Iightning Rod orseismograph? The Acid st forIlibranans
By Derek Iaw

Introduc tion

When the invitation to talk at the ACURIL2004 Conference anmived Iwas absored in
reading Tom Wolfe’s The Hectric KoolAid Acid T st, his biography of Ken Kesey,
authorof One Few Overthe Cuckoo’s Nest and central to the development of the
hippie movement in 1960’s San Fancisco and beyond. The bookisabouta man who
believed in new ways of seeing, of opening up to new experiences and of being a
conduit for change. He summed this up in the memorable phrase “Id ratherbe a
lightning rd than a seismograph”!. The seismograph is a passive recornding
mstrument, but the lightning od channels powerful extemal forces and is a real
participant in making change less dangemus. This scemed to me a powerful
metaphorforatleast my vision of the future of ibrares. Icontend that we can shape
the future ratherthan just record and manage what hasalready happened. Ibelieve
that we must work to persuade ourorganisations that we are producers and not just
consumers of mformation and that in making that argument we will assert that our
professional skills, although in need of review and re-presentation, emain of crtical
value to the development of an information society. Thisisastrue of digitallibraries as
paperlbrares.

The history of ibraranship overthe last hundred yearsis one of quite astonishing and
growing intemationalisation and co-operation, of the development of practices and
standards which we take for granted but which I believe are a triumph of
professionalism. But let us retum one hundred years to 1904 and the position of
lbraries. The Victorian era was newly passed, but three great figures had domiated
lbraries and the fist stimngs of co-operation. In the mid-nineteenth century Sir
Anthony Panizzi2 dominated the Bitish Museum Iibrary, developed the first modem
cataloguing code and designed the famed Round Reading Room. The concept of
the Universal library was the one he espoused, but his ibrananship and its influence
was undeniably modem as the buiding plans he submitted showed in 1852. The
Father of Modem Iibrarnanship had been bom the year before n 1851. Melville
Dewey invented the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC) system when he was 21
and working as a student assistant in the brary of Amherst College. One hundred
yearsago hiscareerwasin its pomp and he was Directorofthe State Iibrary of New
York.3 In 1904 My thid great figure, the 69 yearold Andrew Camegie4 was aleady
almost twenty years into his programme of buiding 2500 public librares. Through the
establishment of free public libraries he wanted to make available to everyone a
means of self-education.

In 1904 a story of ntemational co-operation began which though probably untrue is
ben trovato and it is used to explain why in the catalogue of the lbrary of the
University of Edinburgh with great precision some books are descrbed as lost while
othersare descrbed as missing. In 1904 the Imperal Court at St Petersbuig requested
the loan of a book fiom Edinbuigh University. & was duly loaded on to a steamer
saiing from Ieith to the Baltic and amved safely three months later. In 1915, the
Unive rsity o f Edinburgh noted both that the bookhad notbeen retumed and that the
political situation in Russia gave some cause for concem and so the book was
recalled. Within a further six months the book was carefully parcelled and loaded on
a Swedish freightersailing from Petersburg. Regrettably, asthe freighterleft the Gulfof
Finland it was sighted and torpedoed by a Uboat. As the cataloguing staff at



Edinburgh then note the bookis missing but notlost forthey know exactly where itis. k
lies in latitude 59°26'N and longitude 24°46'Ein a steelsafe in the forward hold in 27
fathomsofwater.

If this little fable of co-operation is not exactly true, it does make the point that the
twentieth century hasbeen the century oflibrary co-operation. Certainly overthe last
fifty years we have developed underthe auspices of IFIA’s UAP (Unive rsal Availability
of Public ations) and UBC (Universal Bbliographic Control) a system ofco-operation of
astonishing power. Coupled with the development of the MARC standard and AACR
cataloguing codes it is booadly true that any lbrary user can go into any lbrmary,
identify any bookorjoumalarticle published in the last fifty yearsorso, filin a request
form, and expect the item to tum up in a few weeks. Just as amazingly when an ILL
form amves in my lbrary requesting an item, I will cheerfully send it to Venezuela or
Cambodia, in the fim expectation thatit wilbe sent back And it alwaysis. And yet
there is no self-evident reason why the National Library of Medicine should co-
operate with the Johanne sburg Public Iibrary; or why the Univesity of the We st Indies
should co-operate with a Russian School lbrary. Yet as a profession we have done
this: we have built the systems; we have developed the standards; we have leamed
to place trust in the professionalism of ourpeergmwup. And now we have moved to a
new set of standards based around the Dublin Core, again developed by lbranans.
We have begun to work on metadata, which in truth is little but cataloguing i its
Sunday best. We are aleady facing the challenges of the electronic wodd, but we
should do so with confidence. Thislong preamble isintended to demonstrate that we
have a near unique track record of success in delivering intemational success. We
have done tonce and we cando itagain.

