the chain 
of building trust and one of the 
core elements in repository 
certification processes.

What were the goals?
The goals of this WG were: 
• Defining computer actionable PPs that 

enforce proper management and stewardship, 
automating administrative tasks, validating 
assessment criteria, and automating types of 
scientific data processing

• Identifying typical application scenarios 
for practical policies such as replication, 
preservation, metadata extraction, etc.

• Collecting, registering and comparing existing 
practical policies

• Enabling sharing, revising, adapting and 

re-using of such practical policies and thus 
harmonizing practices, learning from good 
examples and increasing trust.

Since these goals were broad in scope, PP WG 
focused its efforts on a few application scenarios 
for the collection and registration process.

What is the solution?
In order to identify the most relevant areas of 
practice, the PP WG conducted a survey as a 
first step. The analysis of the survey resulted in 

11 highly important policy 
areas which were tackled 
first by the WG: 1) contextual 
metadata extraction, 2) 
data access control, 3) data 
backup, 4) data formal 
control, 5) data retention, 6) 
disposition, 7) integrity (incl. 
replication), 8) notification, 
9) restricted searching, 10) 
storage cost reports, and 11) 
use agreements. 

Participants and interested 
experts were asked to 
describe their policy 

suggestions in simple semi-formal descriptions. 
With this information, the WG developed a 50-
page document covering the simple descriptions, 
the beginning of a conceptual analysis and a list 
of typical cases such as extract metadata from 
DICOM, FITS, netCDF or HDF files. 

Due to unexpected circumstances, the WG will 
continue until Plenary 5 (March 2015). It will focus 
on further analysing, categorising and describing 
the offered policies. Currently, volunteers are 
reviewing the policies and different groups have 
started to implement some of these policies in 

Current practice in managing and 
processing data collections are 

determined by manual operations 
and ad-hoc scripts making 

verification of the results an almost 
impossible task. Establishing trust 
and a reproducible data science 
requires automatic procedures 
which are guided by practical 

policies. Collecting typical policies, 
evaluating them and providing 

best practice solutions will help all 
repositories and researchers.
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The diagram indicates the final goal of the PP WG. A policy 
inventory will be made available with best practices examples.  

Data managers will have the ability to select and implement the 
procedures most relevant to them.

What is RDA?
The Research Data Alliance (RDA) was 
planned and launched in March 2013 by an 
international group of collaborating data 
professionals from research with a vision of 
researchers and innovators openly sharing 
data across technologies, disciplines, and 
countries to address the grand challenges of 
society. Members of the RDA voluntarily work 
together, in a self-forming and completely 
voluntary manner, in self-formed Working 
groups or exploratory Interest groups. RDA is 
supported by the European Commission, the 
United States National Science Foundation 
and the Australian Government. Information 
can be found on www.rd-alliance.org.
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environments such as iRODS and GPFS. The goal 
is to register prototypical policies with suitable 
metadata so that people can easily find what they 
are looking for and re-use what they found at 
abstract, declarative or even at code level. At this 
point, there is still much work to be done to reach 
a stage where the policies can be easily used.

What is the impact?
The impact is huge. In the ideal case, data 
managers or data scientists can simply plug-in 
useful code into their workflow chains to carry 
out operations at a qualitatively high level. This 
will improve the quality of all operations on data 
collections and thus increase trust and simplify 
quality assessments. Large data federation 
initiatives such as EUDAT and DATANET Federation 
Consortium (US) are very active in this group, since 
they also expect to share code development/
maintenance, thus saving considerable effort by 
re-using tested software components. Research 
Infrastructure experts that need to maintain 
community repositories can simply re-use best 
practice suggestions, thus avoiding ending up 
in traps. In particular, when these best practice 
suggestions for practical policies are combined 
with proper data organisations, as suggested by 
the Data Foundation and Terminology Working 
Group, powerful mechanisms will be in place to 
simplify the data landscape and make federating 
data much more cost-effective.

When can we use this?
The document mentioned above already provides 
a valuable resource to get inspiration and perhaps 
make use of suggested policies, thus improving 
people’s own ideas or to even making profit from 
developed code.

Once evaluated, properly categorised and 
described, the real step ahead 
will be registering practical 
policies in suitable registries, so 
that data professionals can easily 
re-use them, if possible even at 
code level. The group intends to 
progress to this step by the end of 
March 2015 for a number of policy 
areas, making use of the policy 
registry developed by EUDAT.

For more details on the PP WG, 
see https://www.rd-alliance.org/
group/practical-policy-wg.html


