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Exploring special web archives collections
related to COVID-19: The case of the National
Library of the Czech Republic

An interview with Marie Haskovcova, Lubos Svoboda and
Markéta Hrdlickova (National Library of the Czech Republic)
conducted by Friedel Geeraert (KBR)

Abstract: This WARCnet paper is part of a series of interviews with web
archivists who have been involved in special collections related to COVID-19.
The aim of the series is to provide a general overview of COVID-19 web
archives.

Keywords: web archives, social networks, COVID-19, special collections,
National Library of the Czech Republic

This WARCnet paper is part of a series of interviews with web archivists who have been
involved in special collections related to COVID-19. The interview was conducted in writing
on 26 June 2023 with Marie HaSkovcova (Head of the Web Archiving Department), Lubo$
Svoboda (Curator and Social Media researcher) and Markéta Hrdlickova (Curator of the
websites) at the National Library of the Czech Republic.

The idea to create a Czech web archive was conceived in the late 1990s. In the year
2000, Webarchiv was founded as a project of the National Library of the Czech Republic,
the Moravian Library in Brno, and the Masaryk University. Webarchiv is now a stable part
of the National Library of the Czech Republic. The first websites were archived in 2001, and
regular harvesting began in 2005. The Czech Webarchiv currently comprises approx. 560
TB of data.

The Library’s collection policy includes several acquisition strategies. Thanks to a
cooperation with the Czech domain provider CZNIC we can realise comprehensive
harvests; second-order domains of *.cz are harvested once or twice a year (totalling about
1.4 million URLSs). This collection captures an image of the Czech Internet at a given time.

Selected valuable resources are harvested more frequently and in-depth (selective
harvests). The collection comprises resources with cultural, historical and research value
across all social themes. The main aim of this collection is to create a representative sample


https://www.webarchiv.cz/

Geeraert, Haskovcova, Svoboda, Hrdlickova

of Czech cultural heritage that is published on the web. The collection is created in
accordance with the National Library’s acquisition strategy fund and uses the Conspectus
method which is a classification system for sorting documents or knowledge. The frequency
of harvesting depends on the nature of the resource, how often it is updated, how extensive
itis, etc.

Resources focused on specific events or topics are collected through topical
harvests. These harvests focus on the impact of a specific event on the web. Archiving of
these resources is carried out once, or repeatedly, depending on the purpose and duration
of the event. Thematic harvests are carried out because of the need for a deeper capture
of the imprint of the given topic on the web.

Webarchiv also accepts suggestions for resources to be included in selective
harvests via a form on the website. Publishers, webmasters or users can alert the web
archive to interesting pages using the form on the website of Webarchiv.

Czech legislation allows the National Library to make copies of works for archiving
and conservation purposes, but does not allow them to be made available elsewhere other
than in the National Library building. The national legal deposit legislation does not include
web content yet. Proposals to change the legal regulations are being discussed within the
legislative process. Web archiving practices, therefore, follow the legislation which allows
the reproduction of the work (web pages) solely for archiving purposes. Online access
outside the library is only available to resources that are licensed under a Creative
Commons license or for which an agreement with the publisher was reached. The entire
web archive is available to the public on several terminals in the Library. In this way
resources from comprehensive and thematic harvests, in particular, are accessible, but also
resources selected as part of selective harvests that have not been covered by a licence.
Records of web archive resources within the selective harvests are available in the
catalogue of the National Library.

The reasons for the special collection
Why did you create a special COVID-19 collection?

National Library of the Czech Republic: COVID-19 affected the entirety of society
intensively and in an unprecedented manner, which is why the Czech Webarchiv tried to
capture the events on the web related to the spread and impact of the virus in a special
thematic collection, which can serve as a unique dataset for research in the future.

The scope of the COVID-19 collection

What exactly did you collect? Websites, social media? Which specific platforms, hashtags,
profiles or languages?

National Library of the Czech Republic: We tried to have a broad coverage of the topic - on
the web as well as on social media. The collection consists of government websites,
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professional scientific and popularising resources, media reviews, pages of volunteer
activities and civic initiatives. It includes resources examining economic, legal and social
impacts, statistics, mathematical models, or also artistic reflections or disinformation that
have appeared in connection with COVID-19.

We collected Facebook (specific search queries, profiles, groups), Twitter (hashtags,
specific search queries, profiles), Instagram (specific profiles), YouTube (specific videos),
TikTok (although it was unsuccessful due to TikTok’s shadow ban). At the same time, we
harvest about 800 journalistic Twitter accounts on a regular basis.

So, we knew that the COVID-19 theme wouldn't escape us, even if it didn't make it directly
into the collection. We think we have yet to work out technically how to link the collections
back somehow in an automated way and how to mine or cluster a topic from already
collected regular collections.

Could you provide more information with regard to the amount of data collected and the
nature of the collected data?

