PART FOUR

 Four approaches to national research information policy

This study was not merely an exercise in historical curiosity. The question underlying the whole of this project, and the one which makes it of immediate practical relevance is: what policy should Australia follow to provide the best possible information infrastructure for those undertaking research in the politics and history of south and southeast Asia, and are there any broader conclusions for the humanities and social sciences that can be drawn? 

Answers to these question will vary according to the fundamental approach that is taken to national collection development. There are four such basic approaches. The first can  be characterized as the ‘national’ or ‘proudly independent’ approach, the second the ‘international’ or ‘neo-colonialist’ approach, the third the ‘futurist’ approach, and the fourth the ‘hybrid’ or ‘selective’ approach.

1
The Nationalist or ‘proudly independent’ approach

This approach has as its main objective to make Australia as independent as it can be in its research information provision.

The policy implications include:

· Maximum purchasing of retrospective material across all disciplines

· Maximum current purchasing

· Maximum emphasis on cataloguing of uncatalogued material

· Conservation of all titles held in Australia

· Keep last copy of all titles held in Australia, with the development of reliable mechanisms to identify last copies

The advantages of such an approach are that it:

· allows for self-determination

· maximizes the material available in Australia, and so

· minimizes the time the Australian researchers must spend overseas

· minimizes the cost of inter-library lending

The risks of such an approach are that it:

· is very expensive

· ignores the decreasing resources available to sustain such a policy

· can never fully match the resources available overseas.

2
The internationalist or ‘neo-colonialist approach’

This approach is dominated by the notion that overseas – particularly the colonial nations of the UK, North America, and Europe - collections are, and always will be, much greater than Australian collection, and that the number of items that are unique to Australia is so low that the most cost-effective strategy is to rely entirely on providing access to these collections rather than replicate them in Australia.

The policy implications of this approach include:

· a reliance on visits to, and inter-library loan from, overseas libraries

· no retrospective collecting

· no cataloguing of uncatalogued material

· no current purchasing to support national research priorities

· no attempt to conserve existing collections

· no attempt to store existing collections

· policy priority to maximize effectiveness of international interlending

The advantages of this approach are that it:

· avoids substantial collection acquisition, preservation and storage costs

· is probably the most economic way to access historical collections

· enables concentration of resources in the purchasing of current material, particularly electronic resources

The risks of this approach include:

· Overseas libraries may not continue to develop their existing collections (especially in those areas where previous areas of colonial power diminish in their interest) The project showed that SOAS’s collecting had declined markedly throughout the 1990s.
· in areas of study which rely heavily on material from developing parts of the world bibliographical control and interlending mechanisms may not be sufficiently sophisticated. And it may be some time before the advantages of electronic publication can be relied upon to provide ready access to such material.

· Overseas collections may be weak in the areas of particular interest to Australia

· Some material, because of its age, value, or uniqueness, may not be available for interlending

· Australia has considerable investment in substantial existing collections which should not be discounted

3 The ‘Futurist’ approach


This is a variation of the Internationalist approach which, in view of the relative smallness, geographical distribution and age profile of Australian collections regards any effort expended in Australia on historical printed collections as wasted effort. Such an approach places considerable stress on the advent of electronic sources of information as the solution for researchers in the humanities and sciences.

The policy implications of this approach include most of the implications of the Internationalist approach, with the addition of:

· Major support for digitizing initiatives

· Major support for the purchase of electronic resources

· Emphasis on mechanisms to coordinate and guide digitization initiatives

It has the same advantages as the Internationalist approach.

The risks include:

· The size of the task, and the consequent time involved, in digitizing the world’s printed resources

· The dubious cost/benefit of digitizing historical material that is outside the mainstream of western book production.

4 The ‘hybrid’ or ‘selective’ approach

This approach recognizes the areas of particular strength and weakness in Australian collections, attempting to avoid the expense of the Nationalist approach while seeking to minimise the risks of the Internationalist approach. It attempts to make the most effective use of resources in Australia in support of national research priorities.

