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 In recent years several national governments have created web sites in order distribute a portion of the data they collect. It is a concept for a collaborative project in municipal Government with the aim of  creating and organizing Culture for Open Data or Open government data. A list of over 200 local, regional and national open data catalogues is available on the open source datacatalogs.org project, which aims to be a comprehensive list of data catalogues from around the world. 

In October 2011 the Italian government published the  Open Data Guidelines as part of the Guidelines for the websites of Public Administrations.

 According to Guidelines, the rationale behind the decision to share some of the data held  by the Public Administrations is twofold : firstly it is an answer to the request for more efficiency and transparency in the Italian Public Administration, which is often considered an obstacle to economic recovery; secondly access and re-use in a different context without any restriction may improve the development of useful apps  that may be  convenient   for both citizens and economy.

Therefore, the Italian Public Administrations are invited to publish Open Data on their website as much as possible (“unless a specific law prevents it”). 

Everyone can see the result of this policy on the web: http://www.dati.gov.it  shows a list of 6927 datasets published by 55 Public Administrations and  177 new apps.

Looking more deeply inside the datasets, we will find find very different types of data, mainly those concerning  Social security (how many people and in what area received  different kinds of national assistance in  past years, State budget, list of prescription drugs or patent medicines, vocational training in the Province of Rome...) .

Unfortunately, in many cases, you are only  allowed “ access to selected documents which contain  non-contextualized information” (Guercio, Giuva, Barrera, Fighting for FOIA: The Italian Case, ICA annual conference, Bruxelles, 23-24 November 2013). As has already been noted, in this combination of transparency and free availability of data “The problem with the Italian law is that the government attempted to make up for the absence of a FOIA with what has hypocritically been portrayed as a bold set of measures for transparency in the public sector,whichonly resulted in t  the expensive publication (and preservation) on the web of a huge and confusing amount of data, which rarely reached the quality of information or record” (Guercio, Giuva, Barrera).

Searching for “cultural heritage” you can find some more organised information. There are 11 results, most of which coming from the from Piedmont Region and  Tuscany: a very interesting set of data concerns Museums, Churches, libraries and repositories in the City of Florence located in  possible flood risk areas. 

Turning to the apps on the website of the Italian Open data, it is amazing that, while among the sets of data which are available only 11 are about cultural heritage, there are  25 apps  out of a total off 177)  which are devoted mainly to tourists, and concern data regarding this topic. The prevalence is not the result of  chance. In fact most of the data on the website dati.gov.it presented with contextual information regard cultural heritage. The context provided can be c historical, geographical, etc.  Almost  none of data concern Archives.

 However, Italian State Archives play their own role in the general Open data policy. To understand this, some background information is useful.

 In the 90's of the last century Italian State Archives and the Italian Archival Supervision Agencies (State Agencies in charge of the protection of  private archives of special historical value  and of the archives of local public bodies) started building a Unified Information System concerning both the documents in the State Archives and those in the non state ones. Two different systems (SIAS and SIUSA) were developed for State Archives on one hand and non state on the other.At the same time, Regions, Provinces and Municipalities, as well as groups of cultural networks (i.e. Institutes for the History of Resistance, or Archives of 900 century) established their own Information Systems for historical archives in their areas, using different software to describe them. Most of them   in compliance with  the ISAD and ISAAR  standards. Luckily, many of the high-level  descriptions (but not all of them and only part of the inventories) were uploaded in SIUSA.   In more recent times  we  have started to deal with the problem of associating all of the dozens of systems describing Italian archives . The solution   was connected with the open data policy. The SAN (Archival National System) is a general portal, publishing descriptions of the Italian archives, coming from different systems, according to agreements with the aim of sharing the data, as linked open data.

Linked Data is centred on  using the Web to connect related data that was not previously linked. More specifically, Wikipedia defines Linked Data as "a term used to describe a recommended best practice for exposing, sharing, and connecting pieces of data, information and knowledge on the Semantic Web  

In  computing, Linked Data describes a method of publishing structured data  extending them to share information in a way that can be read automatically by computers. This enables data from different sources to be connected and queried.

