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Abstract. This paper describes EuropeanaLocal, a major 3 year Best Practice Network project funded under the eContentplus programme of the European Commission, which started on 1 June 2008. The project seeks to enhance the position of regional and local cultural institutions wishing to make their content accessible through the new Europeana service of the European Digital Library and to deliver new services to their users by putting in place and testing a scalable infrastructure building on common standards and tools, including OAI-PMH compatible repositories and the Europeana metadata application profile. 
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1
Introduction

This paper describes a Best Practice Network under the European Commission’s eContentPlus programme, called EuropeanaLocal (originally, EDLocal). The development of the Europeana service of the European Digital Library, to increase access to digital content across four identified key domains (libraries, museums, archives and audio/visual archives), is now gaining momentum through the development of successive prototype services and the engagement of a large number of leading cultural and memory institutions. This progress is paralleled in some countries by work co-ordinated at national and regional level to integrate access to cross-domain content. 

However, there is a pressing need, not least in order to achieve Europeana’s 2010 content targets, to also make available the enormous amount of digital content provided by Europe’s cultural institutions at local and regional level alongside that held at national level and by doing so, to extend the institutional base of content providers to involve more extensively Europe’s network of museums and archives as well as libraries. 

Such a process will bring together and link up heterogeneously sourced content which is complementary in terms of themes, location and time, 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 EuropeanaLocal with content with local and regional relevance held by national level institutions. These are the primary and overarching goals of EuropeanaLocal.

2
Rationale and key challenges

What do Roskilde Cathedral, a local council in Malta, an archives service in London and a public library in Romania have in common? Each has distinctive collections which tell the story of their organisation or locality and the people and events which have shaped them over the years. Their collections vary in size; take a variety of different forms (including archival papers, manuscripts, books, newspapers, audio material, photographs, pictures, movies, maps or a combination; and exist in many different formats, both digital and not (including html, JPEG, TIFF, PDF, html, MP3, wav, xml, PNG, Quicktime, .doc, MPEG, AVI, MOV, BMP, dpi, greyscale, colour etc). 

All share a common desire to display and promote their treasures and make them available to the widest range of users, in as many locations and situations as possible – whether for interest, leisure, learning, research, work or business. And all face similar issues in making their content accessible and visible on the Internet. Only in a few countries have national cultural portals developed to the extent which makes their content accessible. As small organizations, they struggle to get their sites at the top of the search engines' lists and may find it difficult to keep up to date with technology and standards issues, for example: to know how best to make their content interoperable with other cultural heritage material. This is important when one considers that users of cultural heritage material, such as those tracing their family or interested in social history, often need to access and aggregate resources held  by institutions across Europe, and in a multitude of languages.

Which is why they are all participating in an exciting new project, funded by the European Commission, called EuropeanaLocal.  EuropeanaLocal is designed to involve and help Europe’s network of local and regional libraries, museums, archives and audio-visual archives make the enormous amount of content that they hold available through a common European Digital Library service– Europeana. At least one holder of locally-sourced content – frequently many more – is involved from each European Union Members State plus Norway. 

A major challenge in achieving these goals is that the digital content addressed by EuropeanaLocal 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 or 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, or ones in which objects 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 addition to making accessible, in the shorter term, high-value digital content held by a variety of cultural institutions, EuropeanaLocal will set in place, test and promote the use of a consistent Europeana-compliant execution environment through technical and governance structures in such a way that the myriad cultural content generators from localities across Europe, can 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 de facto 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 EuropeanaLocal 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, EuropeanaLocal 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.Net (the Thematic Network project which is responsible for development of the Europeana prototype) and beyond.
3
Europeana and the European policy environment

