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Introduction 

Over 130 people participated in the Foundational Assembly, held on October 14th, 2016 at Library and 
Archives Canada (LAC) in Ottawa, to discuss the Canadian National Heritage Digitization Strategy (the 
Strategy). The event included presentations from community leaders, followed by a discussion around 
the challenges, opportunities, potential audiences and key elements of the Strategy. 

The Event 

Opening Remarks 

Mr. Berthiaume, Librarian and Archivist of Canada, opened the session saying memory institutions 

represent sanctuary and freedom. The more organizations digitize and provide access to knowledge, the 

greater the freedom since, “There is no greater sanctuary than freedom itself.” 

Mr. Berthiaume then introduced the keynote speaker, Ms. Hildelies Balk-Pennington de Jongh, a 

member of the board of Directors at the National Library of the Netherlands (KB) and the Head of their 

Marketing, Services and Collections division. Ms. Balk- Pennington de Jongh helped initiate the 

digitization program at the KB and has been involved in international research projects and 

collaborations around digitization. Mr. Berthiaume said the Netherlands wide-scale digitization initiative 

is an example for Canada. 

Keynote Presentation – “Implementing a Digital Strategy – Lessons 

Learned in The Netherlands”  

Ms. Balk-Pennington de Jongh talked about the lessons the KB has learned trying to meet their 

ambitious targets to digitize all Dutch books, newspapers and periodicals by 2030.  

After providing a brief history of progress made to date by the KB, Ms. Balk-Pennington de Jong 

presented seven best practices:  

1. Collaborate 

2. Explore all funding opportunities 

3. Choose bulk over selection 

4. Do not overestimate operational capacity 

5. Consider use 

6. Ensure permanent access 

7. Create room for innovation 

 

She emphasized the need to adopt new approaches; to be open by default; to maintain physical 

holdings; and to prioritize online access over on-site. 

 

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/about-us/Pages/national-heritage-digitization-strategy.aspx
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A question period followed Ms. Balk-Pennington de Jong’s presentation. Questions centred on web 

archiving, collaboration and crowdsourcing, last copy initiatives, and digitizing oral histories. 

Digitization Roundtable: The Canadian Experience 

Three presentations followed that focused on the Canadian experience. The first, Building the Digital 

Library, was by Larry Alford, Chief Librarian at the University of Toronto. Mr. Alford talked about the 

digitization efforts undertaken at the University of Toronto since the late 1990s. He spoke about the 

importance of long-term sustainability, partnerships, focusing on rare and unique material, and the 

potential impact of digitization on future digital scholarship, efforts he characterized as “knitting the 

digital library together.” 

Carol Shepstone, Vice-Chair of the Canadian Research Knowledge Network (CKRN) Board of Directors 

and University Librarian at Mount Royal University, then presented CKRN’s experience of collaborative 

digitization.  She spoke about the organization’s historic support for digitization initiatives; their 

contribution to the Canadiana project; and their Canadian National Digital Heritage Index.   

Thirdly, Sandra Singh, Chief Librarian and the Vancouver Public Library (VPL), talked about three 

approaches the VPL has taken to digitizing local history and heritage including digitizing library-held 

analogue collections; community-held collections of analogue items, and other born-digital items of 

local interest. Ms. Singh talked about how the digitized material had been repurposed in ways that were 

not initially anticipated, resulting in a greater delivery of content to the the broader community.  

A question period followed the three presentations. Audience members asked about use; the 

importance of building fruitful partnerships; and the process of prioritizing projects.  

Table Discussion and Report to Plenary 

The afternoon featured a broad discussion on the CNHDS. The audience was asked to spend fifteen 

minutes discussing each of four questions:  

1. How do we leverage the knowledge, capacity, and expertise of Canadian National Heritage 

Digitization Strategy partners to develop projects of mutual interest and benefit? 

 

2. What are the main opportunities and challenges involved in implementing the Canadian 

National Heritage Digitization Strategy? 

3. What key elements need to be in place for the successful implementation of a Canadian 

National Heritage Digitization Strategy? 

 

4. Who are the Canadian National Heritage Digitization Strategy target audience groups? How 

do we create tools and products to provide these groups better access to our digital heritage? 

 

While the discussion was wide-ranging, certain themes emerged. 
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Governance and Collaboration 

Participants discussed the need for clear governance of, and clearly defined roles for, the CNHDS 

collaborators and partners. Participants talked about the need to leverage the knowledge, 

experience and skills of partners, not just nationally but internationally, and to invite non-

exclusive private partnerships where they make sense. Participants also raised legal issues 

around intellectual property rights and privacy, suggesting a rights-based framework may be 

necessary to ensure the Strategy’s legal responsibilities are met. 

