January 12, 1999

CAUL Cooperation 

Libraries have common interests, values and needs, they recognize that they can accomplish far more by working together than they can individually. There are few libraries in the world that have sufficient resources to be self sufficient. 

There are moves world-wide to form higher levels of cooperation and collaboration as a fundamental requirement for success. True resource sharing among libraries world wide has become a common desire and a growing practice. The timing is perfect for cooperation which is local , regional, national and international. 

Information Technology provides us with better opportunities than we have had in the past. Cooperation can be reinvented and reinvigorated by the opportunities and challenges of technology. It helps us to achieve one of the main aims of quality driven organizations - the ability to make information available without the expense of duplication.

Whilst all of this holds true, the reality is that Australian University libraries operate in a competitive higher education environment where universities aim for larger and more diverse markets by being more attractive to their target market. The claims of best, first, finest to attract students both nationally and internationally make it more difficult for libraries to share new ideas and services before claiming the glory of their achievements. In addition scarce resources create a tension between true collaboration and just getting the best for one’s own organization, even if the best is only a small or short term gain. Nevertheless, the information environment demands cooperation and resource sharing across national and international boundaries.

Australia needs a mix of local, national and international cooperative services to meet the needs of library users both now and in the future.

Ross Atkinson, Cornell University library wrote that “all libraries are local libraries in the sense that all libraries are built and sustained in response to a defined user group, normally affiliated with a particular institution”. However boundaries between libraries are being broken down and cooperation which was once mainly local or regional, is now being extended beyond these boundaries. Working relationships between libraries are changing as libraries are not just providers but gateways to information. Digital information transcends boundaries of space and time and libraries broker information through document delivery, partnerships, collaboration and through information providers such as publishers and suppliers. 

While strong national cooperation is essential it is not always the best solution. Local and regional cooperation often includes on site reciprocal borrowing, cooperative collection development, joint automation projects. There may  also be groups with common interests such as the larger University libraries in the U.K. who have common goals e.g. CURL. Initiatives which commence at the local and regional level may become national or international in focus. 

What are some of the national activities that can be achieved through cooperation?

1. To improve  purchasing power through consortial co-investment in electronic information

2. To expand the range of resources available

3. To efficiently use resources e.g. through mirroring

4. To create new resources e.g. building indexes

5. To create directory services e. g. with Pride project

6. To develop subject gateways e.g. Agrigate, Metachem

7. To manage resources effectively e.g. through cooperative stores

8. To develop national protocols e.g. reciprocal borrowing, inter-library lending. authentication

9. To make information about resources better known e.g. union catalogues 

10. To influence information policy

11. To seek grants for CAUL

12. To share good practice/benchmarking

13. To develop leadership capabilities in senior library staff.

14. To raise public awareness of information issues and promote libraries e.g. high cost of scholarly communication and to promote libraries 

15. To seek strategic alliances with similar national bodies such as CAUDIT and global networks e.g. coalitions of other research libraries 

Successful national cooperation requires -

· The willingness to forego individual gain for the greater good, knowing that individual libraries will get real benefit from their membership which could not easily be achieved through individual efforts

· Members with authority to make decisions on behalf of their libraries

· The utilization of the skills and experience of all members and their key staff

· The support of Vice Chancellors for the goals and vision of the National agenda

· The ability to communicate among member institutions

· A stable funding base for CAUL

· Having the support, skills and expertise of CAUL Office which can stay focused on join efforts

This first point is often more difficult to achieve in practice, although the development of principles e.g. for consortial arrangements may assist in this aim.

These are some of the issues which will be obvious to CAUL members. The question we need to answer on our strategic planning day is “Where do we go from here?”
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