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Archiving Social Media Accounts in a 
Governmental Context: A Strategic Approach by 

ANLux between Fly Fishing and Net Fishing 
Michel COTTIN1 

 
Introduction 
At the end of 2023, the ANLux undertook an ambitious operation to archive 
the social media accounts of Luxembourgish ministers. This initiative, 
conducted during a government transition following parliamentary elections, 
brought together the expertise of the National Library (BnL) and the Prime 
Minister's Archives Service. 

Unlike traditional web archiving, social media account collection remains 
underexplored, particularly in governmental contexts. Until recently (2020s), 
social networks were part of the regular web collection carried out with the 
harvesting tools used by libraries and certain university laboratories. For 
reasons of protection of rights related to personal data as well as intellectual 
property rights, social media platforms have gradually closed access to digital 
harvesting. Elon Musk began purchasing Twitter shares on January 31, 20222,  
marking the start of a period that closes access to data through harvesting or 
APIs. Other platforms are aligning themselves with this principle and it is 
becoming impossible to carry out mass collections. However, the use of social 
networks is not slowing down and is increasingly involving government 
institutions that see an interest in their relationship with citizens3.  

In 2022, when implementing the conservation schedules for the Luxembourg 
State services, the National Library of Luxembourg calls on the National 
Archives to specify that the collection of the Web is part of its actions planned 
under the legal deposit4. At the same time, the BnL indicates that it will not 

 
1 Michel COTTIN, Digital curator - Digital Preservation Strategy Office - Luxembourg 
National Archives. 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acquisition_of_Twitter_by_Elon_Musk 
3 https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report 
4 Règlement grand-ducal du 6 novembre 2009 relatif au dépôt légal. https://legilux-
.public.lu/eli/etat/leg/rgd/2009/11/06/n8/jo 
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(any longer) collect social media accounts and asks the National Archives 
Collection Service5 to do so and share the data.  

As social media account collection falls under archives retention schedules, 
the way they are collected will look very different from web harvesting 
techniques. This paper introduces a tailored methodology akin to "fly fishing" 
– a precise, targeted approach – rather than "net fishing," which emphasizes 
mass harvesting. 

 
Why and How Collect Social Media Accounts? 
Archiving serves purposes beyond mere preservation. Social media accounts 
of public officials provide critical records of democratic processes and 
communication strategies. However, while researchers have relied on mass 
data extractions via APIs for platforms like Twitter, the archiving of official 
accounts lacks standardization and technical solutions. 

For Luxembourg, the legal foundation for archiving social media accounts is 
outlined in the Law on Archiving of 20186 and the Grand-Ducal Regulation 
of October 9, 20197. These regulations stipulate the inclusion of social media 
accounts in legal retention schedules (e.g., E4-02) and guide their transfer to 
ANLux. 

In Luxembourg, official social media accounts are managed by ministries, 
public institutions, and public institutes, but also by ministers themselves, 
especially since the impetus given by Xavier Bettel's Government between 
2018 and 2023.  

In October 2023, Mr. Jacques Flies, then Secretary General of the Ministry of 
State, expressed himself during an exchange on this issue: "Social networks, 
as a means of communication, have gained in importance in recent years and 
now play a key role in communicating with citizens on the actions undertaken 
and positions adopted during a political mandate. Archiving these accounts is 
therefore essential in order to preserve the history of these public interactions, 
in compliance with the imperatives of responsibility and transparency." 

 
5 Collection, Advice and Supervision Service of the National Archives which supervises the 
digital strategy division. 
6 Loi du 17 août 2018 sur l’archivage https://legilux.public.lu/eli/etat/leg/loi/-
2018/08/17/a706/jo 
7 Règlement grand-ducal du 9 octobre 2019 relatif à l’exercice de la mission d’encadrement des 
archives publiques par les Archives nationales. https://legilux.public.lu/eli/etat/leg/rgd/-
2019/10/09/a726/jo 
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After studying the technique for extracting a social network account, the 
ANLux decided to convince a leading personality to make a first transfer of 
archives which would serve as an example, and this was the Facebook 
account of Mr. Xavier Bettel, prime minister. The retention schedule having 
been the subject of an official agreement, the period of useful life being set at 
one year and the administrative procedure of transfer to the national archives 
being possible, we carried out this first archiving work in the summer of 2023 
to deploy it to the entire government at the time of the elections to the 
Chamber of Deputies which led to a process known as democratic transition. 

At this stage several differences with web harvesting appear: 

1. The method of data extraction: the method used is based on the extraction 
of data from social network accounts by the account owner himself. Indeed, if 
harvesting is no longer technically possible, social network editors maintain 
the possibility - for individual accounts in 2023 - to extract their publications. 
This excludes - depending on the platforms - follower comments, sometimes 
private messages, likes, reposts and statistics. Each platform publishes these 
data recovery processes published in the user manuals - which sometimes 
have to be searched for with some effort... In France, the CNIL publishes a 
page explaining this method8 that we had to update according to the evolution 
of the platforms. 