National Library of the Czech Republic: So far, we have collected about 20 TB of data and
the harvests are still running. Due to the exceptional situation that developed rapidly, we
started harvesting resources daily on March 12, 2020, with the intention of capturing all
changes that occurred on selected sources. It was the first collection we started harvesting
on a daily basis, and also the first time that automated procedures were used meaning that
the IT operator did not start the harvest manually. We did not assign descriptive metadata
to individual sources, but rather to the entire collection.

How did you go about archiving on a national level about an event that is fundamentally
global?

National Library of the Czech Republic: Webarchiv, in accordance with the legislation,
focuses on archiving Czech resources. This covers content created by authors originally
from the Czech Republic, written in the Czech language, dealing with Czech content or
published in the Czech territory. Curators who created the collection focused on resources
that met at least one of these criteria. Certain advantages can be seen in the linguistic
specificity of Czech, but it is only one of the criteria mentioned above. Many Bohemian
documents may not be published in the Czech language.

A number of Czech sources naturally refer to foreign content. We focus on a number
of other topics that are global, such as climate change or artificial intelligence, GitHub, and
Web3. We believe that national content cannot be strictly defined for global topics.

In the case of social media harvesting, we are using advanced filtering by language,
especially on Twitter, which is the easier case. On the other networks, we had to rely on
#kovid19 hashtag, spelled with K.
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The frame of this special collection

When did you start collecting and when did/do you plan to stop? What was the capture
frequency?

National Library of the Czech Republic: We started collecting resources reflecting the topic
of the COVID-19 pandemic in February 2020. The first harvest took place on February 24
2020. We started harvesting resources daily on March 12, 2020. In accordance with the
development of the situation, we operatively changed the frequency of harvesting (from
multiple times a day to a monthly frequency).

When to stop the collection is an interesting question, because only now is the web
archive beginning to include content reflecting what the COVID-19 period and the resulting
isolation, actually caused. These evaluations are only now beginning to appear. Diseases
such as post-COVID-19 syndrome, or the connection with the economic crisis, the
psychological consequences, etc. are an important aspect of the COVID-19 collection. It's
hard to determine the end of COVID-19. We think the pragmatic part of it - the politics of
disk space - will ultimately decide it for us.

How did you carry out quality control on the collection (if applicable)?

National Library of the Czech Republic: The quality assurance of the sources was carried
out by the curators (a visual comparison between the live web and the archived version of
the websites) and was approached by random selection within limited extent.

Did you encounter any issues, challenges, or limits related to the collecting activity?

National Library of the Czech Republic: We solved how to set the collection policy by testing
harvesting on a daily basis. In the early days of the collection there were technical problems
related to the interruption of the harvest and we solved the limitation related to the space
on the storage.

Harvesting social media, brought a lot of technical challenges with it because it is a
new activity for us and we don’t have a solid infrastructure yet for our daily practices. The
curator is also the operator, administrator, quality checker and developer. Social media
platforms also make it difficult to crawl content by blocking accounts, using pop-ups and
captcha mechanisms, and by changing their environments frequently. Most striking is
TikTok, which simply gives an undocumented error without any explanation. We also have
problems with YouTube (Google account), which finds our Browsertrix software browser
untrustworthy so we cannot get our crawler to log in and successfully harvest the content
e.g. whole YouTube profiles.
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Accessibility and searchability

How can users access and search in this collection?

National Library of the Czech Republic: Due to legislative restrictions, the entire collection
is only available in the building of the National Library. Only licensed resources are freely
available, meaning resources for which we came to an agreement (contract) with the
publisher or resources with a Creative Commons licence. The COVID-19 collection is
available on the Webarchiv website.

Have researchers already expressed interest in using the COVID-19 collection?

National Library of the Czech Republic: For now, we have focused on creating a relevant
information resource for future research. Some researchers find our data interesting, but
no real research has yet been done on our data. We believe that the collection we are
building will be a valuable dataset for future research.

Last year, we prepared a survey aimed at the academic sphere’s awareness of web
archiving. The name of the survey was “Do you use Webarchiv? Survey of the needs of
users of the Czech web archive”. For example, we tried to find out what tools and formats
researchers use, what type of data and how they would like to use it, or whether they use
archived versions of the website in citations of online sources. Respondents usually did not
have a concrete idea of what the dataset for their further research should look like, or what
data format they would like to work with, or what metadata they would need. Therefore, it
is important to raise awareness about web archive data, develop user-friendly interfaces
and cooperate with researchers. There are still many questions about how to use archived
data.

How do you communicate about this special collection?

National Library of the Czech Republic: We promoted the collection focused on COVID-19
through social networks, articles and at conferences.

Did you have any partnerships with local stakeholders (Archive-It, IIPC, etc.) during
the collection process?

National Library of the Czech Republic: In order to create a valuable collection of
resources we also addressed the public, experts and librarians with a request to send
suggestions for resources to archive via a special form. We promoted this through posts on
social networks and mailing lists. This way we obtained about 30 suggestions for web
resources to archive.

The Czech web archive also contributed a selection of Czech sources to the
international Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak collection initiated by the IIPC.
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