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Use Cases: 
PDF/A with PDFlib Products
This document discusses various scenarios where PDF/A application problems can be 
solved with PDFlib GmbH products. The required minimum product versions are men-
tioned for each use case. The PDFlib Cookbook at www.pdflib.com/pdflib-cookbook/ con-
tains working code samples for the PDF/A use cases discussed in this document. For more 
details on PDF/A support in our products please refer to the whitepaper »Creating PDF/A 
with PDFlib Products«. The PDF/A implementation in PDFlib products conforms to the 
TechNotes published by the PDF/A Competence Center (see www.pdfa.org).

PDFlib 7: Dynamically generate PDF/A. All scenarios where products from the 
PDFlib family are used to dynamically create PDF documents can easily be adjusted 
to create PDF/A output. As an example, creating digital invoices as PDF/A docu-
ments with PDFlib is a snap. You don’t have to worry about color space issues, XMP 
handling, and other subtleties related to PDF/A requirements. Simply create PDF/A 
documents according to the instructions in the PDFlib documentation, and PDFlib 
will take care of all other PDF/A-related aspects. If you fail to comply with one of 
the rules, PDFlib will issue an error instead of creating an output document. This 
guarantees that all generated output documents conform to the PDF/A standard.

PDFlib 7: Convert images to PDF/A and add custom XMP metadata. PDFlib can be 
used to convert TIFF, JPEG, and other image formats to PDF/A documents. PDFlib 
provides a simple conversion method which can be customized for local require-
ments. For example, PDFlib’s support for XMP extension schemas allows you to 
add custom metadata to the generated documents in a way which conforms to the 
PDF/A standard. For more details on XMP please refer to our whitepaper »XMP 
Metadata Support in PDFlib Products«.

PDFlib 7: Add transparent stamps to PDF/A. Many projects require the use of 
transparent stamps which are printed across the actual page contents in order to 
visualize some status information related to the document contents, such as »Con-
fidential«, »Prerelease«, etc. However, the PDF/A standard does not allow the use of 
PDF’s transparency feature. Using opaque (non-transparent) text for stamps 
means that the page contents will be obscured by the stamp text (or vice versa).

As a practical solution for this problem PDFlib supports the creation of trans-
parent stamps in a way which conforms to the PDF/A standard. Similar to the well-
known printing technique of raster cells, the transparency effect is achieved by 
spreading tiny little dots across the stamp text (technically, a PDF pattern color-
space is created which is based on a bitmap mask, where the bitmap contains a ras-
ter cell pattern for the desired tint percentage). This way the stamp text appears 
transparent and does not obscure the underlying page contents, while the docu-
ment still complies with PDF/A requirements.

Implementing this technique with PDFlib can be used to convert e.g. scanned 
pages to PDF/A while applying a transparent stamp as part of the TIFF-to-PDF/A 
conversion process. Implementing it with PDFlib+PDI provides a simple way of 
adding transparent stamps to existing PDF/A documents (note that this process 
will not keep interactive elements such as bookmarks or form fields, though).

PDFlib PLOP 3.1: Insert custom XMP metadata in PDF/A documents. In this scenar-
io the user already has PDF/A documents, but wants to add custom XMP metadata 
to a number of existing documents. The source or creation process does not really 
matter; the PDF/A documents could e.g. be created from scanned paper input.

http://www.pdflib.com/pdflib-cookbook/
http://www.pdfa.org
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For custom XMP metadata to be used with PDF/A, the standard requires embed-
ding of a machine-readable description of the extension schema. This must be 
done according to the rules set forth by the standard, and is implemented in 
PDFlib PLOP 3.1. PLOP can therefore be used as a post-processor for inserting pre-
defined or custom XMP metadata properties in existing PDF/A documents. Since 
PLOP is both XMP- and PDF/A-aware the operation will maintain the standard con-
formance status of the input document. In order to guarantee standard conform-
ance PLOP validates all user-supplied XMP metadata according to PDF/A rules.

PDFlib PLOP DS 3: Digitally sign PDF/A documents. PDF/A documents may in-
clude digital signatures. However, PDF/A establishes several rules which affect sig-
natures in the documents. Signatures must be applied carefully in order to main-
tain the PDF/A status of the signed document. PLOP DS 3 implements a PDF/A-
conforming signature process and can therefore be used to apply signatures to ex-
isting PDF/A-1a or PDF/A-1b documents without affecting the PDF/A conformance 
status.

PDFlib 7: Create PDF/A-1a with Tagged PDF. PDF/A-1a is superior to PDF/A-1b since 
it ensures reliable text retrieval as well as content repurposing and accessibility by 
means of structure information (Tagged PDF). PDFlib supports both of these 
aspects and can be used to create PDF/A-1a output to meet strict accessibility re-
quirements for the archived documents. Note that structure information must be 
available for creating Tagged PDF. Since PDFlib cannot create Tagged PDF from un-
structured input the application must supply suitable structure information when 
creating PDF/A documents.

pCOS 2: Read PDF/A status information. Acrobat 8 does not provide any simple 
representation of the PDF/A conformance level of a document. The status will be 
displayed when launching the Preflight plugin or digging through the advanced 
XMP metadata panel. PDFlib GmbH provides a custom XMP panel which will dis-
play PDF standards conformance information in an Acrobat panel. This panel pro-
vides a simple representation of the conformance status for the PDF/A-1, PDF/X-4, 
PDF/X-5, and PDF/E-1 standards. The required panel description can be downloaded 
from www.pdflib.com/developer/xmp-metadata/.

While the panel solves the identification problem for interactive use, the prod-
uct PDFlib pCOS can be used to programmatically determine the PDF/A (or PDF/X) 
conformance status of a document (without any validation). The pCOS API can be 
included in custom applications, and the pCOS command-line tool can be integrat-
ed in various workflow scenarios. Since the pCOS programming interface is inte-
grated in our other products it can be used from PDFlib, TET, and PLOP in a similar 
way.
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