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SINGAPORE IN NUMBERS

Size: 719.1 Sq Km or 277 Sq Miles

SINGAPORE: 

The Little Red Dot

Population Density: 

7,700 per sq km, (2,970 per sq miles)
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NLB’s VISION AND MISSION

Vision

Readers for Life

Learning Communities

Knowledgeable Nation

We make knowledge come alive, 

spark imagination

and create possibilities

Mission
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<Name of Presenter>
<Designation>

<Department / Division> 
<Date Month Year>

Public Libraries
• Network of 26 Public Libraries in the 

heart of housing estates

• Reading Programmes and Initiatives

• Programmes and Exhibitions targeted 

at Singapore communities

National Library
• Preserves Singapore’s Print and 

Literary Heritage, and Intellectual 

memory

• Legal Deposit (including electronic)

• Supports reference and research on 

Singapore and Southeast Asia

• Located in the CBD and arts & heritage 
district

National Archives
• Custodian of Singapore’s Collective 

Memory

• Responsible for Collection, 

Preservation and Management of 

Singapore’s Public and Private Archival 

Records

• Promotes Public Interest in and Access 

to our Nation’s History and Heritage

NLB’S KEY DOMAINS
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NLB IN NUMBERS

No. of Physical Loans (in millions)No. of Physical Visits (in millions) No. of e-Retrievals (in millions)
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THE CITIZEN ARCHIVIST PROJECT
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Harnessing of Collective Memory

“But it is joining forces with experts outside the profession which will truly bring 

archives out of the box and into the world. Even unexpected partners and improbable 

leverages can lead to a breakthrough. Archival projects around the world are already 

finding this out. For instance, the Singapore’s Citizen Archivist Project is calling for 

everybody’s help to make records of their National Archives more discoverable. When 

shared, the intensive burden of transcribing documents and audio recordings is 

lighter and, when harnessed, collective memory gathers metadata of undescribed 

photos faster.” 

– John Hocking, United Nations Assistant Secretary-General and Registrar of 

the International Criminal Tribunal, at his ICA 2016 Congress keynote speech 

“Out of the Box, Into the World” 
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Objectives

1. Make records more accessible and 

searchable with description and 

transcription

2. Tap on the collective knowledge of the 

wider community

3. Promote engagement with historical 

records



9 Restricted

Statistics (till 30 Sep 2018)

• Total number of items contributed to: 29,621

• ~760 items/month over 39 months

• Transcription is the most popular task (~26 documents/day)

Overall Page Views 151,954

Unique Users 485

Describing 

Photographs

Completed Photographs 1,865

Unique Describers 145

Transcribing

Documents

Completed Pages 28,075

Unique Transcribers 424
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Our Development Journey
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How the Project was Started

• How things were

• NAS has a lot of photographs that have little or no 

description

• Hard to read and find information in handwritten records

• However

• Would take millions of hours to describe and transcribe them

• NAS may not have expertise in some areas

Can members of the public help?
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We Studied Other Crowdsourcing Examples

1. Transcription of documents

• Smithsonian Institution

• National Archives of Australia

• University of Iowa

2. Photo tagging

• Library of Congress and others on Flickr Commons

• British Library

3. Geolocation tagging

• New York Public Library

• HistoryPin
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What is in our Image Collection?

• Large majority from government agencies such as 

Ministry of Information, Communication and the Arts

• NAS has more than 4.7 million images

• Of which 1.5 million are digitised, grouped into

• 967,000 on Archives Online

• 723,000 undergoing processing
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Many Images had Minimal or No Description

Source:

MINISTRY OF INFORMATION AND THE ARTS 

(MITA)

Background Information:

SHIP SURVEY

Date(s):

28/02/1950

Source: 

MINISTRY OF 

INFORMATION AND THE 

ARTS (MITA)

Background Information:

PWD - ROADS 

Date(s):

18/08/1965

Source: PEOPLE’S ASSOCIATION



15 Restricted

How Did We Select and Organise Images?

1. From sources we have permissions for

2. Photos taken in the context of community events or that 

provide information on what life was like

3. Similar images will be included

• Context can be important for clues

• Different users can contribute different perspectives

4. Some diversity: from more than one era
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What is in our Document Collection?

1. Straits Settlement Records

• Approximately 1 million pages, mostly 

handwritten

• Mainly colonial government correspondence

2. Not available online 

3. Not able to be OCRed for searchability
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Handwritten Documents Accessible Only On Microfilm

Z006: Singapore: Letters from GovernorL017: Raffles: Letters to Singapore (Farquhar)
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How Did We Select and Organise Documents?