The policy implications of this approach include:

· No attempt to replicate strong overseas collections

· Selective central support for a focused purchasing agenda, driven by national research priorities and research networks rather than an aggregation of individual library priorities

· Selective cataloguing of uncatalogued material

· Selective preservation

· Selective storage and retention

· High priority for effective national and international inter-library lending and document delivery systems

The advantages of this approach include:

· It overlays the day to day needs of individual universities with focused central funding aligned with national research priorities. Electronic access means that this can be achieved across the sector without favouring any particular university

The risks of this approach include:

· Short term national research priorities may skew the long-term development of collections that would support areas of study as yet unknown.

The key issues as seen from the four perspectives on national research information

The key issues in national research information collections policy fall into two parts. The first relates to the acquisition of current publications, while the second relates to the acquisition, conservation and management of non-current material.

1.1
Current publications – collecting trends

The study shows very clearly that collecting Australian universities acquire only what is required to meet the immediate needs of their users. As the profile of these needs change, whether by changes of academic staff or teaching and research profiles so does the level of current collecting. These may from time to time be augmented by the acquisition by purchase or benefaction of retrospective material. There is no necessary connection or alignment between these aggregated collections and national research priorities.

The study indicates some decline, although no evidence of a dramatic decline,  in the acquisition of material in this area by the Australian universities in the late 1990s. There is evidence of a decline in SOAS’s acquisitions from much earlier in the decade, while, in the areas studied, the National Library maintained, and even slightly expanded its collecting. The study itself does not suggest any reasons for these changes, neither does it provide any strong evidence for a major, let alone a catastrophic, decline over an extended period. It may simply be too early to say.

Does this apparent recent decline matter? It is beyond the scope of this study to determine to what degree current Australian research is hampered by lack of access to current publications. Only scholars working in the field can answer this question, and it may take some time before the effects are felt. A user study might provide a clearer picture. The Internationalist would not regard this as a significant problem, being content in the expectation that the material would be available on loan from overseas. Only the Nationalist approach would regard this as an issue which required national research infrastructure funding to correct regardless of the subject area. The Hybrid approach would regard this as of concern if the decline was likely to lead to an impediment to research in an area of national priority. But in any case for national action to reverse the decline in current acquisitions it is clear that central funding would need to be allocated and that decisions would need to be taken as to how and to whom such central funding would be applied.

The Nationalist approach to national acquisitions policy would desire the highest possible collecting rate  regardless of subject across the country. The Hybridist approach would seek funding for information resources in support of national research priorities. The Internationalist would not regard funding for the purchase of information resources as a primary concern, although the Futurist would seek funding for electronic resources only.
1.2
Interlending and document delivery

Given the diverse profiles of each of the Australian libraries in the study and their geographical spread it is critically important for the researchers in these subject areas to locate items in other libraries that are relevant to their research and to have them delivered to their locality. This is true whichever the approach to national collection development but is particularly important for the Internationalist and Hybrid approach. Such resource-sharing mechanisms are already in place, but any further measures that increase the effectiveness of these, particularly between the National Library and the major university research libraries, should be pursued. 

2
Non-current publications

Australian universities generally acquire only what is required to meet the immediate needs of their users, supplemented occasionally by special purchases or donations of retrospective material.  As these needs change, whether by changes of academic staff or of teaching and research, the result is a patchwork of relative strengths which vary over time and between universities. The collection profiles that have emerged in this study clearly demonstrate this. These collections only become a valuable national research resource to the extent that they can be used as one. In the acquisition, conservation and management of this historical material that there is scope for benefits to be derived from a national research information infrastructure policy. 

2.1
Augmenting collections

Major retrospective collections, often in the past in the form of facsimiles, then in microform, but now increasingly in digital format, can significantly augment historical collections. Indeed there was evidence of this in the study. There are 28 unique titles held by UWA in south Asian history published before 1850. All of these were purchased in the 1980s as part of the Erulkar collection, a private collection of material on the maritime history of the Indian Ocean region. Exactly half were also available in the Library’s microform Goldsmiths-Kress collection of material in economic history. Currently such retrospective collections are evaluated individually by research libraries against their own individual needs without any sense of adding to the national information infrastructure. 

