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Abstract 

 
All India Radio and Doordarshan and the Pune film archive are among the biggest 

holders of audiovisual heritage material in the world. This paper addresses digital 

preservation of that material, the difficulties of preservation, and potential for success in 

the future. Based on published research articles in archival journals, archival information 

and documents from Prasar Bharati and the National Film Archive of India, and the 

results of government audits, the paper shows that India has come a long way in 

digitization, making analogue tape and film digital, but comparatively less far in 

preservation, which is the harder challenge of keeping digital files usable across 

generations of technological change. It highlights funding instability, format 

obsolescence, poor regionalisation of archive zones, insufficiently trained personnel, 

copyright issues, and the difference between digitisation and preservation as the main 

issues, and closes with recommendations for future directions partly inspired by the 

National Cultural Audiovisual Archives of India, the world's first Trustworthy Digital 

Repository certified to ISO 16363. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A recording exists only if somebody continues to have the idea that it's worth the price of 

keeping it readable, year after year. Prasar Bharati, a statutory body, already holds 

decades of programmes with speeches of the leaders who built the nation during the 

struggle for independence, classical music recordings, dramas, news footage, and 

educational broadcasts (Prasar Bharati Archives, n.d.). The National Film Archive of 

India (NFAI), in Pune, holds a similar collection of film material extending from the 

silent film era (Kumar, 2016). Both collections have frequently been termed "national 

treasures" and both face common threats to large physical media collections, such as heat, 

humidity, chemical decay, fire, and administrative neglect (Vaishnav, Meena, Nandani, & 

Sharma, 2024). 

This vulnerability was seen as solvable in the 2000s through digitisation. In 2004, 

Doordarshan set up a special archive for digitizing footage, and in 2018 Doordarshan's 

separate archives became part of the Prasar Bharati Archives, organized into five regional 

zones (Prasar Bharati Archives, n.d.). Vaishnav et al. (2024) note that the National Film 

Heritage Mission (NFHM) was launched to be implemented by NFAI to digitise and 

restore thousands of films. This is in no way meant to minimize these institutional 

accomplishments. 
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This paper suggests, however, that digitization and digital preservation are not one and 

the same, and that Indian policy discourse tends to merge the two. One of the seminal 

papers in this area is by Besser (2001), who identified three threats to digital preservation 

that occur after a file has been created: the storage medium and hardware will become 

obsolete; the person responsible for preserving the file will not be known over time; and 

the content of the file will be accidentally modified or altered without notice through 

repeated copying. None of these dangers are avoided simply by digitizing a work. They 

are resolved, if at all, only through sustained institutional commitment rather than a 

scheme with a fixed budget and end date. 

The paper proceeds as a literature review. Section 2 provides an overview of relevant 

literature, Section 3 covers institutional history, Section 4 the outcomes of digitization, 

Section 5 the main issues, Section 6 future perspectives, and Section 7 concludes. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

While scholarship devoted to Indian public broadcasting archives is sparse, it is similar in 

extent to that of Indian film preservation, and the institutional issues are similar as well. 

The paper most relevant to the broadcasting sector is by Declercq and Zuberi (2018) in 

the IASA Journal of the International Association of Sound and Audiovisual Archives. It 

compares two institutional options: the National Cultural Audiovisual Archives (NCAA) 

at the Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, and the Flemish Institute for Archiving 

(VIAA) in Belgium. According to Zuberi, the NCAA is the world's first repository 

certified Trustworthy under ISO 16363:2012, which established the OAIS reference 

model for digital preservation. The paper's main thesis is that a network or collaborative 

approach leads to more lasting outcomes than any single institution working alone. 

On the film side, the most significant recent contribution is Vaishnav, Meena, Nandani, 

and Sharma (2024), published in Preservation, Digital Technology & Culture. Based on 

interviews with six archivists and restoration workers connected to NFAI, the study finds 

that digital preservation is a genuine dilemma for Indian practitioners. They understand 

its value for access and duplication but lack confidence in its durability compared to well-

stored celluloid, citing resolution limits, fear of unintended change during digital 

restoration, obsolescence of hardware and formats, cost, and unresolved copyright issues. 

The same paper references a 2019 Comptroller and Auditor General report noting that of 

approximately 132,000 recorded film reels at NFAI, over 31,000 were unaccounted for; 

these findings do not cast doubt on the digital preservation programme itself but raise 

concerns about the fundamental inventory and custody practices on which a digitization 

programme depends. 

Kumar (2016) provides the most detailed account of what institutional neglect costs. His 

research on the 2003 NFAI nitrate storage vault fire, which destroyed the last original 

print of India's first feature film, Raja Harishchandra, and over 600 other films, links the 

loss to a change in leadership since 1989 away from specialist, preservation-trained 

administrators. 

Both Besser (2001) and Antoniazzi (2021) approach digital preservation theoretically, 

treating it as distinct from digitization and as a continuous, planned process rather than a 

one-off event. Antoniazzi argues that one-time capital grants, typical of Indian schemes, 
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are poorly suited to a recurring task like preservation, which requires sustained funding. 