1. Legibility

2. Interest to the public

• Priority for Singapore-related records as some were more 

directly related to other locations such as Penang and 

Malacca

• Records with prominent personalities such as Sir Stamford 

Raffles 
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Our Overall Strategy for Both Images and Documents

1. Learning from other websites

• Gradual release of collections 

• Statistics of 400-1,000 items/month completed

2. 3,000 items for each content type

• Target to add 1,000 items per month

• Adjust with respect to topics and participation

3. Focus on limited number of collections to encourage 

completion

4. Initial target was 3,000 items to be contributed to in a year
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We Focused on the Core Features for Launch

1. Main features developed in-house ready for launch

• Describe photos (3,000 images)

• Transcribe documents (3,000 pages)

• User profile

• Staff administration and activity tracking backend

2. Core Team Members

• (NAS) Project Sponsor 

• (NAS) User Manager / Overall Project Manager

• (TDS) IT Project Manager

• (TDS) (Solution Architect)

• (TDS) (UX Design)
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We Tried to Address Anticipated Challenges

1. What if the quality of contributions is low?

• Require login

• Helper text to encourage full descriptions instead of 

tagging

• Review by NAS staff before contributions are integrated 

into Archives Online, the main catalogue 

2. What if there was a lack of interest from the public?

• Reaching out to interest groups

• Volunteers acknowledged and rewarded

• Intuitive website with curated collections
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1. Homepage was simple and focused on the two 

tasks

2. User Dashboard to for users to keep track of 

their contributions 
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2. Pages for the individual items were simple with 

just one text box. For documents, contributors 

could “Save As In-Progress” for someone to 

continue later. 

1. Helper text was crucial to encourage detailed 

descriptions of the images
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We Opened Testing to All NLB Staff

7 Jan 

UAT 1

9 Jan 

Internal 

User 

Testing

14 Jan 

UAT 2

5 Feb

Site is 

Live

9 Mar 

Official 

Launch
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We Received Detailed Image Descriptions

Contribution
The long flat building is the roof of Plaza Singapura from Cathay and 

the photo shows the rest of Orchard road. Hotel Supreme still stands 

at the current site today behind Concorde Hotel ( previously known 

as Le Meridian Hotel). You can see Shaw Centre with the white 

'terraces' in the middle of the photo. Tang Plaza ( CkTang ) is not built 

yet. The left side of the photo is Hotel Phoenix and Specialists Centre. 

Mandarin Hotel is the tallest building in the photo. The condo in 

from of the hill seems to be High Point in Mt Elizabeth.

by: L. H.L. on 7/14/2015 04:16 PM

Background Information

Unedited Description: GENERAL VIEW FROM CATHAY BUILDING. 

Source: MINISTRY OF INFORMATION AND THE ARTS (MITA) FONDS

Date: 04/12/1976

Contribution

Post Office within Paya Lebar International Airport with counters offering Purchase of 

Money Orders, Stamps, Postal Orders, Registration of letters, Payment of Television & 

Radio licences, Posting of Parcels and Handling of transactions relating to Savings Banks. 

Posting Box allows for 2 destinations: Singapore or Malaya & Overseas. Photo is dated 

24 Sep 1964.

by: LEE BEE LOR on 3/26/2015 06:24 PM

Background Information

Unedited Description: AIRPORT POST OFFICE. Source: MINISTRY OF INFORMATION AND 

THE ARTS (MITA) FONDS

Date: 24/09/1964
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Transcription Quality was Also High
No. 144 of 1863 362 

From The Commissioner of Police, 

Singapore To The Secretary to 

Government Straits Settlements 

Dated Singapore 30th November 1863 

Sir, 

You will have seen by the Newspaper the 

alarming increase of deaths by tigers and 

I have now to report the death of two 

men within the last forty eight hours, will 

you have the goodness to solicit a sum of 

money, say fifty dollars to be placed at my 

disposal for the purchase of goats or 

calves, I would enclose the animal within a 

[paygar] previously rubbing under and 

over the neck with a preparation of 

strychnine I think this plan very likely to 

succeed at any rate some means ought to 

be tried to rid the Island of these animals. 

[$50 reward for one tiger that men can for 

this.] 

I have the honor to be Sir Your most 

obedient Servant [signature] 

Commissioner of Police

W48: Vol. I/II: Governor: Miscellaneous 

Letters (In) : W048_07290

The 3: April 1823.

on the Proceedings of the 6. Ultimo 

relative to the Establishment of a Botanic 

Garden here, the following Minutes by the 

Honorable President and Mr. Clubley are 

recorded. Enter.

The President.

