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1 Introduction

Trustworthy metadata about entities related to cultural heritage is important to correctly
identify bibliographic metadata, attribute works, identify works of public domain (based
on contributors’ date of death), or to support Named Entity Linking (NEL) for digitised
documents. However, in Belgium such data is currently dispersed between numerous
institutions, modelled with different ontologies, represented in different formats and cu-
rated in different languages. GLAM institutions would profit from data about Belgian en-
tities to correctly annotate their collections. Furthermore, this would facilitate research
in Belgium and abroad. The current situation does not only complicate data exchange
in a national and international setting, but also leads to duplicate data curation efforts
and data quality issues, negatively impacting the users’ experience.

This paper introduces the MetaBelgica project, coordinated by KBR - The Royal Li-
brary of Belgium with the Royal Museums of Fine Arts, the Royal Institute for Cultural
Heritage, and the Royal Museums of Art and History, to improve the status quo. The
aforementioned Federal Scientific Institutes (FSIs), belonging to the Belgian Science
Policy Office (BELSPO), joined forces to develop a shared Linked Data platform for
managing shared entities. This platform, based on Wikibase (the technology behind
Wikidata [1]), aims to ensure FAIR data about persons, organisations, time/events and
locations related to Belgian cultural heritage. We will integrate data about millions of
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Belgian entities from the four participating FSIs into a Wikibase instance and make it
accessible by using Persistent Identifiers. This will not only professionalize our own
data management and improve data quality, but according to received project support
letters, also impact other regional, national and European institutions.

The aim of this paper is to introduce the project and its methodology as to to obtain
early feedback and exchange information with the Research Data Infrastructure com-
munity. The MetaBelgica project will kick-off in 2023 and will run until the end of 2026.
Section 2 presents the methodology - anchored in the state of the art - and section 3
concludes this paper.

2 Methodology

The proposed methodology aims to create a sustainable entity management system
for Belgian entities to serve different stakeholders, and therefore covers (i) the integra-
tion of existing FSI data, (ii) a platform to manage the data in the long term, and (iii)
providing data access to different stakeholders. The proposed methodology consists
of five pillars that are translated into iteratively executed work packages and tasks, see
fig. 1.

●
●
●
●

Figure 1. An illustration of the MetaBelgica setup: Data from the four FSIs is integrated accord-
ing to a common RDF data model. Based on an additional mapping to a Wikibase
data model, the data will be ingested into a Wikibase instance from which it can be
collaboratively curated by the FSIs and from where it will be accessible.

Review current practices and data, and develop a common data model By us-
ing desk research and workshops, we will review the state of the art to represent the
selected entities in an interoperable fashion. For example by using regional, national
and international standards such as OSLO [2], FedVoc [3], or the Europeana Data
Model [4]. Furthermore, we will analyse the existing data and divide it into different
quality categories to ease further integration steps and link suitable concepts of inter-
national taxonomies.

A divide and conquer approach to integrate data in an iterative fashion By fol-
lowing state of the art knowledge engineering activities, we will iteratively integrate FSI
data, e.g. with declarative RML mapping rules [5] for Knowledge Graph Construction
of heterogeneous data. We will determine different integration strategies based on the
identified quality categories, i.e. semi-automatic integration for high quality RDF data
based on identifiers (with a human-in-the-loop [6]) or a manual curation for lower quality
data.
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Collaborative entity management software To enable coordinated data curation
between FSIs, we will set up a collaborative Wikibase system that can be used for data
curation in the long term and integration of low-quality data via reconciliation during
the project. We develop a Wikibase data model and investigate suitable data inges-
tion methods such as the recently announced Wikibase REST API or other automatic
means [7]. The open source software Wikibase is already tested in other projects [8]
and comparable international initiatives such as (i) the French National Entities File [9]
by the French national library BnF and the Bibliographic Agency for Higher Educcation
(ABES), (ii) the Integrated Authority File (GND) in Austria, Germany and Switzerland
[10], and (iii) The Shared Authority File in Luxembourg [11].

Long-term and sustainable data curation platform Longevity of the platform is a
core feature of this project. Besides a stronger collaboration between the FSIs, we
want to ensure the sustainability of MetaBelgica by integrating its operation into the
functioning of each institution. We will set up organisational structures and provide
internal trainings to ensure coordinated data curation with the new platform. Further-
more, we will implement technical components to ensure data synchronisation in the
long term. Therefore we also have chosen for Wikibase: technical personnel is rare in
the GLAM field, but data in a Wikibase can be maintained by non-technical personnel
such as librarians or curators.

Data access via open license to increase impact We will ensure that the dispersed
and heterogeneous data are presented to different users in a uniform and persistent
way as open data. This includes surveying relevant stakeholders to provide appropriate
FAIR data services. For these activities, we will follow the BELSPO Open Data directive
”as open as possible and as close as necessary”.

3 Conclusion

MetaBelgica has the aim to create FAIR entities of Belgian cultural heritage for world-
wide use. The primary stakeholder group is the scientific community, but the plat-
form can also be of use for society in general. Targeted users are scientific (re-
searchers), cultural (GLAM-professionals and a broad public), educational (teachers
and academics), technical (data aggregators) and economic (publishing professionals
and creators) stakeholders.

With respect to the creation and operation of the presented platform we anticipate
different challenges related to legal, organisational and technical interoperability. Chal-
lenges, that other Research Data Infrastructure projects (of other domains) likely en-
counter as well and for which best practices should be established.
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