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From MINERVA to ATHENA through MICHAEL: Standards and Guidelines fostering Quality Digital Cultural Services
The MINERVA project, MInisterial NEtwoRk for Valorising activities in digitisation (2002-2005) and its enlargement MINERVAplus (2005-2006), were funded by the EC IST - 5th and 6th Framework Programme, with the aim of creating a network of European ministries and national agencies in charge of the national cultural policy, in order to discuss, coordinate and harmonise the activities in the field of digitisation and digital access to cultural and scientific heritage. 
The objectives of the project were two-fold: on one hand, the coordination of national policies and programmes, on the other hand, the development of an agreed set of handbooks, recommendations and guidelines, enabling cultural project planners and managers to learn more about digitisation practices and standards and thus carry out higher quality digital cultural services. 
Since October 2006, MINERVA activities are being carried on by the eContentplus funded project MINERVA eC, a thematic network in the area of digitisation and digital access to cultural and scientific heritage, cultural information and scholarly content. The consortium brings together stakeholders and experts from all over Europe and supports the European Commission initiative i2010 – Digital Libraries.

The results and achievements of the MINERVA projects are disseminated through a set of publications which have proven their worth, as they have been providing support for all kind of cultural institutions engaged in the field of digitisation.

On the basis of MINERVA results in the field of inventories and multilingualism, the project MICHAEL, Multilingual Inventory of Cultural HeritAge in Europe (2004-2007) was designed, then funded by EC eTEN programme. With its enlargement MICHAELplus (2006-2008), MICHAEL has by now created the European Inventory of digital cultural collections, accessible via online services. The European service MICHAEL Culture provides to the European Digital Library ‘Europeana’ the registry of digital collections and a collection-level catalogue of digital cultural items. The catalogue is created, maintained and increased basing on the contribution of a cross-domain network of thousands of cultural organisations belonging to every heritage and scientific sector.
At the moment of writing, MICHAEL/plus projects are about to close (May 2008) and MINERVAeC goes towards its conclusion (September 2008). A new project, ATHENA, Access To cultural HEritage Networks Across Europe, builds upon MINERVA and MICHAEL, whose achievements will make evolve and develop towards Europeana. Currently under negotiation, ATHENA will encourage and support the involvement and contribution to Europeana of museums and heritage institutions, on the basis of shared standards and in cooperation with other international projects contributing to the European Digital Library. ATHENA’s partnership includes 109 museums and heritage institutions belonging to 21 EU member states.
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