Profe ssional skills

Our skills can broadly be divided into three groups covering selection, storage and
support forusers. Ineach ofthese areasIbelieve that we can refocusthose skills—old
wine in new bottles—to ensure therrelevance.

Slection

k haslong been the case that one of the most crtical but undervalued professional
skills is that of content selection and collection buiding. One of the key rles of the
lbraranisto actasa relevance fiter. We hearconstantly that the web isoverdoaded
with information and everyone is familiar with the Google search which produces
several hundred thousand hits. What we tend to foiget is that the web contains a
limited subset of information, a random and incoherent subset, whilst a lbrary
contains a managed subset of information relevant to the pumposes of the
organisation. There is in logic no reason why we should not be able to create
managed subsets of nformation relevant to ourorganisations. Iaw’s Frst law5 states
that good information systems will drive out bad. We have allbecome familar with
the Intemets messages of failure: 404 ermmor messages; system busy messages; the
re fre sh button; the joke that an image may be worth a thousand words —unlessitis a
jpeg file downloading from the web. What is lacking from the web are the quite
fundamental attributes of quality assurance and reliable accessbilty. Ibelieve that
we can provide that quality assurance and assured access through customised
mnformation portals. We can also work in much more obvious and apparently banal
areas as consortial purchasing and resource sharng. Again one should not assume
this to be the prerwgative of rich institutions. One of my lesis as President of e IF1§
(electronic Information For Iibraries). eFL has suc c essfully sought to create consortia
in countries as varied as Khazakstan, Peru and Senegal Ourcommon theme is that
while no single consortium has the buying power to make a large difference to
prcing, togetherourforty-fourconsortia cancreate good deals. We can and do also
look at projects, at shared training, at workshops and at advocacy in favour of the
wond’s poorernations. We work with HINARL, AGORA and INASP to try to create a set



of affordable and/or accessble information for countries in transition. Nor do we
focus only on commerially available datasets. I is just as important that the rch
variety of resources available free on the web are properdy managed so that our
users can be secure in the knowledge that quality is guaranteed and support and
training provided.

Sormage

One ofthe areasin which we are deficientisin the technology forthe preservationof
collections. There isno quality assurance standard forrepositories. In the paperwodd
ifone givesa bookto a legaldepositlbrary we can be faidy sure of what the lbrary
willdo with it —essentially to keep it and store it and preserve it into the ind e finite
future. We also know that paperiscapable of surviving foroverone thousand years.
How different the electronic worldd. We have no realequivalentoflegaldeposit
lbrariesin ourcomputercentres and the recent history of computing does little to
convince one ofthe longevity ofelectronically stored data. The CD-Rom is but the
latesttechnology to have proved wanting in thisrespect with some disks having
collapsed in lessthan twenty years?. This failure to have defined repository standards
isIthinka crticalgap. honically, asin so many thingsone can see a potentialsolution
mnlooking backto the experience ofthe pastto develop thinking on the future. The
Maoritraditionisan oralone and they have developed a quite specific set of criteria
to guide the selection ofthe keepersofthatoral traditions:

Receive the information with utmostaccuracy

Store the information with inte grity beyond doubt

Retrieve the information without amendment

Apply approprate judgement in the use ofthe imformation
Passthe information on appropnrately

Ovi o=

These seem a perfectguide to the preservation requirementsoftomonmow’se-
collections.

Open Access hitintive and hstitutional Re positore s

There hasbeen growing interest n regaining controlof nformation produc tion
through whatisgenerally known as OAL Thisappliesparticulady butby no means
uniquely to unive rsities. We produce repotts, articles, books and the ses; inc re asingly
we create bom digitalinformation; we have institutional publications, exam papers
and courseware; we wilincreasingly digitise information to share aspart ofthe global
mnformation economy. Some examplesofthiskind ofdigitisation are descrnbed below,
butagain the imporntant pointisthat we have the ability to lead ourorganisations into
the future. Even where organisationsclaim to be too poorortoo smallto undertake
thiskind ofactivity one canlookto the sort of consortial sharing modelsthatare so
common in the profession.

