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Introduction 

1.0 Background to the service 

This policy document is intended for agencies that contribute image records (referred to 

as contributing agencies), and agencies who may wish to add their metadata collections 

to Picture Australia in the future, (referred to as potential contributors) and researchers 

using Picture Australia.  

 

The primary role of Picture Australia is to increase public access to Australian image 

collections for research and to build collaborative relationships with Australian and 

international collecting institutions. The service is hosted by the National Library of 

Australia (NLA). 

 

1.1 History 

Picture Australia began in 1999 as a pilot project called ImageSearch.  The original 

project members were the Australian War Memorial (AWM), the NLA, and the State 

Libraries of New South Wales (SLNSW), Tasmania (SLT) and Victoria (SLV). At that time 

the service provided access to 470,000 images.  Picture Australia was one of the very first 

models of collaboration across the collecting sector in the early days of the World Wide 

Web (WWW).  In 2006, Picture Australia continued its innovative approach by enabling 

public contribution in partnership with Flickr1. 

 

During the last ten years the service has grown to include over 54 agencies which 

contribute more than 1.7 million image records. Several of these agencies are consortia 

that include multiple contributing agencies.  The total number of agencies in Picture 

Australia including consortial agencies is 97.  

 

A participation fee, scaled according to agency size, was waived from 1 July 2009. This 

removed one of the barriers to contribution. 

 

1.2 Key goals 

At the outset of the service, a proof-of-concept identified three key goals requiring 

further investigation that have continued to resonate throughout the following decade. 

They are: 

 (a) The development of additional partnerships with Australian and 

International collecting institutions, 

(b) Technical enhancements which could exploit the growth of the World Wide 

Web, 

(c) Improvements for the identification and branding of individual agencies 

within Picture Australia. 

 

                                                        
1 www.flickr.com 

http://www.awm.gov.au/
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/
http://www.statelibrary.tas.gov.au/
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/
http://www.flickr.com/


1.3 Current status 

The service has delivered significant achievements in relation to these goals over the last 

ten years, and will continue to build on them.  

 

In 2009 there were 54 contributors, representing 113 collections including those hosted 

by consortia such as Picture Queensland and Picture Victoria.2,3 Despite the benefits 

brought by the consortia, contributors would prefer to be recognised individually.  

Picture Australia will continue to work with agencies both individually and as consortia 

members.   

  

Technical enhancements to the service are ongoing. A major redesign was completed in 

2007. This significantly updated the look and feel of the service and added functionality 

such as relevance ranking of search results, improved navigation and the development 

of a uniform ‘request a copy’ system for researchers.  

 

Additional refinements to search functionality are planned in 2009 including enabling 

searching by ‘rights’ such as public domain or creative commons licences for researchers. 

Integration into the National Library’s new Trove service will also ensure further 

functional improvements become available.4 

 

Branding of individual agencies can be enhanced by combining ‘contributors’ and 

‘request a copy’ information within one collection table.  Individual agencies within 

larger consortia will be listed separately in the table. This will enable researchers to 

easily scan the provenance of all image collections.   

 

Metadata Collection 

2.0 Definition  

Picture Australia provides access to images that cover all aspects of Australiana or exists 

in an Australian collection. Most of the images have a clear connection to Australia either 

through their subject matter, creator or some other stated relationship, but the original 

items and their digital surrogates may reside anywhere in the world.  

 

2.1 The resource sharing process 

Picture Australia harvests descriptive metadata from multiple agencies and also makes 

that descriptive metadata available to other data aggregators for harvesting. This enables 

users to search Picture Australia through a central metadata index at the National Library. 

Result sets are returned as one or more pages of thumbnail images gathered in real time 

directly from contributors’ websites.  

