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The Problem 

Access to public documents is often difficult 
due to unclear document arrangements on 
public websites.  Access is also often difficult 
due to shifting website organization.  Links to 
public documents on the Internet are often 
broken because the names of the webpages, on 
which the public documents reside, have been 
changed. 

 

Permanent Hyperlinks 

Hyperlinks are the clickable, underlined, 
(usually) blue labels that take Internet users 
from the page that the user is currently viewing 
to another webpages on the Internet.  Under the 
hyperlinks (or sometimes spelled out explicitly 
in the hyperlinks) are the ‘http://’ formatted 
URLs (Universal Resource Locators) that 
uniquely identify webpages on the Internet.  
These URLs give each webpage on the Internet 
a logical location that is independent of the 
physical location (server computer location) of 
the webpage. 

Unfortunately, the URLs of webpages are 
easily changed, leaving the hyperlinks that 
pointed to the changed webpages broken.  
When the name (domain) of a website is 
changed, the location (URL) of all of the 
documents on that website changes.  For each 
document with a changed URL, all of the 
hyperlinks, throughout the Internet are then 
broken.  Even the simple reorganization of a 
public website can break the hyperlinks to all 
of the public documents on that website. 

 

Legislated Permanent URLs 

To implement legislated permanent URLs, it is 
not necessary to change anything on the 
Internet. 

Legislated permanent URLs would be created 
by first establishing the domain name of the 
website.  Almost every public entity now has a 
public website domain name.  Because the 
domain name of the website belongs to the 
governmental entity that purchased the domain 
name (subject to copyright and trademark 
limitations).  And, because that governmental 
entity is governed by the legislative body, the 
legislative body controls the permanent 
location of the website (within the namespace 
of the Internet). 

The enabling legislation would first establish a 
fixed domain name for permanent public 
documents.  Then, the enabling legislation 
would required that, once a permanent public 
document is given a permanent URL, an act of 
the legislative body would be necessary to 
change the URL of that document. 

 

Permanent URL Structure 

Within the website (domain name) fixed by the 
legislative body, identification of the 
governmental entity, and the document 
management division within the entity, can be 
given.  Within the document management 
organization, the record series and record 
identifier can be given.  To keep the website 
(and document management) organization as 
flat (simple) as possible, it is suggested that the 
organization structure be kept to three levels, 
that the record series be kept to three levels, 
and that the document division be kept to six 
levels. 

This system will accommodate any number of 
levels of document organization, but too many 
levels will lead to confusion.  Also, as 
organizations change over time, complex 
structures intended to mirror the organization 
structure will become outdated.  Because the 
URL of the documents cannot change, the 
differences will have to be explained, but not 
modified.  A simple logical document 
management structure, designed for permanent 
use, is recommended for the website. 

 

Example of a Permanent URL: 

[http://www.ci.LA.CA.US/Clerk/Records/Perm
anent/Engineering/technical/plans/35231/25/6] 
(This example is not implemented on the 
Internet.)  In this example, the domain is 
http://www.ci.LA.CA.US, the organization is 
Clerk/Records/Permanent, the record series 
identification is Engineering/technical/plans 
and the document identification is 35231/5/6 
representing plan number 35371, sheet 25, 
frame 6. 

 

Numbers 

Numbers can be assumed to be right justified.  
If desired, a ‘1’ followed by a fill-string of 
zeros can placed to the left of each number to 
ensure that numbers sort in the same order 
whether the numbers are left or right justified. 

 

Temporary Documents 

This system will not work well for temporary 
documents.  It is designed for permanent 
documents.  Temporary (active) (in-process) 

documents require sophisticated databases for 
implementation.  Because of the complexity of 
these databases, the database software (and 
associated data structures) is likely to last less 
than one century. 

 

Revisions 

Permanent documents require an act of the 
Legislative body to be changed or destroyed.  
Permanent documents embody the history of a 
society and provide evidence for future fair 
acts, accolades, and retributions.  For these 
reasons, changes to permanent public 
documents (or even diminutions of their 
accessibility) constitute an attack on the fabric 
of the society in which the documents were 
created. 