Falling somewhere between selection and storage isthe whole issue ofelec tronic
collection building. saac Newton famously remarked that his scientific advances
were made because he stood on the shoulders of giants. In the same way we all
absorb and use the lbrary collections ofthe past. Now it is true that librares c ontinue
to collectspecialcollectionsand archiveson paper,butIsee no evidence that we
are buiding any theoretic al struc ture, any taxonomy orany expernmental practice on
how to build the electronic collections ofthe future. And yet more and more of the
recordsofthe custom and practice of society are moving to elec tronic formats. But
who isstoring —oreven expernmenting with storing —the e-maiofgreat men and
women, the electronic outputofresearch machines, CAD-CAM designs from
architects, digitalimagesoflocal nationaland intemationalevents. Yet to store
these isrelatively cheap, certainly in shared repositories. We know that we have the



skills to manage such collections. Metadata isonly cataloguing in its Sunday clothes.
Fvery lbrary represents a community and yet we are doing nothing to hold on to the
recordsofourcommunitiesboth big and small Thave no solution to thisproblem but
canonly Cassandra like say thatitseemsto me one ofthe greatest professional
failures of ourtime.

Support

The whole issue of user support becomes even more crtical as a future skil for
lbrarans. Iaw’s Second Law states “Userfriendly systems aren’t”. Assoon asthe shrink
wrap package declaresthat software ordata is userfriendly and has only an on-lne
manual, you know that a training course is required. I believe that developing our
ability to train information users in nformation management skills wil be a crticalarea
of professional activity. We have to be seen asthe cadre of people forwhom thisisa
natural wle. Much work has been done on this aleady. For example in UK Higher
Education, the so-called “Seven Pillars” modelhasbeen developed?. Plutc hak0 has
memorably descrbed the new Google generation as “the satisfied inept”, those
people who believe that because an on-line search engine produces a result, that
that is an adequate and relevant result. The whole issue of information literacy and
how it isto be taught and transferred provides a crticaltest forus. A recent seriesof
conferences has brought together lbrarans, educators and computer scientists to
explore thisissue.!l What seemsclearto me from the conferences is that while many
lbrarians are active in this area and recognise its importance, there can be no
assumption that it isautomatically “our” turf. We have to seize the opportunity offered
to be leadersin teaching informa tion skills.

'The Produc tion of Information

As stated above, the failure to produce any structure for the buiding of electronic
collectionsisa grave one. Howeverthere are some glimmers of hope. While my dire
predictions relate to bom digital collections, significant progress has been made in
the creation of digital ibraries based on electronic sunogates of paperand in some
case image banks. A key issue for me is to see the rmle of the organisations and
mdeed lbrares as producers and not just consumers of mformation. Icontend that
we all have rich opportunities both to access the wide set of readily available
resources and also contrbute to a truly global information partnership. While the
"entry costs' forelectronic information are stil undeniably there, they are much lower
than has historically been the case. A few examples from the Glasgow Digital library
show what can be done, but these examples can be replicated in many countres
and many digital lbrares. UNESCO’s Memory of the Word Project has digitised
materials on an intemational basis taking such crss-cutting themes as the Save
Route and the Sik Route. Spain has also begun work on its colonial records wo rking
with Iatin American countres. PAHO has worked on the wonderful SCIEIO prject
trying to preserve and encourage local scientists to publish in their native tongue.
Acmossthe word in South Korea attemptsare also being made to encourage science
in the locallanguage and again to preserwe it. MIT'recently announced that all its
courseware would be freely available on the Web. Ibelieve it a fundamental mistake
for lbrarans to put all of their efforts mto bemoaning the cost of commerial
publications, especially in science, and in constructing methods for mitigating or
attacking those costs. We should be putting our effort into the conceptualisation,
design, creation and preservation ofthe next generation ofresearch collections. Asa
fist principle and like the examples above we should reaffim the principles of public
good in lbranes, that we can all contrbute to the global set of information, in no
matterhow smalla way and that we should make the information freely available to
users imespective of their ability to pay. let me then conclude this section with a few
examples fiom my own mstitutions digital lbrary. Not because they are special or
orniginal orwonderful, but simply because Iam familarwith them.