 

Picture Australia acquires metadata using harvest control lists or the Open Archives 

Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-PMH). The harvesting processes are 

                                                        
2 www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/participants/slq.html 
3 www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/participants/picvic.html 
4 http://sbdsproto.nla.gov.au/ 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/dcampbel/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/OLK82/www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/participants/slq.html
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/dcampbel/Local%20Settings/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/OLK82/www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/participants/picvic.html
http://sbdsproto.nla.gov.au/


defined in the Picture Australia technical guide5 and the team provides further advice on 

request.  

 

The Picture Australia XML metadata schema extends the unqualified Dublin Core (DC) 

schema by three additional elements which relate to the location of the digital images on 

the contributors’ websites. 6  The digital image objects themselves remain stored, 

managed, preserved and delivered by the custodial institutions7. The management of the 

rights relating to the items described by the metadata is the responsibility of the 

contributing agency. 

 

2.2 Collection scope 

Picture Australia acquires image records regularly from both public institutions and 

private individuals. Public institutions (contributing agencies) join Picture Australia to 

increase access to and use of their image collections.  

 

Individuals are encouraged to help enrich Picture Australia’s collection and play their 

part in telling Australia’s story by contributing images and metadata through Flickr, 

which helps Picture Australia to capture both past and present reflections of Australia 

and its people8.  

 

ƖȭƖɯȹÈȺɯ"ÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÕÎɯÈÎÌÕÊÐÌÚɀɯÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕÚ 

Contributors’ collections focus on people, places and events located on the Australian 

continent and its territories, and on the activities of Australians overseas, especially in 

Antarctica and the South Pacific. Collection items date from pre-history to the present 

day. Coverage ranges from the mid-eighteenth to the twenty-first century.  

 

Agencies’ collections include a wide range of formats such as: 

o Two and three dimensional objects;  

o Maps and architectural plans;  

o Works of art, works on paper, oil paintings, watercolours, drawings illustrations, 

posters, sketchbooks and cartoons, engravings etchings, woodcuts, lithographs, 

aquatints, mezzotints, screen prints, programmes and posters; 

o Analogue and digital photographs and slides in black and white or colour; and 

o Postcards. 

Moving images are out of scope.  

 

                                                        
5 http://www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/metadata.html 
6 dublincore.org/schemas/xmls/ 
7 www.pictureaustralia.org/documents/image_requests.pdf 
8 www.pictureaustralia.gov.au/contribute/individual.html 

http://www.pictureaustralia.org/contribute/metadata.html
http://dublincore.org/schemas/xmls/
http://www.pictureaustralia.org/documents/image_requests.pdf
http://www.pictureaustralia.gov.au/contribute/individual.html


 

2.2 (b) Individual contributors  

The National Library’s work with Flickr is an initiative which invites the Australian 

public to contribute images and assists collecting agencies by identifying images to 

collect for the national record. The initiative had two key objectives, to add 

contemporary images of Australiana and to increase visitation to the Picture Australia 

website. The initiative enables individuals to contribute their own images to three 

dedicated Flickr image groups.  

 

Each Picture Australia group in Flickr seeks particular collection content:  

(a) People, Places and Events captures images of social, political, contemporary and 

historical events of national significance9.  

(b) Ourtown records local perspectives of Australia’s rural and urban spaces. It asks 

Flickr members for assistance to keep the national collection current by adding 

contemporary location shots of historical images already in Picture Australia10.  

(c) Re-Picture Australia invites image-makers to ‚mash-up‛ public domain historical 

images into new artworks, by incorporating their own illustrations and photographs 

to create new meanings11. 

 

2.3 Picture AustraliaɀÚ strengths and weaknesses 

As a result of analysis conducted in 2008, the following metadata strengths and 

weaknesses were identified.  

 

Strengths are: 

History 

General works 

Social sciences 

Fine arts  

Technology. 

Picture Australia has strengthened its contemporary coverage as a result of the Flickr 

initiative and acquisitions by Picture Australia contributors.   

 

Weaknesses are: 

Law 

Language and literature  

Philosophy, psychology, and religion 

Political science 

Naval science 

Agriculture. 