The European Commission is supporting the development of Europeana to serve as a multilingual internet access point to cultural collections from all Member States as part of its Digital Libraries Initiative (DLI). Europeana aims to make Europe's diverse cultural and scientific heritage easier and more interesting to use online for work, leisure and/or study. It builds on Europe's rich heritage, combining multicultural and multilingual environments with technological advances and new business models. EuropeanaLocal is one of a number of projects which have been funded to help develop Europeana (there are others about to launch involving for example major museums, national archives and the development of a European Film Gateway). It has a special focus on digital content provided by institutions at the local and regional levels. Over the course of the next three years, the EuropeanaLocal partners aim to make available some 20 million items, held across 27 countries to Europeana. At the same time they are committed to exploring and developing efficient and sustainable processes and governance procedures so that growing numbers of local and regional institutions can easily make their content available to Europeana into the future by adopting and promoting the use of its infrastructure, tools and standards.

For the Europeana interface to be fully usable and to offer an attractive range of services, the data that cultural heritage institutions currently often hold in proprietary databases needs to be made available for harvesting via the OAI-PMH protocol.  This will be the main line of approach of EuropeanaLocal. To this extent, a number of the local/regional content providers participating in EuropeanaLocal have already begun to implement this model.

For 2008, the focus is upon open access, digital, freely available and public domain material in order to minimise copyright issues in the early stages of development. However, all freely available content and metadata should be covered by a suitable licence clearly specifying the respective rights and use conditions.

It is clear from initial discussions that the strategic goal of Europeana is to act as a service provider rather than simply as data/object provider.  Although the principle purpose of EuropeanaLocal is to make cultural objects accessible for use (initially by exposing their metadata for harvesting) by Europeana, it is the clear proposition that Europeana will develop specific services in order to position itself as an added-value access provider. In this context it will be important to demonstrate the unique selling points of Europeana. Well-structured access for users to the level and variety of item-level content to be contributed from the local and regional sources will be provided.

4
Europeana and EuropeanaLocal

The work of EuropeanaLocal is therefore intended to contribute greatly to improving the interoperability of digital libraries held by museums, archives and other institutions in all EU Member States and to help make their content accessible through the common user interface of Europeana. Working closely with key initiatives such as Europeana.Net and successor activities to implement the proposed infrastructures and standards in the context of the provision of an enormous amount of new digital content held at local/regional level (or aggregations of this content), EuropeanaLocal will contribute powerfully to the growth of Europeana and to understanding and addressing in practical terms, the issues relating to standards-based interoperability between digital objects and collections by: 

· implementing the production standards, specifications and tools which will enable cross-domain search,  retrieval and use of the digital content held by cultural institutions in all member states, involving the professional domains (libraries, museums and archives);. 

· establishing and promoting straightforward methods by which cultural institutions and aggregators may join Europeana and provide their content to its services.

By working so closely with Europeana, both through the involvement of its newly-formed EDL Foundation as a key player in the EuropeanaLocal network consortium and through active participation in Europeana.Net, EuropeanaLocal will support the establishment of a cooperation structure which benefits cultural institutions of all types and levels in every Member State.

This process will add substantial added value to Europeana and its users, by: 

· greatly expanding and enriching the freely available and accessible content to be found by users systematically and easily through the Europeana interface itself, as new services come on stream;  

· making available for harvesting locally-relevant  cultural content to other service providers working in sectors such as tourism, education, family history, humanities research, the publishing/media industries and through other search engines and services on the Web. This will serve to enhance the interoperation of Europeana with other services and assist with its intention to work with such services to improve results mutually over the longer term. Discussion is underway as to how far and in what way this content will be ‘branded’ as being sourced by Europeana when it is discovered through the interfaces of other services. 
Key content types to be made available through EuropeanaLocal 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, public records held by archives etc. The number of content items available from the limited sample of institutions involved in EuropeanaLocal, at more than 20 million, is already very large in the context of the targets for and content currently available to Europeana. The potential of local/regional sources may be appreciated when these data are extrapolated to all cultural institutions in Europe and by taking into account the likelihood of a continued growth of digitisation at local and regional level in the years to come. EuropeanaLocal will 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.  
5 Standards, tools and infrastructure

EuropeanaLocal will ensure that the approaches, standards and tools developed by Europeana are widely adopted, thereby supporting the interoperability of content. In brief this will involve the establishment of a harvestable network of OAI-PMH compliant metadata repositories, which will aggregate local content and which will complement the developing Europeana network. In addition tools, such as such as Europeana’s metadata ‘installer’ and automated metadata conversion tools, will be made available for EuropeanaLocal partners to use. 