Providing ready access to public documents is a 
fundamental function of society and is also a 
basic foundation for society.  References to, 
and comments on, the contents of public 
documents are encouraged as a basic vivifying 
force in society.  Making available references 
to changes in documents, described as updates 
and revisions, are an important part of 
preserving and protecting public documents. 

The update information should be inserted as 
the first page (revision history page) of the 
updated document (or of the first image set of 
the first page if pages are stored as separate 
files).  The updated document should remain 
available at its original location (URL). 

Updates to the update history page should be 
appended to the end of the text of the existing 
update history, with no changes to the existing 
text of the update history.  If desired, all 
documents can start with a revision history 
page.  The standard revision history page can 
be added to each document when the 
documents are first placed on the Internet. 

To limit complexity, complicated documents 
like legal codes (or GISs, Geographic 
Information Systems), can be stored in their 
entirety once per year.  A detailed history of 
revisions and cross-references for these 
complex documents can be kept separately 
from the permanent copy of the documents.  
These complex histories require sophisticated 
databases for implementation.  Because of the 
complexity of these databases, the database 
software (and associated data structures) is 
likely to last less than one century. 

 

Exposing the Document and  
Document Management Structures  
on the Internet 

The hierarchy of the URL structure should be 
exposed to users on the Internet.  Moving up a 
level (deleting the last element in a URL string) 
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should produce a list (visible to Internet users) 
of all of the elements at the level just viewed.  
For example, deleting the page number and 
moving up a level should produce a list of the 
pages of the document.  (Pages need not be 
individually accessible.  For some documents, 
such as engineering drawings, pages are 
commonly made individually accessible.)  
Individual pages can be served by a document 
management system and in this case the list of 
available pages should be synthesized when the 
query response is generated. 

 

Metadata 

At each level of the document structure, a 
metadata page could be created.  This page 
would be displayed, in the document structure 
and in the document management structure on 
the Internet, as a file with the name ‘metadata’.  
The metadata file would give the history and 
use of the organization structure, document 
structure, the document(s), or the parts of 
documents at that level of the structure. 

The revision history document page is not part 
of the metadata page because the revision 
history must be kept tightly coupled to the 
actual permanent public document. 

 

Private 

This plan is for permanent public documents.  
It will also work for permanent private 
documents on a private intranet. 

 

Summary 

Legislating permanent URLs for each public 
document is simple to legislate and simple to 
implement.  Legislating permanent URLs for 
each public document is a new and extremely 
effective means of providing an essential public 
function that is fundamental to the continued 
existence of society. 

 

Appendix 

 

References for the Internet namespace:  

W3C: “The World Wide Web Consortium 
(W3C) develops interoperable technologies 
(specifications, guidelines, software, and tools) 
to lead the Web to its full potential as a forum 
for information, commerce, communication, 
and collective understanding.”  
[http://www.w3.org] (W**3, World Wide 
Web) [http://www.ICANN.org] (Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers)  
[http://www.InterNIC.net] (Inter Network 
Information Center) See 
[http://www.internic.net/faqs/authoritative-

dns.html] for a non-technical explanation of the 
Internet URL namespace. 

 

 

 

Note to Readers 

 

Updates and More Detailed Descriptions 

When using the information in this article, 
please check the website 
[http://www.ArchiveBuilders.com] for updates.  
The version number of this article is just before 
the page number below.  The website also has 
articles that provide more details on some of 
the terms and concepts in this article. 

 

Comments 

Please let us know how you like this paper, or 
if you had any questions.  What would you like 
to see in the future?  For more, and the most 
recent version of this article, please visit our 
web site at www.ArchiveBuilders.com.   

Please send your comments via email to 
SteveGilheany@ArchiveBuilders.com. Tel: +1 
310-937-7000. Fax: +1 310-937-7001.  Also, 
please let us know where you saw this article. 
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We will continue to update these articles as we 
get comments.  Please contact us for the most 
current version before you publish.  Also, 
please request permission to publish the article.  
Permission will be given freely for most 
purposes. 
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