The Glasgow Digital ibrary was set up like many projectsin an attemptto recreate
and preserve what we seemed in dangeroflosing. Three examples demonstrate this.
Fistly, the Red Clydeside collection. In the very eary twentie th ¢ e ntury in the
shipyards of Glasgow we came close to a workersrevolution and the overthrow of
govemment—oratleastso the govemmentofthe daybelieved asit saw the Russian
Revolution taking place. In 1920 the tanks were on the streetsof Glasgow to suppress
the workers. The destruction of thismovement also led to the scattering ofitsrecords
with no coherent collection anywhere recording thislast great working classrevolt in
the UK Worse, eighty years on, with the shipyards themselves almost having
disappeared, there wasno folkmemory ofthisgreat historicalevent. The Glasgow
Digitallibrary hasbeen able to assemble a whole seriesofdigitalimagesof
photographs, pamphlets, wiitings and ephemera to create forthe first time a single
entry point to the records of thisimportant event.

Secondly, there is the Springbum collection. Springbum wasone ofthe greatcentres
ofthe Industrial Re vo lution with its fortune built on the building of steam engines.
The se huge machineswere sentto China and India and to Latin America. As the
raiwaysdeclned, so did Springbum, untilit is now the second poorest area in the
United Kingdom. But it had a wonderfullocallbrary and museum which had a huge
and muchloved localphotographic archive oflife in Springbum from about 1870 to
1950. In a cost-saving exercise the museum and lbrary were closed and the
collectionsmoved to the centrallibrary. Although stillaccessible there, in practice the
localcommunity now largely unemployed could not sensibly reach the collections.
So we digitised a representative sample and thisisnow heavily used, allowing the
community to stay in touch with its past.

My third and lastexample iscalled ASPECT Fve yearsago the Scottish Paiament
wasrestored afteralmost three hundred years of English rule. We decided to build a
collection to record this historic event. Staff and theirfamiles and fiends and relatives
were asked to keep and collecteverybitofpaper,everyelection leaflet, every
manifesto, every lobbying document from every constituency. We then digitised this
asa collection forfuture historians. In practice thasaleady been a huge success
and isaltkady much used by pressand public.

Conclusion

kEisclaimed thatan ancient Polish proverb statesratherimprobably that when the
taskisto eatan elephant, you should begin by taking the fist bite. That is what we
have tried to do. The problemsmay be too big and too complicated and too diffic ult
forany one lbrary to tackle. But that did not stop ascreating the greatedifices
supporting document delivery.

So where doesthisalllead? Thave suggested that we have traditional skills whic h
with some minimalrepurposing are ideally suited to the mformation age; IThave
suggested thatthere are areasofopportunity in training, n information production
and in developing institutionalre positorie s. The se neitherre quire huge resourcesnor
laige teamsofpeople. Whatthey do require usto have a settled willto hamessand
drive change, notjustto wait forit to happen to us. ibrariesbegan fourthousand
yearsago in the Middle East with the Great library of Ashutbanipaland itstabletsof
stone. Ourprofession hasmanaged huge changesin media in the pastand has
developed and managed the organisation of knowledge and the serwicesto deliver
that knowledge. Iam confident we can do so again. And Iam also confident that
we wildo that through working together, though sharing and through a setof
common professional values and ambitions.

Ibeganthispaperby quoting Ken Kesey. Id like to close by quoting President
George MaxwellRichardsof Thinidad and Tbbago 12. Iast weekend he spoke at the



graduation ceremony at Carlbbean Union College. In hisaddress he said that
Tinidadians must become more knowledge based in thisnew nformation age orrnsk
being leftbehind in a fast changing word. He pointed to the tigereconomiesof
Korea and South East Asia asmodels. He stated that the efficiency with which
different countries respond to the challengesoftechnology and skills transfe r will
detemmine the levelof diffic ulty with which theirpeoples willc onfront the social and
industrdal changesimposed upon them by theirvulnerability to changeselsewhere. “I
remains true” he said, “that those bestable to cope with change are those who are
alleadyon the leading edge”. That' s where you are and President Richardslke Ken
Kesey hasthrown you a challenge —seismograph orlightning conductor? Iike Kesey I
too am a child ofthe Sixties, that turtbulent, wonderfuldecade ofrevolution and
rebirth. And asa child ofthe sixties Thave made my choice and Iam proud still to
bring to you that message ofinspiration and liberation. Not just Peter Pauland Mary
gently singing the peace anthem “We shallovercome” , but that mwer, revolutionary
message ofthe raised fist, - “Venceremos!!!”
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