Europeana is still developing but a number of recommendations have begun to emerge which provide early indications of the proposed architecture and associated technical standards. It is likely therefore that EuropeanaLocal will need to take into account developments in Europeana such as Object Modelling (e.g., ORE), Persistent Identifiers and rights expression

EuropeanaLocal will encourage more digitisation activity at regional and local level by promoting best practice guidelines and working through competence centres. An important part of its work will be to ensure the sustainability of repositories and aggregations of metadata in each country by negotiating and agreeing with other players in the national framework a rational, scalable and maintainable solution to long-term aggregation of digital cultural content and its metadata.

This is an important goal. Aggregations of harvestable metadata built on common, cross-domain Europeana standards and infrastructure will provide potentially a huge benefit not only to the Europeana service itself but also to suppliers and users of other services at European, national and regional levels in fields such as education, tourism and family history.

There is a further and possibly greater prize in view for local cultural institutions as they seek to transform their role as active service providers in the modern era, using the power of the Web to extend both remote and location based activities or provide in informal and highly personalised learning and knowledge-seeking opportunities. 

The semantic enrichment of metadata (geospatial, time, multilingual matching, user annotation etc.) which will take place as part of the Europeana development process can provide almost unimagined opportunities for local institutions, online service providers and end users operating in a local and regional context, enabling people to ‘mashup’ content, data and information to meet a wide variety of needs and interests. The Europeana plan to provide reciprocal access for its suppliers to semantically-enriched content via APIs has enormous potential power, alongside the future deployment of technologies such as microformats, RDFa, ORE, RSS-Atom.

6
The starting point – progress and skills 

The EuropeanaLocal kick-off meeting was held in Regents Park, London on 25 and 26 June 2008.  During the course of the meeting two checklists were completed by the partners: 

· Where does each partner stand on the ‘progress chart’?

· Skills and competencies assessment.

These were intended to provide a broad and high level picture of the technical landscape as it exists within the EuropeanaLocal consortium, together with an initial indication of the skills and competencies of the partners. Although the results do not lend themselves to very detailed analysis they will, nevertheless, be very useful in illuminating and assisting the development of the more comprehensive and representative surveys which form an important part of the planning and analysis phase for EuropeanaLocal and will also play a part in informing preparations for the training and support activities.  

The EuropeanaLocal proposal document identified the fact that whilst some partners had considerable experience and expertise in digitization, content aggregation and harvesting based on OAI-PMH, others had less or no experience in these areas. The questionnaires bear this out. Most partners’ content contains structured metadata – and it exists in a wide variety of schemas and formats. About half already have OAI-PMH compliant repositories and about half either have their content aggregated by another organisation and/or aggregate other organisations’ content. 

Slightly over half deal with cross-domain content whilst about 40% have content in more than one language.  Most (68%) use a controlled vocabulary and one third use other authority files such as those for name or place. Most (64%) use a classification scheme but only just over half have geo-spatially referenced content. Less than a quarter use persistent identifiers – this is one of the requirements Europeana have stipulated for their content providers.