In view of the rich concentrations of resources in locations such as London the most cost-effective solution for the Internationalist is to abandon any attempts at enhancing Australian historical collections of primary source material in favour of facilitating overseas visits by scholars, a practice which is common in Australian research universities. and on inter-library lending, although perhaps conceding that where such material is unlikely to be available for loan there would be a benefit in local acquisition of microform or electronic versions. 

The Nationalist approach would seek every opportunity to acquire as much of this material as possible for Australia. Study visits by research students and academic staff are constrained either by cost (particularly in the case of research students) or by the time available (particularly the case with academic staff). The availability of as much of this material locally as possible enables a more productive use of study leave. It also makes the material much more widely available to scholars and research students for whose work it may have some relevance.

The Hybridist would concentrate on the acquisition of resources which clearly relate to national research priorities and would see some scope for the major research libraries to identify and cooperate in the purchase of such collections. 

2.2
Interlending and document delivery

The Nationalist points to the constraints on interlending of older material. The age, physical frailty, rarity, or value of much of this material makes libraries reluctant to lend it. Interlending from other parts of the world is a much less reliable substitute for strong national collections as far as this older material is concerned. 

However this study shows that although Australian research libraries have substantial collections in the subjects covered there is nonetheless a great deal of material which is only available overseas. Whatever the preferred model an efficient and reliable inter-library lending and document will always be critical for Australian scholars. Any measures to improve it will have direct value for Australian research.

An efficient inter-library loan system re;lies on the effectiveness of the resource discovery system. This in turn relies on the full holdings of libraries  being catalogued and available through the national bibliographic database. The fact that only 55% of ANU’s holdings in these areas are not catalogued on Kinetica and that a proportion of the records extracted from the database did not have a call number highlight the need from a national perspective (though not necessarily from the perspective of the library concerned) to ensure that such uncatalogued material is catalogued onto Kinetica.

2.3 Maintaining collections

This study, particularly the data on uniqueness, also has relevance to questions concerning national policy on ensuring ongoing access to library material. For the Nationalist preserving the ‘last copy’ in Australia is a critical issue. There clearly is a material in Australia which is not available in the SOAS Library, and on this basis would not wish to discard any material which is currently held in Australia.

The Hybridist would also subscribe to this view, but not indiscriminately. While not regarding it as an article of faith that every title held in Australian should be maintained, and recognizing the significant costs involved in achieving this objective, he Hybridist would see some virtue in establishing some national arrangements for preserving those titles which had some value for national research priorities.

For both the Nationalist and the Hybridist some means of ensuring a national approach to preservation are important. One means of achieving this might be to establish or develop some central national storage facility. Another might be to facilitate preservation and storage facilities at the major research collection holding libraries.

The study shows clearly that in the selected areas the library with by far the strongest collections, both in terms of volume and uniqueness is the National Library. In other subject areas it is likely that the state libraries, and even some special libraries may have the strongest collections. Any national storage facility cannot sensibly be restricted to the higher education sector.

In these subject areas the natural focus of preservation and storage would be the National Library.  Other research libraries have collections of unique material for which they have, and would often feel obliged to retain, a preservation responsibility. A significant number of the older (i.e. pre-twentieth century) items in the collections of research libraries in Australia were received as donations, bequests or some other form of benefaction. It is unlikely that the owning universities would be in a position to allow such items to leave, and, even when there were no restriction, may well be reluctant to ‘sell the family jewels’. There is no evidence from the study that widespread relocations of stock between libraries or to a shared storage facility, other than the transfer of stock to the National Library, would be a cost-effective enhancement of the research infrastructure. On the other hand a shared responsibility among the research libraries, supported by some national funding would go a long to ensuring the long-term preservation of those items of enduring value to Australian research. An initial step in such a policy would be to undertake a review of the preservation and storage facilities currently available in the major research libraries.

A collaborative approach to the issue might be supported by a ‘clearinghouse scheme’. Under this scheme a library that had an existing relative strength in a particular period of particular subject area would have an opportunity to take material discarded from another library into its stock. 

For the Internationalist the whole discussion of the preservation of holdings in Australia is a pointless. Acknowledging that there are titles in the study which are not held at SOAS the Internationalist would believe that within a few hundred metres of SOAS almost all of these could be found, and that a combination of inter-library loan and study visits would be a more cost-effective solution for ensuring long-term access.
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