Bringing a political perspective, Frick (2011), in her book Saving Cinema: The Politics of 

Preservation, suggests that decisions about what is preserved in each country reflect 

struggles over whose cultural memory is funded, offering a plausible explanation for why 

broadcasting archives have received less public attention than film heritage. 

Government documentation, though not peer-reviewed, is an essential primary source 

here. Prasar Bharati's own account of its Archives (Prasar Bharati Archives, n.d.) 

describes the Media Assets Management (MAM) system used to digitize and catalogue 

analogue tape, and outlines the zone-wise structure of the archival network; this can 

usefully be checked against independent findings such as the CAG audit. 

3. HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC BROADCASTING ARCHIVES 

IN INDIA 

Formal archiving at India's public broadcaster began quietly, well before television 

existed in the country. A transcription service was established on 3 April 1954, tasked 

mainly with preserving the speeches of presidents and prime ministers (Prasar Bharati 

Archives, n.d.). Doordarshan Archives followed in 2004, digitizing and preserving 

audiovisual footage as the television network matured. For over a decade, AIR and 

Doordarshan ran their archival functions as separate departments before being merged in 

2018 into the Prasar Bharati Archives, structured across five zones — north, central, east, 

west, and south — each anchored to specific AIR and Doordarshan Kendra stations. 

Film preservation followed a parallel but institutionally distinct path. NFAI was 

established in Pune in February 1964, decades after equivalent institutions existed in 

Western countries, a delay scholars attribute to the priorities of a newly independent, 

economically constrained nation (Vaishnav et al., 2024). By the end of the twentieth 

century, NFAI held around 132,000 film reels representing roughly 22,500 titles, though a 

large share of India's pre-independence cinema — by some estimates seventy to eighty 

per cent — had already been lost by 1950 through indifferent storage and the treatment of 

prints as disposable commercial products rather than cultural artefacts. NFAI joined the 

International Federation of Film Archives (FIAF) in 1969, connecting it to an 

international professional community even during years of thin domestic funding. NFHM, 

approved in 2014 with a budget exceeding 500 crore rupees, marked the first large-scale, 

dedicated government commitment to systematic film digitization and restoration. 

Broadcasting archives received no equivalent standalone mission and instead absorbed 

digitization work through Prasar Bharati's ordinary budget. 

4. CURRENT DIGITIZATION PRACTICES 

Prasar Bharati Archives now runs on the MAM system, into which analogue tapes from 

Doordarshan Kendra stations are checked for damage, cleaned, restored where feasible, 

and digitized, while born-digital content is ingested directly. An online catalogue enables 

staff to search programme libraries stored at various AIR stations and 

DoordarshanKendras across the country (Prasar Bharati Archives, n.d.). YouTube 

playlists of public-facing output span decade by decade from the 1930s to the 2000s, 

containing audio recordings of freedom fighters, national leaders, and classical musicians. 

In 2022, the PradhanmantriSangrahalaya in Delhi received approximately 206 hours of 

audio and 53 hours of video from Prasar Bharati Archives for its displays, featuring Prime 
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Minister Jawaharlal Nehru's address to the Constituent Assembly and early 

independence-day broadcasts, among other exhibits. 

On the film front, NFHM set targets to assess the condition of about 150,000 reels, 

digitise several thousand films, and restore approximately two thousand film titles 

deemed landmarks of Indian cinema (Vaishnav et al., 2024). The Indira Gandhi National 

Centre for the Arts (IGNCA) was built as preservation infrastructure rather than as a 

broadcast or exhibition project, and holds ISO 16363:2012 certification as a Trustworthy 

Digital Repository — the first institution in the world to receive that certification 

(Declercq&Zuberi, 2018). These initiatives are significant examples of analogue holdings 

being converted to the digital realm and of expanded public access. However, on the 

evidence reviewed here, they do not yet constitute a full program for ensuring that this 

digital material will remain usable over coming decades — a task that is separate from, 

and more challenging than, digitization itself. 

5. KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

Funding as a one-time grant, not infrastructure 

Large-scale preservation programmes in India are generally approved as fixed-sum, 

fixed-period schemes tied to plan periods (Vaishnav et al., 2024). Interviewees in that 

study reported losing access to newly available technology because disbursement was too 

slow relative to the pace of format change. This mismatch is particularly harmful where 

little existing preservation infrastructure is already in place (Antoniazzi, 2021). 

Constant format change and migration 

Digitizing a tape or reel creates a file that depends on codecs, media, and software 

continuing to support it. One restorer interviewed in Vaishnav et al. (2024) transferred a 

film to Digital Betacam, only to learn shortly afterward that the gap between that format 

and newer 4K standards was too large to bridge — after the original celluloid had already 

been discarded. Besser (2001) similarly identifies format and hardware obsolescence, 

uncertain custodianship, and unnoticed alteration through repeated copying as the three 

natural risks of digital preservation. 

A decentralised, non-standardised network 

The five zones of Prasar Bharati Archives are based on different stations, and digitisation 

is carried out independently in each zone (Prasar Bharati Archives, n.d.). This creates real 

potential for inconsistencies in format, cataloguing conventions, and quality standards 

across zones, since there is no single point certifying that all assets are complete. As 

described by Declercq and Zuberi (2018), the OAIS model and ISO 16363 certification 

are designed precisely to prevent such inconsistencies. 

