Co-ordination of National Digitisation Policies & Programmes

Digitisation is an essential first step to generating digital content that will underpin a fully digital Europe. It is a vital activity in preserving Europe's collective cultural heritage, in providing improved access for the citizen to that heritage, enhancing education and tourism, and to the development of eContent
 industries. The critical role that it plays was recognised in the eEurope 2002 Action Plan
 endorsed by the EU Member Sates at the Feira European Council in June 2000.

Amongst the objectives of the Action Plan is that of stimulating European content in global networks in order fully to exploit the opportunities created by the advent of digital technologies.  One specific action identified is for Member States and the Commission jointly to:

create a co-ordination mechanism for digitisation programmes across Member States

Representatives and experts from the Member States gathered in Lund (Sweden) on the 4th of April 2001 to identify ways in which such mechanisms could be put in place and to discuss the issues involved and make recommendations for actions that would support co-ordination and add value to digitisation activities in ways that would be sustainable over time. This meeting, which built on a preparatory meeting held in Luxembourg in November 2000, was arranged by the Cultural Heritage Applications Unit of the Directorate General Information Society, and hosted under the auspices of the Swedish Presidency.

The Lund Meeting stated that:

Europe's cultural and scientific knowledge resources are a unique public asset forming the collective and evolving memory of our diverse societies and providing a knowledge basis for the development of our content industries in a sustainable knowledge society.

The participants agreed that digitisation provided a key mechanism to exploit Europe’s unique heritage and to support cultural diversity, education and the generation of content industries.  However, although the Member States are investing in enabling access to their cultural heritage, there are still many obstacles to the near and longer term success of these initiatives.  These hurdles include the diversity of approaches to digitisation, the risks associated with the use of inappropriate technologies and inadequate standards, the challenges posed by long term preservation and access to digital objects, lack of consistency in approaches to Intellectual Property Rights (IPR), and the lack of synergy between cultural and new technology programmes.

The Lund Meeting concluded that these obstacles could be tackled and the objectives of the eEurope Action Plan could be advanced if the Member States were to

· establish an ongoing forum for co-ordination 

· support the developing of a European view on policies and programmes 

· develop mechanisms to promote good practice and consistency of practice and skills development 

· work in a collaborative manner to make visible and accessible the digitised cultural and scientific heritage of Europe. 

At the same time the participants in the meeting agreed that the European Commission could help achieve the eEurope objectives by supporting co-ordination activities, by enabling the creation of centres of competence, by fostering the development of benchmarking standards for digitisation practices, by encouraging a framework that would enable a shared vision of European content, and assisting Member States to improve access and awareness for citizens through enhancing the quality and usability of content and the development of models to enable eCulture enterprises.

The meeting conclusions were developed further in the Lund Principles and a draft action plan has been developed for taking further the objectives and activities outlined.

A second meeting of Member States' representatives was held under the aegis of the Belgian Presidency in Brussels on 17 July 2001.  This meeting discussed a number of topics arising out of the previous meeting and continuing work, namely:

· benchmarking as support to improving policies and programmes;

· identification of standards and of guidelines in support of good practice and interoperability;

· Brussels Quality Framework - approaches to identifying quality criteria  for (Web) sites providing access to cultural resources;

· national programmes and support for training and skills.

These have been identified as priority topics under the Belgian Presidency, underpinning the emerging important role of culture in the development of the knowledge society. 

This second meeting welcomed the 'open method' approach to qualitative benchmarking as a tool for improving practice in the area of digitisation and in monitoring the progress of digitisation policies across the Community.  Work will continue in this area through expert groups and through establishing voluntary national frameworks.

Technical standards were recognised as underpinning two critical issues in the digitisation of cultural resources:
· interoperability between digitised collections;

· and the development of sustainable resources in a cost-effective way.

First, data and semantic interoperability standards support the systematic exchange of data and the accessibility of the resources by Europe's citizens in their own language in a usable and persistent way.   Secondly, the appropriate application of technical standards by those involved in digitisation activities is essential if the digitised collections are to be maintainable in a cost-effective way over time: this is a core component of good practice.

A major outcome of the Brussels meeting was the consensus that quality criteria for sites delivering cultural content is a core issue, supporting confidence and trust from the user and enabling institutions to express the work done in developing their sites and the high quality of their content in a discoverable way.  The objective is not to regulate cultural content on the web, but to provide a framework that describes quality in terms of the underlying technical characteristics provided by individual sites or subject gateways and in terms of the quality of service provided to the users. 

By actively working together to bring the Lund principles into action the Member States and European Commission will ensure that the richness of our heritage will be made visible and usable both by citizens for learning, understanding and enjoyment and by European enterprise to enable industries for the new generation.
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