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Executive Summary

The main objective of this task is to process large amounts of data from the digitised collections of
the National Archives of Finland and involve a great number of users who are willing to contribute
to the enhancement of the digitised documents. This serves as a growing basis for building a large-
scale demonstrator with the collections of the National Archives Finland.

1. Introduction

Based on the experience gained in the first year, it was known that one of the biggest challenges
for the National Archives was efficient production of the ground truth. The main reason for this is
that there are hardly any existing transcriptions made from the collections of the National
Archives. That is why the plan was to focus only on a limited amount of material and to get one
applicable HTR model. To achieve this goal, the aim was use the Transkribus web interface, which
would have made the production of ground truth with the help of volunteers much easier. As the
development of the web interface was still delayed, the National Archives decided to launch small-
scale test projects with targeted user groups using the Transkribus expert tool.

2. Ground truth production

2.1 Renovated court books - notification records

One of the largest collections in the National Archives of Finland is the series of renovated court
books. They are transcribed court records from different jurisdictions in Finland that were
provided for the Court of Appeal by the lower courts. The series of renovated court records start
from 1623, when the Court of Appeal was established, and is continued until the 1970s. Due to the
enormous amount of material, it was decided that, for the test project, it had to be limited
somehow. Since the notification records from the 19" century were digitised only recently from
the original manuscripts, it was quite easy to select them as test material. Their advantage is also
the clarity of handwriting and the fact that usually there is only one scribe per manuscript. The
notification records alone contain more than 600,000 images, so the benefits of handwritten text
recognition are quite obvious.

It was decided to produce the transcripts in cooperation with the Genealogical Society of Finland.
The promotion of the test project was carried out by the society, and around 30 volunteers took
part in the Transkribus workshop, which was organised by the National Archives. The actual
crowdsourcing started in mid-June, and by early August, volunteer genealogists had produced
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more than 200 pages of ground truth. The first HTR model was trained already in August, based on
75,000 words of training data. The result was very good, with an average character error rate
(CER) of only 12 per cent.

The genealogists have continued to work on the material throughout the autumn, and already
around 400 pages have been transcribed. The goal is to collect as much training data as possible in
order to reach a CER of 5-10 per cent.

2.2 War diaries

The second group of material selected for ground truth production was Finnish war diaries. The
whole collection at the National Archives includes over 26,000 diaries from the time of the Second
World War. The collection is very popular among public users, due to the enormous interest in
Finnish military history. Despite being digitised, the use of the collection is cumbersome, as a
limited amount of metadata is available. In practice, researchers are forced to browse the diaries
one by one, since the only information available at the moment is the name of a division or a
troop.

Again, the idea was to produce transcriptions with the help of volunteers, in co-operation with the
Finnish Military History Society and the Finnish Military History Forum on Facebook. The Society
and the forum have over 9,000 members altogether. However, the lack of the Transkribus web
interface led to the decision to postpone the launch of the collaborative project.

In any case, it was necessary to test the suitability of the material for handwritten text recognition,
especially because the material has been digitised from microfilms. During the spring of 2017, ten
Finnish war diaries were segmented and transcribed by employees of the National Archives and a
couple of volunteers. The amount of ground truth was around 70,000 words, and the CER of the
first HTR model was 22 per cent. More training data was provided with the help of university
students, and another model based on 144,000 words was trained in the autumn. The CER
dropped to 17 per cent, but more ground truth is still needed in order to train an applicable HTR
model with CER between 5-12%.

2.3 Estate inventory deeds of Finnish nobility

The third crowdsourcing test project was carried out as part of teaching co-operation with the
History department at the University of Turku. The National archives organised a course called
“Handwritten Text Recognition and Historical Research”, where students were introduced to using
Transkribus in their own research. The goal was not only to present the opportunities offered by
Transkribus for historical research, but also to produce training data for an HTR model. The
material was 19th-century estate inventory deeds of Finnish nobility, and based on earlier tests,
the material was thought to be sufficiently consistent with the foundation of a good HTR model.
The course had a total of 20 students, and together they transcribed about 99,000 words of GT.
The resulting HTR model had a precision of approximately 24 per cent CER. The reason for this
rather poor result is likely to be due to the diversity of the material and, secondly, to the
inconsistent quality in GT. This will be taken into account when the course will be held again in the
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following academic year at the Department of Philosophy, History, Culture and Art Studies at
University of Helsinki.

3. Transkribus web interface

Since the main task of the National Archives within the READ project is to involve a large amount
of users, the completion of the Transkribus web interface is an important priority. That is why the
National Archives has been actively involved in its development  (see deliverable 5.6.). In
addition to the technical development, we have been trying to provide knowledge and know-how
about the users and data management. One tool for this is the mock-ups and wireframes of the
platform, which have been designed in co-operation with other LSD partners. The goal of the
wireframes is to demonstrate the different functionalities and desired features for the developers.
The designed frames are attached to this report as an appendix.

4. Summary

As part of the role of large-scale demonstrator, the National Archives has organised several
workshops and talks about Transkribus (see deliverable 2.12.) and published videos and guides for
users in Finnish. The archive has taken an active part of the Dissemination working group as well
as the Archives working group of READ sharing best practices in cooperation with other LSD
partners. One of the main goals at NAF was also to train our own staff to use Transkribus, and
perhaps to re-think the expertise needed in the archives. The workshops that we organised for the
staff were very popular and they raised important questions about the future. Over the course of
two years, the National Archives has collaborated with various volunteer groups to produce 1,500
pages of training data for the handwritten text recognition, and also achieved the first promising
results. During the third year of the project, the aim is to provide text-recognised collections for
the users of the National Archives, launch crowdsourcing projects, and continue co-operation with
Finnish universities.
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