
 

 
 

Abstract 

Ninety percent of IT decision-makers report that legacy systems actively hold their organization back from 
pursuing digital initiatives, and in regulated life sciences environments, those systems are often kept running 

years past their useful life for one specific reason: nobody is confident the data inside them can be safely 
retired. That caution is not misplaced. Data archiving during a legacy system decommissioning is not complete 

simply because the files were copied somewhere else. Regulators expect archived regulated data to remain 
accessible, readable, and complete with its full context, metadata, audit trails, and signatures intact, for as long 
as retention requirements demand, and a surprising number of well-intentioned decommissioning projects fail 

that test only when someone actually needs to retrieve a record years later. Yet most legacy systems are 
carrying enormous inactive weight: historical data typically accounts for 70% or more of total data volume in a 
legacy system, weight that does not need to remain in an expensive, unsupported production environment to 

satisfy those same retention obligations. This white paper applies established system-consolidation and 
change-management best practices to legacy system decommissioning specifically, laying out a practical 

playbook for retiring regulated systems without losing the institutional data and audit history that prove past 
compliance. 
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Why So Many Legacy Systems Never Actually Get Retired 

Legacy systems accumulate for understandable reasons. A platform that ran a clinical trial or a manufacturing 
process a decade ago cannot simply be turned off once its active use ends, because the records it holds may need 
to remain retrievable for years, sometimes decades, to satisfy regulatory retention requirements. Faced with that 
obligation and uncertain about the risk of getting it wrong, many organizations choose the path of least apparent 
risk: keep the old system running, indefinitely, as a read-only archive. 

This looks safe. It is not free, and it is not actually as safe as it looks. Ninety percent of IT decision-makers report 
that legacy systems actively hold their organization back from pursuing digital initiatives, a drag that compounds 
every year a system stays in production past its useful working life.i Meanwhile, keeping a system running 
indefinitely as a de facto archive introduces its own risks: infrastructure that becomes harder to patch and secure, 
vendor support that eventually lapses entirely, and an ever-shrinking pool of staff who still understand how to 
operate or query the system correctly. 

The instinct to be cautious with regulated data is the right instinct. The mistake is assuming that leaving a system 
running is the cautious choice. Properly executed, archiving and decommissioning is not the risky alternative to 
keeping a legacy system alive. It is the more defensible long-term position. 

 

What 'Properly Executed' Actually Requires 

Regulatory expectations for archived data are demanding, and they go well beyond copying files to cheaper 
storage. Archived regulated data must remain accessible, readable, and complete with retrievability tested 
whenever relevant changes are made to the archiving system, not just verified once at the time of migration.ii 

Several specific pitfalls recur across decommissioning projects that seemed successful at the time and later were 
not: 

• The everything-migrates assumption: moving data without separately assessing whether relationships, 
context, and retrievability survived the move creates compliance exposure rather than reducing it. 

• The PDF equivalence fallacy: exporting records as static PDFs can make them unreadable in the ways that 
matter, losing audit trails, version histories, and electronic signatures in the process. 

• Read-only mistaken for permanent: keeping a legacy system running indefinitely as an archive substitute 
introduces infrastructure, security, and institutional knowledge risk without actually guaranteeing long-term 
usability. 

• Premature shutdown: powering down a legacy system before completeness testing and retrieval validation 
are fully approved creates data access failures that cannot be undone. 

None of these are exotic mistakes. They are the predictable result of treating decommissioning as a data-
movement task rather than a compliance deliverable in its own right, one that needs its own testing, 
documentation, and sign-off before the source system is ever powered down. 
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Applying Best Practices: A Legacy System Sunset Playbook 

A foundational best practice in system consolidation and change management, understanding what a system was 
actually solving for before deciding what replaces or retires it, applies directly to legacy system decommissioning. 
Sunsetting a regulated system safely means treating archiving as a first-class deliverable with its own validation, not 
an afterthought to whatever migration or consolidation project triggered the retirement. 

1. A Complete Regulated Data Object Inventory. Catalog every regulated data object the legacy system holds, 
including its metadata, contextual relationships, audit trails, and signatures, before any migration activity 
begins. 

2. Archive Validation as a Distinct Milestone. Test retrievability of the archived data against real future use 
scenarios, not just confirm the file transfer completed, and require formal sign-off on that testing before 
decommissioning proceeds. 

3. Documented Accountability Beyond Project Closure. Assign a named, ongoing owner for the archived data's 
accessibility and integrity that survives well past the decommissioning project's official end date. 

4. A Staged Decommissioning Sequence. Move from active production, to read-only verification, to full archive, 
to shutdown in defined stages, each with its own exit criteria, rather than treating decommissioning as a 
single cutover event. 

None of this requires keeping every legacy system alive out of caution. It requires applying the same reconciliation 
discipline established platform consolidation practice brings to the specific, higher-stakes problem of proving that 
retired data remains exactly as trustworthy after decommissioning as it was before. 

 

What a Proper Sunset Playbook Buys, and Where It Gets Hard 

Advantages 

• Real cost reduction, not deferred cost: properly archived and decommissioned systems eliminate licensing, 
infrastructure, and support expenses permanently rather than pushing them into future budget cycles. 

• Reduced security and operational risk: removing unpatched, unsupported legacy infrastructure from the 
environment closes a meaningful attack surface and operational failure point. 

• Genuine inspection readiness: properly validated archives can produce a requested historical record on 
demand, the same standard regulators expect from any active system. 

