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Abstract. This paper explains the role of the EDLocal project in helping to build the European Digital Library. It describes the project and its approach, explains the context and rationale; highlights some of the particular challenges and issues related to the development of very large digital libraries that the project will tackle; and outlines the main stages of the project. By September the author will also be able to supply a report on progress to date 
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Context and rationale 
EDLocal
 is one of a suite of projects, funded by the European Commission, designed to build a very large digital library indeed – the European Digital Library, or Europeana
 as it is now known. Horst Forster, the European  Commission’s Director of Digital Content and Cognitive Systems, describes the Commission’s vision as follows: ‘In the context of our i2010 Digital Libraries initiative
 the European Commission envisages the creation of a European Digital Library: a unique resource to Europe's distributed cultural heritage, ensuring a common access to millions of great paintings, historical writings, ancient manuscripts, diaries of the famous and not so famous, personal photos, and important national documents from Europe's libraries, archives and museums.’ 
The first version of the prototype Europeana website
 is due to be launched to the public in November 2008, and will initially give users direct access to some 2 million digital objects, selected from that which is already digitised and available in Europe’s museums, libraries, archives and audio-visual collections. A ‘cluster’ of additional projects, of which EDLocal is one, have been funded by the EC, mainly under the eContentPlus Programme
, to help further develop Europeana. Others include: Athena, the European Film Archive, and the European Archival Portal project.  EDLocal is unique in that it has a special focus on institutions at the local and regional level.

Europe as a geographic and political region provides a coherent user view onto cultural content and Europeana is a logical way to provide such a view. However, a very great deal of user interest has as its context the notion of place or locality. And where the interest is in, for example, the life of a person, that life is very often closely linked to places. A high proportion of the content available about places, digital or otherwise, is created by or resides in the specific place. Where objects, content and information about a place are collected and made available by national institutions, very often access to local or regionally held content is required to complete the picture.       

EDLocal will play an important role in ensuring that the enormous amount of digital content provided by Europe’s cultural institutions at local and regional level is represented in Europeana, alongside that held at national level. In so doing it aims to bring together and link up heterogeneously sourced content from museums, archives and libraries across the EU which is complementary in terms of themes, location and time, thus making it possible to establish integrated services with greater richness and complexity. Such a development will also add value for users by linking the digital content brought on stream through EDLocal with content with local and regional relevance held by national level institutions. These are the primary and overarching goals of EDLocal.

Description and approach

EDLocal is a Best Practice Network, funded under the eContentplus programme, which started on 1st June 2008. EDLocal partners have identified and listed some 20 million items of content which they plan to make available over the course of the next three years. This is already a very large amount of content in the context of the content available to Europeana. The potential of local/regional sources may be better appreciated when this figure is extrapolated to all cultural institutions in Europe and the context of a continued growth in digitisation at local and regional level in the years to come. EDLocal aims to put in place an infrastructure that will continue to increase the content available to Europeana, at the same time enhancing the skills, expertise and motivation required to support local institutions throughout Europe in contributing their content.  

At the moment the content identified is all public domain, but Europeana will handle in-copyright material in due course. Material identified is held by local museums, libraries and archives and covers a range of formats including images, film, sound and text. Key content types to be made available through EDLocal include: items and collections of high cultural value (‘treasures’) held at local or regional level; specific local collections held by libraries, museums and archives, local sound and film archives; and public records held by archives. The subjects covered span a very broad range of topics and are likely to be of interest to sectors beyond the cultural heritage field, for example for tourism, education, family history, humanities, publishing and the media. 

The consortium involves a significant number of best practice exemplars in terms of digitisation, content aggregation (portals, digital libraries), public access, and harvesting infrastructures based on OAI-PMH
, for example the partners from France, Italy, Norway, Poland, Spain, Sweden, UK. But, the consortium also includes partners with less or no experience in these areas. One of the objectives of the project is to enable exchange of knowledge and experience which will quicken the pace of digitisation and co-ordinated access provision and also provide valuable feedback for the longer term development of Europeana.  The partners include local and regional cultural heritage institutions such as libraries, museums, archives, audio-visual archives at various levels. A breakdown of partners shows that, in addition to the EDL Foundation there are: 1 Ministry of Culture, 3 national libraries (as aggregators of local content), 2 national museums, 3 national cultural agencies, 5 regional cultural authorities, 7 public libraries, 1 local, museum, 1 research foundation, 1 regional digital library provider and 6 companies. 

EDLocal’s approach will involve the establishment of a harvestable network of OAI-PMH compliant metadata repositories, aggregating content at a level which makes sense in terms of the diverse demographics and digital content holdings of Europe’s municipalities, regions and localities and which complements the existing and planned Europeana network. EDLocal’s job is to enable aggregators and single providers of digitized cultural heritage content to make it available for harvesting, indexing, enriching and other operations by Europeana (and indeed any other service). OAI-PMH repositories, Europeana metadata application profiles and SKOS
 are probably the most prominent standards/tools envisaged at this stage but EDLocal partners are committed to try to conform with/adapt/utilize whatever technologies and standards the Europeana service adopts or creates as it develops.  EDLocal will ensure that the approaches, standards and tools developed by Europeana are adopted widely across the cultural heritage sector, thereby supporting the interoperability of content within Europeana beyond that which is held by purely national level institutions. 

Particular challenges to be addressed

A major challenge for the project is that the digital content addressed by EDLocal is very widely distributed and heterogeneous, held in a wide variety of media, maintained in many different data formats and described by a wide variety of metadata schemas. This issue is related to the way in which users currently interact with the network of content providers and distributed collections of digital objects. Models can range from an environment where autonomous digital libraries are federated or accessed through unified interfaces at one end of the scale, through managed approaches where metadata and/or the actual objects are aggregated in one or more portals and services are based on service agreements between cooperating providers, to ones in which objects and collections are simply made available through individual websites.