In taking into consideration the 

Extract of the letter from the 

Superintendent of the Botanic Garden at 

Calcutta, which has been transmitted to 

us by the Honorable the Governor 

General in Council in Mr. Secretary 

Lushington’s Dispatch of the 23. January, I 

will not disguise that I have been 

prepared to afford a very favourable

attention to Dr. Wallich’s proposition for 

establishing a Botanic Garden or Nursery 

at this Island, and by the following 

reasons.

Several years ago the situation of 

this Island, midway between Bengal on 

the one hand, and China, Java and the 

Moluccas on the other, was deemed 

eminently advantageous for introducing 

the natural productions of the latter 

Countries into the Company’s Territories 

and a Public

A17: Penang Consultations: 

A017_01440
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Strategies For Continued Participation
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We Worked With Corporate Communications for 

Media Coverage
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We Reached Out To Seniors

1. Dedicated Citizen Archivist Project computer 

station at Woodlands Regional Library

2. Held 2 fully subscribed sessions at the Silver 

Infocomm Junction in Woodlands Regional Library 

as part of the “Time of Your Life Festival” in 

October 2015 
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We Reached Out to History Students

1. Established a collaboration with the 

instructor of the NUS Honours Course 

“Sources of Singapore History” and “The 

Craft of History” where students are 

required to transcribe 2 full handwritten 

pages as part of their course

2. Briefing sessions for secondary school 

students who can incorporate this into 

their ‘Values-In-Action’ programme

3. Students can clock community service 

hours for contributions
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We Learnt and Continuously Improved the Website

1. Transcription has been the more popular task from the launch

1. Added more pages to transcribe (now over 45,000 pages) to 

accommodate interest in transcribing

2. Students found it hard to read the cursive handwriting

1. Developed a guide to transcribing the records for help with cursive 

handwriting and archaic terms

3. Volunteers reached out to us and appreciated the human touch

1. Added new features based on user feedback and tested beta versions 

with top contributors 

1. New toggle layout for a wider transcription window

2. Pie chart & indicator overlay to easily view items by status

3. Upgraded search engine with option to filter based on status

4. More reports added for ease of monitoring
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We Appreciated Our Volunteers for Their Contributions
• Volunteer Appreciation Events

• Contributions recognised through giving out of certificates

• Archives-related activities like the viewing of original Straits Settlement records, 

book-making, behind-the-scenes tour of the NAS or a guided tour of the Former 

Ford Factory 

• “Just want to say a big "Thank You" to you and your colleagues for the lovely evening. And many thanks to your bosses too. 

It was a pleasure being there. Really had a great time meeting and chatting with everyone.” 

• “Thanks for the enjoyable evening and the lovely award and books to boot, which was a pleasant surprise! Good to finally to 

be able to place faces to names and be acquainted more with NAS!” 

• “It was interesting to visit the archives last Thursday. Though I expected to see 'the stacks', speaking to the people who take 

care of the books and organise the programmes turned out to be far more interesting. Thank you for an enjoyable evening.”
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Jan 2016 –

Transcribe Oral 

History 

Recordings

March 2017 –

Annotate e-

Book

Nov 2017 –

Transcribe and 

transliterate 

record labels

June 2018 –

Transliterate 

Jawi

Newspapers

Coming soon –

Upload Sounds

New Tasks Have Continually Been Added

In total, 10 out 

of the 17 

annotations 

received will be 

incorporated 

into a print 

edition of the 

annotated One 

hundred years’ 

history of the 

Chinese in 

Singapore.

Online volunteers also meet in 

person as a Jawi interest group at 

the National Library
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There is Increase Accessibility & Discoverability

• Estimated number of hours contributed: 9,668 hours= ~5 working years

• Information is made available on the main catalogue



35 Restricted

There is Increased Awareness and Sustained Engagement

“As I continue transcribing the Straits Settlement records, I’m 

learning more about Singapore’s past that relates to the 

present, and see how far we have progressed, especially with 

our celebrating Singapore’s 50th independence this year. I also 

hope my efforts will help make those researching on the 

Singapore story easier.” 

“Thank you for this opportunity to transcribe important 

collections of papers in the National Archives. As a lifelong 

student of history it is overwhelming for me to read original 

transcripts and an honour to have the privilege of transcribing 

them. I feel like an important participant in what happened 

200 years ago.” 

“Indeed my participation has been driven by both a wish to 

contribute in building up our national repository as well as my 

own knowledge!” 

“Joining Citizen Archivist Project was one of my better 

decisions.” 
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Information In the Archives is Getting 

“Out of the Box and Into the World”

Original blog post by Citizen 

Archivist

Citation in Master’s Thesis Newspaper Feature
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Thank you
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NLB’S FY18 

WORKPLAN<Name of Presenter>
<Designation>

<Department / Division> 
<Date Month Year>