• Freed capacity for modernization: retiring the systems actively holding back digital initiatives removes a 
documented, widely reported drag on IT's ability to pursue new capability. 

Risks and Barriers 

• Archive validation is genuinely rigorous work: testing retrievability against real future use scenarios takes real 
time and expertise that a simple file transfer does not require. 

• Institutional caution can stall projects indefinitely: the fear of losing regulated data is powerful enough that 
decommissioning projects often lose momentum and quietly revert to indefinite read-only operation. 



 

 
info@omnitekconsulting.com  |  omnitekconsulting.com     4 

• Metadata and context are easy to underestimate: the relationships and contextual information around a 
record are often less visible than the record itself, and easy to lose without anyone noticing until retrieval is 
attempted. 

• Long retention periods outlast institutional memory: a system decommissioned today may need to produce 
a record a decade from now, well after the people who executed the archiving project have moved on. 

 

Case in Point: The Batch Record Nobody Could Fully Reconstruct 

A mid-size manufacturer decommissioned a legacy manufacturing execution system several years after replacing it, 
following what the project team believed was a thorough migration: batch records were exported and stored in a 
document archive, and the legacy system was shut down on schedule. The project was closed out as a success. 

Years later, a regulatory inquiry required the organization to produce a specific historical batch record along with 
its complete audit trail, showing every change made to key values during production. The exported document itself 
was readable. The audit trail showing who had made a specific late correction to a yield value, and when, had not 
survived the export in a form that preserved its original structure. What remained was a static snapshot of the 
record's final state, not its full change history. 

Reconstructing the missing audit trail required pulling database backups from the decommissioned system's final 
state, a process that took weeks and required specialized expertise the organization no longer had on staff. The 
underlying data had likely never actually been falsified or lost, but proving that took far longer, and cost far more, 
than validating retrievability properly at the time of decommissioning would have. 

 

Recommendations for IT and Quality Leaders 

1. Inventory regulated data objects before starting any migration activity. including their metadata, 
relationships, and audit trail structure, not just the records themselves. 

2. Treat archive validation as a required milestone with formal sign-off. distinct from and after the technical 
data transfer, before the source system is scheduled for shutdown. 

3. Avoid the PDF equivalence trap. confirming that exported formats preserve audit trails, version history, and 
electronic signatures rather than just visual readability. 

4. Assign a named, ongoing owner for archived data integrity. who remains accountable after the 
decommissioning project formally closes. 

5. Test actual retrieval scenarios, not just successful file transfer. simulating a real future request for a specific 
historical record before decommissioning is considered complete. 

6. Stage the decommissioning sequence with defined exit criteria at each phase. rather than treating shutdown 
as a single event at the end of a migration project. 
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Measuring Success: KPIs for Legacy System Decommissioning 

• Archive retrieval test success rate: the percentage of simulated historical record requests successfully fulfilled 
from the archive with full context intact. 

• Legacy systems fully decommissioned versus kept alive as archives: tracked as a leading indicator of whether 
decommissioning projects are actually completing or stalling into indefinite read-only operation. 

• Time to produce a requested historical record: how long it takes to fulfill an inspection or investigation 
request for archived data, tracked toward a defined service standard. 

• Recurring cost eliminated per decommissioned system: the ongoing licensing, infrastructure, and support 
cost removed permanently once a system completes its sunset process. 

 

Conclusion 

Keeping a legacy system running indefinitely feels like the cautious choice, but it is not actually the safer one. It 
trades a visible, manageable archiving project for an invisible, compounding risk: aging infrastructure, lapsing 
vendor support, and institutional knowledge that quietly disappears while the system keeps running. 

Applying disciplined best practices to build a genuine legacy system sunset playbook, complete data inventories, 
rigorous archive validation, named long-term accountability, staged decommissioning with clear exit criteria, turns 
retirement from a risk to be avoided into a project that can be executed with confidence. The organizations still 
running systems years past their useful life are not avoiding risk. They are deferring it, and deferred archiving risk 
gets harder to resolve every year it waits. 

 

About OmniTek & Contact Information 

OmniTek Consulting is a trusted partner for organizations seeking to enhance governance, operational agility, and 
decision-making. We specialize in modernizing business processes with a blend of human-centered design, 
technology expertise, and hands-on change management. 

For IT and quality leaders sitting on legacy systems they are afraid to retire, OmniTek applies proven best practices 
to build a practical sunset playbook: complete regulated data inventories, rigorous archive validation, and staged 
decommissioning with clear accountability. Whether you are planning your first legacy system retirement or 
clearing a backlog of systems kept alive out of caution, OmniTek can help you retire regulated systems with the 
same confidence you ran them. 

Contact us today to explore how OmniTek can support your transformation journey and drive lasting results. 

 

Click here to book a 15-minute call to see how OmniTek can help your team put these insights into practice. 

 

 

https://meetings-na2.hubspot.com/spencer-anderson?uuid=56440d5e-fc53-4256-9b56-499e2a9e01f5


 

 
info@omnitekconsulting.com  |  omnitekconsulting.com     6 

Endnotes 

i Archon Data Store, "How to Reduce the Cost of Legacy Systems," citing IT decision-maker survey data and legacy data volume 
statistics, available at https://www.archondatastore.com/blog/cost-of-maintaining-legacy-systems/ 

ii Daniel Herrmann Consulting, "GxP Data Archiving During Decommissioning," on EMA data lifecycle expectations, EU GMP 
Annex 11 requirements, and common decommissioning pitfalls, available at https://daniel-herrmann.io/en/gxp-
systemstilllegung-datenarchivierung/ 
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