2. The legal scope: The legal framework had to be marked out by the 
conservation schedules which have a legal scope in Luxembourg but also by 
the principle that only the elements which had been the subject of a 
publication (in the sense of legal deposit) were preserved. The legal 
framework had to be marked out by the retention schedules that have a legal 
scope in Luxembourg but also by the principle that only the elements that 
have been the subject of a publication (in the sense of legal deposit) have been 
preserved. This provision notably excluded social network accounts that did 
not have the status of government communication, this point had to be 
verified with the Government Press Information Service. The 
communicability of these archives is still being analyzed by experts of BnL 
and AnLux because, although present on the public web, access to the entirety 
of the content of several social network accounts will raise other questions to 
be anticipated. The regulatory administrative procedure for transferring 
archives having been respected, these data extractions have become archives 
with official existence. 

 
8 https://www.cnil.fr/fr/reseaux-sociaux-telechargez-tout-ce-que-vous-avez-publie-en-un-clic 
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3. The principle of [reduced] collection community: The principle of 
collecting archives dedicated to a specific community came into play from the 
beginning of the project. The very fact that the ANLux would only collect 
social network accounts included in the retention schedules would have 
consequences on the scope of collection. What contemporary archiving is 
trying to do through this experience is a relationship to reassembling9. The 
publications made by ministers are not isolated data and can be linked to a 
range of studies and research, but here again our archival approach is different 
from that already explored. Indeed, if for an archivist specialized in collection, 
it is possible to approach the highest functions of the administration during a 
social network collection, habits come back like old habits die hard. The 
archivist will attempt to collect further materials. 
 
The Context: Archiving in a Political Transition 
For archivists, a government transition resembles a carefully timed "fishing 
trip." This period is characterized by a targeted collection of accounts, 
requiring a rapid response before ministers leave office. The critical issue at 
stake is the risk of losing historically valuable records. This challenging 
context paradoxically offers an advantage: heightened awareness among 
stakeholders of the importance of preserving archives. From a risk point of 
view, this collection operation which saw the transfer of 70% of the ministers' 
social network accounts was mainly due to the active involvement of the 
Ministry of State in giving instructions and setting an example (a minister can 
publish on several platforms). The government media service was able to 
provide an official list of accounts dedicated to government communication, 
which contributed to the accuracy of fly fishing. Furthermore, it should be 
noted that periods of governmental transition are conducive to highlighting 
political figures and their ability to demonstrate their contribution to 
democratic vitality, which is a strong Luxembourgish cultural trait.10 
 

 
9 Blanke, T. Reassembling digital archives—strategies for counter-archiving. Humanit Soc Sci 
Commun 11, 201 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-02668-4 
10 In early discussions with the State Department team, the issue of democratic vitality 
underlying the historical value of social media posts was a critical factor in the decision to help 
launching an archival collection campaign. 
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Methodology: The ANLux Approach 

ANLux implemented a meticulous process to archive government social 
media accounts. This initiative aimed to ensure the preservation of historically 
valuable digital records, which are increasingly produced and shared on social 
media platforms. 

The archival process consisted of the following key steps: 

Identification: The first step involved compiling a list of known accounts 
based on the government press service database. This comprehensive list 
ensured that all relevant accounts were included in the archival process. 

Targeting: The focus was on public posts, excluding private messages or 
comments. This selective approach ensured that only publicly accessible 
information was archived, in compliance with privacy and confidentiality 
regulations. 

Extraction: The extraction of data was carried out by the account owners, 
namely  ministerial secretariats or IT teams, under the guidance of ANLux. 
This collaborative effort ensured that the extraction process was conducted 
accurately and efficiently. It was important that the extraction operations did 
not require any specific tools because these actions had to be carried out by 
assistants or IT technicians with access codes (often in the emergency of 
government team changes). This "no tool but Windows" principle is 
frequently used in the collection of office archives in order to avoid 
ergonomic disruptions in the collection process. If time is limited, actions 
must be executed using the resources immediately available. Speed and 
simplification resulted in a feeling of success on the producer side as well as 
on the side of the archives service. However, this principle of "lightning 
fishing" is not applicable to all types of archives. As a result, the National 
Archives occasionally had to perform sorting operations, but most of the data 
was correctly extracted. This raises the broader issue of the notion of speed in 
certain electronic archiving processes in crisis or danger situations. I think that 
civil servants should be trained (with training such as social networks) to 
intervene in emergency situations to identify, extract and transmit data to be 
preserved in extremely short time frames11. 