 

The gaps (weaknesses) in coverage are of four kinds: 

                                                        
9 www.flickr.com/groups/PictureAustralia_ppe 
10 www.flickr.com/groups/pa_ourtown 
11 www.flickr.com/groups/re-pictureaustralia/ 

http://www.flickr.com/groups/PictureAustralia_ppe
http://www.flickr.com/groups/pa_ourtown
http://www.flickr.com/groups/re-pictureaustralia/


(a)  subject 

(b)  geographic 

(c)  collection, and 

(d)  agency participation. 

2.4 Summary recommendations: domain survey 

To fill contributing agencies’ gaps: 

Conduct a membership drive in 2009-2010 for agencies with collections of interest. (A 

target list has already been compiled.)  

Categorise which agencies on the target list are ready to interoperate with Picture 

Australia.  

 

To fill geographic gaps: 

Seek contributors in the most under-represented states of Tasmania, South Australia, 

Western Australia and the Northern Territory. 

Seek further university library participation. 

Increase contribution from smaller agencies by providing a Picture Australia resource 

sharing tool kit.   

Approach successful CHG digitisation grant recipients. 

 

To fill content gaps:  

Seek contributors in the most under-represented subject areas. 

Target key agencies such as the Australian Institute of Sport and Questacon. 

Increase the number of professional organisations contributing to Picture Australia. 

Request universities’ assistance with accessing key collections. 

Request current contributors add missing collections from their agencies to fill 

identified weaknesses.  

Consult with PANDORA to determine the feasibility of saving Flickr images. 

 

2.5 Summary recommendations: metadata analysis 

Strategies to mitigate the lack of metadata are as follows.  

 

2.5(a) Enable smaller agencies to join Picture Australia 

Smaller agencies have not been able to interoperate with Picture Australia. As a result 

many of Australia’s small- and medium-sized collections remain inaccessible to 

researchers.   

 

To assist smaller agencies to do interoperate with Picture Australia, an OAI-PMH Static 

Repository harvesting system has been implemented. Smaller agencies will be able to 

use this method to simply generate an XML file that conforms to Picture Australia’s 

XML schema and make it available to the Library’s harvester on a web server.  Some 

small agencies’ metadata could also be harvested and adjusted to comply with Picture 

Australia’s requirements, using procedures similar to those developed for the Australian 

Research Online service. 

 



Strategic membership drives are planned in 2009-2010 to fill subject, agency and 

geographic weaknesses in Picture Australia. This includes a list of past Community 

Heritage Grant recipients who have digitised collections. Newly successful Community 

Heritage digitisation grant (CHG) recipients could be encouraged to add their content to 

Picture Australia.  

 

2.5(b) Other strategies  

Possible improvements include: 

o Publishing contributors’ metadata maps and exemplar metadata in the members’ 

area of the web site as part of a continued drive to improve the quality and quantity 

of metadata;  

o Promoting the use of persistent identifiers to contributors; 

o Currently only the NLA, Flickr collection and Swinburne University include a 

human and machine readable rights string in their metadata that could be reliably 

searched by a Picture Australia rights search in advanced search. When this function 

is reinstated, other contributors will be encouraged by to add rights metadata;  

o Cross-sectoral streamlining and standardisation of rights’ management and 

image ordering processes; 

o Continuing to monitor federal initiatives not hosted by the NLA which support 

regional archives, galleries and museums seeking to share their collections virtually;  

o Continuing to work with Flickr groups which are used by some smaller agencies 

and community groups who lack the technical resources to establish an 

infrastructure for their own content;  

o Hosting a series of one-day technical workshops in two or three capital cities for 

collection managers and infrastructure service providers; 

o Issuing an updated technical guide which describes simple methods of 

contribution; 

o Developing and distributing a brochure to potential contributing agencies asking 

for their help to fill Picture Australia’s collection gaps. 

 

 