The possibility for the interoperability of machine language on the Web is provided by ontologies, formal representations of the various domains of knowledge, based on description logic. 

According to the steps and the procedures established by  a 2012 governmental decree intended to boost economic development, the Italian State Archives Administration started to make framed metadata freely available, which concern producers, archives, finding aids, custodians and digital objects  published in SAN. All these data are available in XML format . More information can be found at   http://www.san.beniculturali.it/oaicat/ . 

In 2006, Tim Berners Lee (a British computer scientist, best known as the inventor of the World Wide Web)   suggested a 5 star deployment scheme intended to rate the quality of Open Data  . According tothis scheme, the SAN Open Data  is rated 3 stars since “the data are available on the web using structured non proprietary formats xml e xml scheme”.  Moreover, the SAN includes a thesaurus in SKOS format that has been recently released ( http://www.maas.ccr.it/SAN-LOD/lode/).

In the meantime,  the Italian State Archives Administration started to develop specific web Portals and thematic paths especially intended for a non - scholarly public, containing not only archival descriptions but also digital objects, news, atlas, editorial contents, bios, etc. 

In this work we had to deal with  the problem of personal data. Which arose clearly in  a couple of Portals . The Ancestors Portal  (http://www.antenati.san.beniculturali.it) provides access to the documents of birth, marriages and death  of the Registry Offices.  According to our laws these documents are accessible in State Archives  70 years after their registration date. Perhaps you can see  the problem. The Italian DPA agreed with the General Directorate for Archives that we could  release on the Ancestors website  such digitized documents 100 years after their registration date. A similar and perhaps worse problem arose with the Portal regarding the Archives of former Psychiatric Hospitals, which closed after a radical reform in the 1980's . In this case, in order to give access to the data set of medical records we are planning to implement reserved access by meams of ID, password and registration. By the way, it is important that I clarify that the Italian law on the Protection of personal data states that historical researchers may have access to sensitivepersonal data at least 70 years old  but can publish it only in anonymous or  statistical form.

All the contents in SAN are released according to a Creative Commons License of different levels, from the Attribution – Non Commercial one
  to CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication
   applying only to some types of metadata. 
Up to now, the  Italian policy has been similar to that of other countries, such as Canada

Despite the standardization and automation of archival description since the 1990s—primarily through the development and wide adoption of Encoded Archival Description (EAD)—archivists still struggle with the challenge of describing complex archival collections. 

 Using Linked Open data  we are creating information services, collecting, homogenizing, and adding value to data gathered from a diverse set of information services. We are also creating lists of information services, regularly harvesting content from the services, writing cross-walks, locally storing the content, indexing it, providing services against the result, and sometimes republishing any number of “stories” based on the data. The approach of linked data uses the technology of the web to define relationships between myriad resources. The flexibility and semantic nature of linked data gives archivists the power to address users’ concerns and present archival material in a wide variety of ways, complimenting the interconnectedness of archival material between collections and repositories.

But this is certainly not a simple way of doing it.  If archivists want to process their data they have to make sure the data is thorough, complete, and computer-readable. The more complete and well-structured the data is, the more it will work. In a few words, we have to keep  the best principles of archival science firmly in our minds.

The technologies described  are not the only way of accomplishing the goals of archivists wishing to make their content more accessible. Instead, linked data is just one of the many protocols in the toolbox. It is open, based on fixed standards, and simpler rather than more complex. On the other hand, other protocols exist which have a different set of strengths and weaknesses.  For archivists, the core of the problem is still the collection and description of content. The what of archival practice continues to remain constant. It is the how of archival practice — the technology — that changes at a much faster pace.                                                                   
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�	In March 2011, Library and Archives Canada (LAC) joined the Government of Canada (GC) initiative on open data, which provides all Canadians with access to GC datasets and associated metadata in the public domain. For the launch of this initiative, LAC released two datasets: Soldiers of the First World War—CEF and Maps, Plans and Charts of Canada, and subsequently developed a long-term plan for releasing more public domain datasets.