Support: We are breaking out of old habits: Lack of time, very simple 
technical instructions, the ANLux had to provide telephone assistance to 

 
11 In emergency situations, civil servants must also be enabled to take charge of essential data 
with evidentiary value. A training project is underway as we write these lines. 



 

52 
 
 

producers (hotline) to ensure compliance with the guidelines. This support 
proved essential to overcome the technical or procedural challenges that arose 
during the process of extraction, transfer and writing of research instruments. 
This approach - again very specific to the context and content - made it 
possible to give a positive and modern image of the ANlux and its partners 
that was appreciated. Having personally worked in emergency situations in 
the past related to archival rescues during major disasters, I knew there were 
certain must-haves like immediate telephone support. The collection operation 
having lasted about two months, the intensity of the support was focused on 
the first weeks only. 

Results: The implementation of this meticulous archival process by ANLux, 
inspired by the INA, represents a significant step forward in the preservation 
of government social media records. The successful pilot operation on the 
Facebook account of former Prime Minister Xavier Bettel underscores the 
importance of collaboration and careful planning in ensuring the preservation 
of historically valuable digital records. As the following statistics show, the 
operation was a success for the first time. Some accounts were collected later, 
and a new collection is planned for the end of 2024. 

 

 

Fig.1 Summary of the collection in January 2024. 
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Fig.1 status of the collection in January 2024 by Guilhem Costenoble,  
employee at ANlux 
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But this "fly fishing" collection operation has above all allowed us to make 
ourselves known to civil servants close to the ministers and to initiate transfer 
operations of other archives from ministerial offices. 

Future Work: Future research should focus on expanding this archival process 
to include other social media platforms and government accounts. 
Additionally, continuous evaluation and refinement of the process will be 
essential to adapt to the evolving landscape of digital communication. 
 
Conclusion and Lessons Learned from this Operation. 
As we return with the result of the fishing trip, the curtain falls on this 
operation, some simple but profound lessons emerge about what makes 
archiving efforts successful. Firstly, teamwork has proven indispensable. The 
collaboration between ANLux, the National Library and the government’s 
communication services has transcended institutional boundaries, trans-
forming common goals into collective action. This spirit of cooperation has 
been the cornerstone of our success. 

Secondly, our use of minimalism has also been a factor in our success. In an 
era of complex tools and sprawling technologies, we have focused on 
simplicity and security. By using simple and easy-to-understand methods, we 
have ensured broad participation and avoided the pitfalls of over-engineering. 
This approach reaffirmed that innovation does not always require 
sophisticated technological solutions; sometimes, less is truly more. In our 
procedures, the extraction of a social network account can be explained in less 
than 10 minutes, the action itself is launched immediately afterwards, no need 
for anything other than a workstation (with State intranet access) with 
Windows. The transfer process used, using a secure State transfer tool, 
accessible on all workstations, is almost immediate. The reception of files and 
the writing of a research instrument is done on demand. Only the quality 
control can take a little time, but it is not felt by the producer. The ease and 
speed of this archiving operation creates a feeling of success, which I admit I 
rarely feel when collecting of paper archives.... 

Our work also underscored the power of persuasion. Framing the preservation 
of social media records as a matter of “democratic vitality” resonated deeply, 
helping to align diverse stakeholders around a common purpose. This 
narrative, rooted in the idea that preserving the voices of public officials is 
preserving history itself, proved a valuable motivator. Finally, we reaffirmed 
the importance of protocol adherence. Operating within the legal frameworks 
and administrative norms was not a constraint but a guiding light, ensuring the 
integrity and accountability of our processes. 
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Beyond the immediate outcomes, this operation revealed avenues for future 
progress. For instance, dialogues with communication services hinted at the 
transformative potential of “social media by design” – a principle where 
preservation needs are embedded at the moment accounts are created and 
managed. This vision invites us to imagine a world where archiving is no 
longer an afterthought but a design feature of digital communication. 

This project may have been modest in scope, but its impact is far-reaching. 
Like the precision of fly fishing, it was a decisive maneuver: taking advantage 
of the political transition, leveraging the unique strengths of each partner, and 
targeting efforts where they mattered most. By prioritizing collaboration, 
contextual adaptability, and legal robustness, we’ve laid a foundation for 
sustainable social media archiving in Luxembourg. 

The ripple effects of this effort are already apparent. At the Arnhem 
conference, we shared our experience with Dutch colleagues, sparking a 
dialogue that may further enrich our practices. This journey, though humble, 
represents a meaningful step toward modernizing digital archiving – not 
bound by technology, but by the evolving needs of users and the timeless 
responsibility to safeguard memory of Luxembourg. 