Resources  

Participants spoke about the need for adequate and stable resources to meet the objectives of 

the CNHDS, including funding from multiple sources; training; knowledgeable staff; and 

infrastructure. The financial discussion also included a conversation about prioritizing free 

access to information while recognizing the need to recover costs. 

User communities 

Some participants expressed a need to define key audiences while others felt trying to profile 

audiences would be difficult and time-consuming and ultimately a distraction from the goal of 

the strategy. Most agreed that a user-centred approach was essential, citing existing models 

such as Google and the DPLA, which successfully serve both serious and casual researchers.  

Communications 

Participants spoke of the need for ongoing dialogue within the community to foster 

relationships and to maintain momentum. They also mentioned communicating with external 

communities to align efforts with current and upcoming events such as Canada’s 150th; the 

establishment of the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation; and the new government’s 

support for culture and openness. 

Technology and metadata 

Acquiring appropriate storage; securing bandwidth; updating hardware and software; and 

obtaining IT support, were some technical issues raised. Participants talked about ensuring long-

term preservation and the need for common standards. Possible areas of technical exploration 

included: gamification; linked open data; social media; and search engine optimization. Possible 

inspiration included: the DPLA and Europeana. In general, participants spoke of the need to 

innovate and create solutions that are scalable and forward-looking to meet needs. 

Values and Scope 

Throughout the discussion, participants spoke of the values that should be represented in the 

CNHDS including credibility; democracy; trust; inclusiveness; accountability; leadership; 

representativeness (both in terms of access and in terms of being represented in the holdings 

themselves); sustainability; and usability. Combined with a discussion of values, was a practical 

discussion around properly scoping activities to prioritize projects and manage them effectively. 
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Participants discussed the need to take action quickly and to demonstrate the effectiveness of 

the strategy with some “early wins.” In the words on one participant, the CNHDS needs to be, 

“dynamic, diverse, democratic and socially just.” 

Steering Committee 

Near the close of the session, Mr. Berthiaume shared the list of those who had expressed interest in 

being members of the newly formed Steering Committee to support the CNHDS. Those interested had 

been asked to express their interest before the meeting. Eighteen members were chosen. They will sit 

on the committee for a period of two years. Members of the Steering Committee include: 

Larry P. Alford 

University of Toronto libraries 

Clare Appavoo 

Canadian Research Knowledge Network  

Jonathan Bengtson 

Canadiana.org  

Guy Berthiaume 

Library and Archives Canada  

Ern Bieman 

Canadian Heritage Information Network  

Paul Durand 

Canadian Museum of History  

Loubna Ghaouti 

Bibliothèque de l’Université Laval  

Geoffrey Harder 

University of Alberta  

Heather Menzies 

The Writers Union of Canada  

Andrea Mills 

Internet Archive Canada  

Sophie Montreuil 

Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec  

Kathleen O'Connell 

National Research Council Canada  

Kathryn Ruddock 

University of Calgary  

Pam Ryan 

Toronto Public Library  

Sandra Singh 

Vancouver Public Library  

Carole Urbain 

Association pour l’avancement des sciences et 

des techniques de documentation (ASTED)  

Martha Whitehead 

Canadian Association of Research Libraries (CARL)  

Angela Williams 

Royal British Columbia Museum  
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Closing remarks 

Leslie Weir, University Librarian at the University of Ottawa, closed the session noting the remarkable 

level of participation in the event and saying, “All of you are here because this strategy is so important … 

We started something that will have a huge impact on the Canadian environment.” 

Conclusion and way forward  

Following the session, the first meeting of the Steering Committee was held and a Chair was selected, 

Ms. Sandra Singh. 

In response to the interest expressed in the CNHDS to date, the Steering Committee will be creating a 

website to provide updates on their progress. Information will be available on the LAC site in late fall 

2016. The Steering Committee will also be creating a work plan based on the day’s discussion and 

working groups will be formed around certain themes. Members of the community will be invited to 

participate in these working groups. 

The Foundational Assembly shows how much work will be required to fulfill the promise of the CNHDS, 

but it also demonstrates the excitement and expertise of the community. These events remind us that 

only by working together can we successfully meet the challenges of such an ambitious undertaking.  


