
Towards a Cross-Canadian Digital Library Platform
Matthew Barry

Digital Library Developer
OurDigitalWorld

m.matt.barry@gmail.com

Daniel Sifton
Coordinator, Library Automation and Technical Services

Vancouver Island University
daniel.sifton@viu.ca

Abstract—OurDigitalWorld has offered a province-wide digital
heritage search portal at OurOntario.ca since 2007, and currently
indexes digital objects from over 250 GLAM (galleries, libraries,
archives, museums) organizations from across Ontario.

The British Columbia Library Associations Provincial Digital
Library initiative is laying the foundation for a new provincial
digital library in British Columbia.

As a collaborative effort between the two organizations we have
been exploring Supplejack—a metadata ingestion tool created
by Digital New Zealand. Using this tool, we have created a
prototype for a metadata discovery layer that can easily ingest
metadata from a diverse range of institutions, and provide access
to that information through search portal that can potentially be
deployed at a national, provincial/territorial, or regional level,
allowing for fast and efficient collaboration.

Our demonstration will walk users through our functional
search engine prototype backed by Supplejack, which has been
loaded with sample metadata from a variety of organizations in
Ontario and British Columbia with diverse metadata schema.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Access to knowledge forms the cornerstone of democratic
society, and providing access to knowledge lies at the heart of
every memory institution. Today’s technology now allows us to
broadcast this knowledge more easily and to more people than
ever before. But as an individual memory institution, it can be
challenging to ensure that your information is discoverable
in the ever-increasing expanse of information the Internet
contains. To deal with this, several countries have created
national discovery layers which can accept information from
many different institutions, and provide them at one place. The
Digital Public Library of America (United States), Europeana
(European Union), Trove (Australia), and Digital New Zealand
(New Zealand) are some examples of national-level discovery
layers. This helps information-seekers to find the information
they’re looking for and to guide them to individual memory
institutions.

Gathering and utilizing metadata from an entire country
is no easy task, and there are a number of considerations
involved: Who will maintain it? What kind of metadata
authority and standards will it use? What formats of data will
be required for participating institutions? How can data be kept
up-to-date in a sustainable fashion?

As a collaborative effort between Ontario’s OurDigital-
World (ODW) and the British Columbia Library Association’s

Provincial Digital Library (BCPDL), we have been working
on a bottom-up approach to this challenge using Supplejack,
a metadata ingestion tool created by Digital New Zealand
for use in their own national discovery layer [1]. Supplejack
has proven to be a promising choice of tool in terms of
sustainability, ease of use, and potential applications. Because
of this, we’re excited to share everything that we’ve done and
everything we’ve learned in the hopes of helping increase
interest in grassroots collaboration towards a Canadian na-
tional discovery layer. We believe the foundation to Canada’s
national discovery layer is in having a tool that’s versatile, easy
to use, and supported by a community of librarian developers.

II. HISTORY

ODW is the successor to the OurOntario initiative of Knowl-
edge Ontario, which was a province-wide digital heritage
discovery platform formed in 2005 as a result of collaboration
between the Government of Ontario and the Ontario Library
Association. When Knowledge Ontario ceased operations in
2012, ODW formed to continue the OurOntario initiative,
expanding to also provide institutional repository services to
small memory institutions throughout all of Canada [2] [3].
Today, the ODW platform indexes digital objects from over
250 Ontario heritage organizations in a variety of formats.
ODW provides a discovery layer for large portions of Ontario’s
digital heritage resources [4].

The BCPDL is still in a development phase of a phased,
multi-year project, guided by an overarching vision of access
to the intellectual, historical and cultural records [5]. Much
like ODW, BCPDL has a commitment to trying to make
information as accessible as possible, and was researching
ways to improve and broaden resource discovery. When both
organizations realized they were working towards the same
goal, they began to collaborate.

From the beginning of the partnership between BCPDL and
ODW, it was clear that an important step towards gaining
support for a larger-scale discovery layer initiative would be
demonstrating that meaningful progress could be achieved
without major expense. It was felt that the best way to meet
this objective was to engage with the community surrounding
a pre-existing data ingestion platform, rather than re-inventing
the wheel by developing a new platform. Initially, the focus
of collaboration between ODW and BCPDL was on the
data ingestion tool built by the Digital Public Library of
America (DPLA). However, by 2016, progress had slowed on



this endeavour due to the technical challenges of creating a
new instance of this particular platform, paired with reduced
communication with the DPLA as they started work on a
new version of the DPLA ingestion tool. In late 2016, Matt
Barry and Daniel Sifton begin work on creating an instance
of Digital New Zealand’s metadata ingestion tool, Supplejack.
This period of development will conclude in May of 2017.

Supplejack is similar to DPLA’s ingestion platform in that
both technologies rely on the “hub and spoke” model, meaning
that a centralized software stack indexes metadata supplied
by a wide variety of different memory institutions, and then
provide access to it through an application program interface
(API) to one or more publicly accessible websites [6]. This
decentralized model of joint responsibility allows for greater
sustainability, as each organization contributes according to its
capacity, and each consortium or group develops contribution
models that work best for them. It also builds a hierarchy
of relevance for users, allowing them to drill down from the
national level to provincial/territorial, regional, or thematic
groupings of organizations and collections.

III. DEMONSTRATION

At our current state of development in April 2017, we have
an operational cloud-based instance of Supplejack running,
which has ingested metadata from several organizations in
both Ontario and British Columbia. We’ve also created a sim-
ple web client (using the Ember.js JavaScript framework [7]) to
provide a user-friendly means of interacting with Supplejack’s
API. Our live demonstration will showcase the capabilities of
the Supplejack platform. This demonstration will include a
high-level walkthrough of the Supplejack Manager interface,
showing the methods by which Supplejack ingests and parses
metadata to conform to a single, unified record schema, and
how this data is then made available through a web API.
We will also demonstrate how this API can be utilized with
our web client by performing text searches, facet filtering,
and geographic bounding box searches on data weve already
ingested in a simple, user-friendly interface.
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