Lack of specialist staff 

Audiovisual preservation requires a combination of archival science, conservation 

chemistry, digital file management, and metadata standards that are not widely available 

in India (Vaishnav et al., 2024). Edmondson (2017) notes that film archiving is only 

slowly being recognised as a distinct academic profession, and India lacks a dedicated 
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degree programme in film or broadcast preservation. NFAI's workshops with FIAF 

remain occasional rather than a regular training pipeline. 

Legal and copyright issues 

Much of the material held in these archives raises copyright concerns, particularly music, 

drama, and older news footage never intended for public online viewing. The 1957 

Copyright Act permits public access to deteriorating archival material only with the 

consent of the rights holder, and producers or their heirs can be difficult to trace decades 

later (Vaishnav et al., 2024). Interviewees reported that producers were hesitant to allow 

digital archiving of material because of piracy risk — a concern far less pronounced with 

celluloid. 

Physical disaster as an unresolved risk 

Digitization is sometimes treated as a total solution to physical loss, but this holds only 

once a digital copy has been created, verified, and backed up at multiple locations. The 

2003 nitrate vault fire at NFAI destroyed material that had never been duplicated onto 

safer stock, with Raja Harishchandra and over 600 other reels among the losses (Kumar, 

2016). Inadequate barcoding and the absence of a working asset management system 

(Vaishnav et al., 2024) is underscored by the 2019 CAG audit finding that more than 

31,000 of about 132,000 reels were missing. Both failures illustrate that digitization 

efforts built on unresolved custody issues are, in effect, attempts to preserve an unknown 

quantity of material. 

Policy conflation of digitisation and preservation 

Government messaging around NFHM and MAM emphasises the successes of 

digitisation, which produces measurable, countable results. Far less attention is given to 

who will be responsible for migrating files to newer formats fifteen years from now, and 

whether that task will be built into a job description or a ministry's recurring budget. 

Besser (2001) and Antoniazzi (2021) both argue that without this second, less visible 

commitment, digitisation can leave files technically complete but practically unreadable 

within a generation. 

6. FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Adopting the OAIS reference model institution-wide 

The NCAA demonstrates that this is achievable in India, having built its workflows 

around the model from the outset (Declercq&Zuberi, 2018). The MAM system at Prasar 

Bharati Archives could be extended similarly, treating ingest, storage, migration, and 

access as separate, formally documented processes rather than treating digitization as the 

end point. 

Separating preservation funds from mission-style grants 

A dedicated, recurring budget line reviewed annually — rather than a scheme with a fixed 

end date — would better reflect how preservation actually functions, since files need to 
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be migrated forward every five to ten years regardless of a scheme's timeline (Antoniazzi, 

2021). 

Greater cooperation at national and international scale 

NFAI's membership in FIAF since 1969 has enabled shared training and standards that 

would be prohibitively costly to develop alone. Declercq and Zuberi (2018) argue more 

generally for network-based collaboration, noting how NCAA and VIAA, two differently 

resourced institutions, both benefited from formal partnership. Prasar Bharati could 

pursue similar arrangements internationally, and even with NCAA domestically. 

A long-term training pathway 

A sustained programme involving NFAI, Prasar Bharati, the Film and Television Institute 

of India, and organisations such as FIAF may do more to close the skills gap identified by 

Edmondson (2017) and Vaishnav et al. (2024) than one-off training tied to a time-bound 

scheme. 

A more transparent licensing regime for research and educational access 

A published standard licensing framework, distinct from commercial licensing, would 

reduce reliance on case-by-case negotiations that otherwise keep much digitized material 

unavailable even after digitization (Vaishnav et al., 2024). This would not resolve the 

problem of untraceable rights holders, but it would ease institutional caution. 

Geographically distributed redundant storage 

Besser (2001) identifies single-point-of-failure as a fundamental risk in digital 

preservation. Maintaining verified copies at more than one physical site — across 

different Prasar Bharati zones as well as offsite or cloud backup — would reduce the kind 

of catastrophic single-site risk exposed by the 2003 NFAI fire. 

7. CONCLUSION 

India's public broadcasting archives are not starting from scratch. The transcription 

service begun in 1954, the 2018 merger into a single archival body, the MAM system, the 

decade-wise YouTube playlists, and the material supplied to the 

PradhanmantriSangrahalaya are all real institutional achievements, and the NCAA 

demonstrates that world-class digital preservation practice is achievable within an Indian 

institutional context. The literature reviewed here shows that the gap lies between 

digitization, which India has actively pursued, and digital preservation in the fuller sense 

envisioned by Besser (2001) — a task that must be funded, standardized, staffed, and 

governed by a legal framework built to function over decades rather than the lifespan of a 

single scheme. Closing that gap does not require reinventing anything; it requires funding 

it as ongoing infrastructure rather than a mission with a fixed end date, guided by an 

existing domestic success story — the NCAA's OAIS-based, ISO-certified model — 

which can inform the future development of Prasar Bharati and NFAI. 
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