In order to address this challenge, a clear and direct route needs to be established for local institutions to enable their content to be used within Europeana. In the shorter term EDLocal will make accessible high- value digital content held by a variety of cultural institutions from at least one locality or region in each member state (except Luxembourg initially) plus Norway. In addition EDLocal will set in place, test and promote the use of a consistent Europeana-compliant execution environment  comprising of both technical and governance structures  which will enable the myriad cultural content generators from localities across Europe  to easily ‘plug in’ their item-level content in future. The establishment of a pan-European infrastructure of this kind will not be achieved overnight. But it is of great importance that a start is now made so that a visible defacto ‘standardisation’ of approaches can be achieved and a ‘snowball effect’ created in the interests of users and public and private service providers across all member states.

A different challenge concerns the need to create the conditions for building upon the thematic richness and geographic diversity of Europe’s cultural traditions and social identities. The expected convergence of rich digital content within Europeana will enable, beyond federated search mechanisms and access to individual digital collections, intelligent semantic and geographic exploration and retrieval functions. In this context, the ways in which Europeana interacts with the semantic and technical infrastructure being developed for the Semantic Web are highly relevant, both in terms of identifying which Semantic Web activities need to be considered in terms of standards and interoperability and which are relevant to implementation e.g. the Resource Description Framework RDF
, the Web Ontology Language (OWL)
 and Simple Knowledge Organization Systems (SKOS). 

The content provided through EDLocal and the user base of local/regional institutions will provide an important test bed in this respect, ensuring that approaches and standards developed to enrich semantic interoperability and improved search facilities at ‘central’ Europeana level are supported by the knowledge gained from flow of data from local digital collections across Europe. Likewise, EDLocal partners will be well positioned to contribute to the enrichment by means of semantic and geographic metadata (annotations), in a framework of generally agreed conceptual and spatial conventions, as these come on stream through the work of Europeana version 1 and beyond.

Project structure and activities 

The EDLocal project aims to achieve its goals through a number of phased activities as follows: The work will begin with a relatively brief phase of necessary survey work to determine the range of available content and metadata schema and approaches, metadata harvesting activities and repository aggregation levels, in use by Europe’s museums, archives, libraries and other cultural content holders at local and regional level. This will be related to the findings and recommended architecture of Europeana in order to arrive at a workable approach to metadata interoperability.  The next stage will take the form of a  process of content analysis in each region in order to assist in the identification of  cross-border and Pan-European ‘themes’ of importance to potential users and to assist with the prioritisation of the addition of new content to the Europeana service. 

Content harvesting and aggregation will involve the establishment of a central, scalable test execution environment, consistent with and linked to that of Europeana, into which any new local content aggregator can easily plug and in which modifications potentially beneficial to Europeana interface can be tried out and implemented.  This work will enable the conditions for planned and phased harvesting of content into that environment to be tested and understood, and will establish a central service that will manage the necessary synchronization in a network of OAI-PMH servers and provide a central metadata repository service and index. 

Another strand of the project will focus on the planned and phased adoption of tools and standards as they are developed and released by Europeana and according to their timescales.  EDLocal will provide an opportunity to adapt tools to content providers’ needs in a concerted manner Europe-wide and, perhaps especially, to deal with the problems of configuring OAI-repositories to serve up data that is not in one of the major domain-recognised formats in its native form.  EDLocal will test the tools recommended by Europeana against the real-world environment of its content providers, customising the tools as required, providing relevant documentation and installation support and reviewing the output.  Where there are lacunae in the availability of tools for performing key implementation tasks, EDLocal will, through activity led by its technical partners seek to identify suitable tools from the wider technical environment.

The project will also provide for the establishment and delivery of a training process and a project-long technical support service for EDLocal partners and content providers. This will cover best practice in installation, implementation the use of tools associated with OAI-PMH implementation, repositories, database conversion, metadata mapping, collection level description, vocabulary conversion through SKOS, rights expression and semantic enrichment. A series of multi-regional workshops will be organised and a help desk will be established to achieve this, supported by the publication of best practice guidance. 

An important part of the project will be dissemination and awareness raising which will promote the results and availability of the EDLocal service. It will also address future governance and roll out of regional and local participation consistent with that of the Europeana. EDLocal will agree straightforward administrative and technical procedures whereby providers of content/metadata may become contributing members of Europeana and a basis on which e.g. any subscription charges, other costs or conditions of joining may be determined. This is likely to involve, in many cases, the establishment of processes and agreements in each country, whereby such arrangements are conducted on behalf of local content providers by aggregators, thus reducing the number of organisations with which EDL Foundation has to conclude agreements to more manageable numbers. In line with the governance procedures established for Europeana, it will also be important to agree the conditions and procedures for establishing participation of representatives of the local/regional content provider community in the future governance of Europeana.

End users will be involved in the validation of the work of EDLocal through the establishment of a user testing group, consisting of a demographically segmented group (by age, level of education, social grouping) of some 20-40 users in each partner region. These user groups will be called upon to carry out structured usability testing of Europeana prototype interfaces at various key stages of the project.

Conclusion

EDLocal is an ambitious project which aims to assist the European Digital Library reach critical mass in terms of audience, contributors and content by providing a convincing demonstration at European level of the feasibility of cross-domain co-operation in the area of digital content provision, even though patterns in individual countries may vary.
The Europeana website contains the most current information http://www.europeana.eu/ about Europeana and an EDLocal website is planned for July. 
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