The skills and competencies analysis reveals a similarly mixed picture although on balance more partners place themselves on the side of possessing average or above skills for:

· operation of repositories

· metadata mapping

· collection level descriptions

· creation of metadata

· harvesting, exporting and uploading metadata

· metadata conversion

· creating and maintaining vocabularies

· testing (systems, content, usability)

And some half or more of the partners rate their skills as non existent or poor in the following areas: 

· rights metadata

· metadata conversion tools

· metadata enrichment

· use of identifiers

· operating a multi-lingual system
7
Expected results of EuropeanaLocal
Building from this starting point, the expected results of the EuropeanaLocal, over its three year duration, will be to:

· Make accessible to Europeana the content specified in this proposal from the local/regional organisations and content aggregators, which are the project partners, together with other content from these sources which becomes available during the project period, thereby boosting significantly the total content accessible through Europeana. 

· To this end, promote and support, through training and guidance, the establishment of a widespread operational network of OAI-PMH repositories, represented in each member state plus Norway, consistent with the requirements of Europeana to harvest content.  Metadata will be aggregated in repositories at a suitable ‘geopolitical’ or thematic level in each locality, region or country of Europe, to support web harvesting and interoperability. Repositories will be specified that support the recommendations of Europeana.Net in terms of protocols, technology and metadata requirements.

· Establish a test environment, to be operated  by EDL Foundation, into which the metadata  generated by EuropeanaLocal can be harvested, enabling technical enhancements and optimisation for access via the Europeana interface to be performed, before eventual integration with the main Europeana infrastructure, for public availability as a prototype service towards the end of the project;  

· Make available to the local/regional content providers in EuropeanaLocal a ‘toolkit’, training and implementation support which will ease the conversion of existing local and institutional databases to OAI-PMH compliant digital repositories and will generate consistent metadata.

· Resolve the long standing problem of the use of differing, often locally created, metadata formats, especially in the museums and archives sectors, by implementing a practical convergence of major metadata schemas and by utilising automated processes of mapping and ‘cross-walking’ between them.  In this context, as in others, it will be vital that EuropeanaLocal uses the architecture and standards for interoperable metadata emerging from Europeana.Net and its successor activities.

· Ensure that local and regional content providers represented within EuropeanaLocal comply with the list of requirements and guidelines emerging from Europeana.Net and the EDL Foundation, including the public availability of content (copyright cleared) and willingness to have their data processed according to Europeana practice.

· Extend to local and regionally sourced content sustainable solutions, consistent with the technologies developed within the overall framework of Europeana, for the systematic semantic and geographic annotation (metadata enrichment) of their digital content, both at the collection level and at the granular ‘item’ or ‘object’ level, such as user tagging, addition of user provided content, GPS co-ordinates etc

· Using the dissemination opportunities available to the project, promote the low-cost and straightforward accomplishment of additional digitisation activity (including OCR for full text search) at regional and local level utilising where possible the emerging network of creation of ‘centres of competence’ which are capable of providing service support to smaller institutions in digitisation activities and of making available existing tools and services;.

· Arrive at a position by the end of the project where it is easy for new local and regional content providers - and critically its aggregators at regional, national and international level - to add their content to Europeana without difficulty on a technical level and smoothly in terms of the Europeana business model e.g. by negotiated subscription through, regional, national and international initiatives (e.g. ‘portals’ and aggregations of various descriptions), as these arrangements are announced by Europeana. EuropeanaLocal partners in each member state will act to ensure that such agreements are in place, supporting and utilising where appropriate agreements made by other national representative bodies.

· Ensure the sustainability of the repositories network in each, by negotiating and agreeing with other players in the in the national framework a most rational, scalable and maintainable solution to long-term aggregation of digital cultural content and its metadata

8
Conclusion 

 By supporting the widespread adoption of the basic ingredients– standardized, high quality metadata and a common harvesting infrastructure - across the cultural domains throughout Europe, EuropeanaLocal will seek to play an important role in the creation of a dazzling future vista for the citizens of Europe in accessing and using their cultural record.    The Europeana website contains the most current information http://www.europeana.eu/ about Europeana and a EuropeanaLocal website has now been launched at www.europeanalocal.eu
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