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Agenda Item 336

Elements of a National Reciprocal Borrowing Scheme  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

1. Introduction and Background

This paper has been written in response to a request from the CAUL Executive to prepare an options paper on a National Reciprocal Borrowing Scheme, reviewing current schemes, identifying elements which could form a national framework and making recommendations.

The concept of a national reciprocal borrowing scheme seems to have had its genesis in the early 1980s as one of the concerns arising from the need to support a proliferating off-campus student population.  The need for convenient access to an academic library collection was expressed as a priority by external students themselves in the Winter-Cameron survey carried out in 1983 on behalf of CTEC (1).  Subsequently in 1987 CTEC funded a follow-up study (2) to investigate the then existing arrangements and the possibility of allowing all external students to use any tertiary library in Australia by means of a national library card.  Though the report included a set of specific recommendations and generated a certain amount of debate it was not translated into practice.  At the time some of these recommendations were possibly too prescriptive to be acceptable e.g. fees were to be paid by home libraries, not the borrower (Recommendation C.3 p.ii) and the boundary was obviously drawn a little too widely (it was proposed to include the universities, the then CAEs and all TAFE institutions) to be acceptable to the larger institutions who envisaged a “flood of undergraduates” (3) from the lesser-resourced institutions sapping their collections – a concern still in evidence among university librarians.  This is the first major concern to be addressed in developing an acceptable national scheme.

However, the push for reciprocal borrowing arrangements persisted and subsequent developments have occurred at state level where a process of gradual accretion has resulted in statewide agreements in WA, SA, VIC, NSW, and (from 2000) Qld, under the aegis of a state university library body (see the summary by Mulder and Choate, slightly revised with permission, as an Appendix).  As a consequence of this line of development we currently face the situation where different states, and sometimes different libraries within a state scheme, have tied their reciprocal borrowing schemes to different software systems, removing the option of easy interoperability and hence of the creation of a centralised validation and administrative database for reciprocal borrowers.  

Further, the state based agreements that have come into operation act primarily as templates covering major policy matters (such as fee or free, acceptable borrower categories, collections and services available to reciprocals, indemnification, review date, etc.) but allowing individual institutions to set their own procedures and conditions within these policy areas (such as how many items a reciprocal may borrow, and for how long, borrower registration, task sequences, and card production and distribution).  To the extent that each scheme imposes a greater or lesser degree of consistency over such matters, so  clients (and library staff too for that matter) are confronted with what will be perceived as a scheme common to university library reciprocal borrowing arrangements or a set of individual practices to be negotiated institution by institution.

Meanwhile the concept of a national scheme has not been lost sight of altogether and surfaces periodically at CAUL meetings as an object of desire in different guises – first as way of opening up access to collections for the benefit of academics and higher degree students as in the agenda item from Meeting 2 in 1996 (4):

2. 16. National Borrowing Scheme. The CAUL Executive agreed that it would be politically advantageous if all academics and PhD students had free access to all university libraries. Ray Choate reported that regional groups already have reciprocal borrowing arrangements but suggested that these be standardised nationally. He recommended that a group comprising Alan Bundy, representatives of the regional groups, and Deakin University develop proposals for national standards. 

and more recently as one of a raft of possible co-operation strategies to maximise the use of resources of Australian university libraries” in the face of the bleak university funding outlook …”(5) expected to characterise the foreseeable future.

However an interesting irony presents itself – recent alterations to federal funding arrangements and the approval of alternative education providers introduce an even greater element of competition for funds than has existed in the past – is it sensible in this environment to be “helping the opposition”?  It seems that some services, and reciprocal borrowing may be among these, may be considered to be pre-competitive, or may not rate as significant in gaining and holding the competitive edge so that cooperation is still possible.  

Viewing the current situation as an opportunity to develop alliances and share resources, what then of the possibility of a national reciprocal borrowing scheme?  Elements to be considered may vary from minimal if it is agreed to work to a template-type agreement (where each institution is free to set its own conditions for each of the parameters covered in the agreement document), to comprehensive if a unified national agreement is the aim.  It appears that the same two major themes have continued to run through the discussion over time and need to be addressed and satisfactorily resolved before any headway can be made towards a scheme that is more contract than template.  These are the net lender/net borrower issue, and the method of authorisation/validation.  After discussing these as the procrustean points of agreement required for a common scheme some of the other issues that could be open to a common set of policies are also discussed. 

2. Elements of a National Framework


2.1 Cost and Equity 

A review of the annual reports of any of the state schemes reveals a pattern of net lenders and net borrowers and that the net lenders are the same from year to year.  For these institutions reciprocal borrowing arrangements involve two areas of concern: the cost of staff time in managing them, and the equity of putting their own students into competition with “outsiders” for access to library material.  Compensation for net lenders is arguably the major point of contention in reciprocal borrowing schemes and any proposal that is not palatable on this account will be unlikely to find widespread agreement.  It should also be noted that the type of compensation schemes currently in operation may defray administrative costs and act as a deterrent to frivolous (especially multiple) registration, but could not be considered to make any contribution to equity in terms of collection development or maintenance at a net-lender library.  Current schemes use a variety of strategies either alone or in some combination to assuage the concerns over administration cost and equity – limiting reciprocal privileges to only a subset of the university population (most usually academic staff and postgraduates where this is the practice), requiring monetary recompense (commonly either on the basis of a straight registration fee or on the basis of loans traffic) or limiting the number of items a reciprocal borrower may have on loan at any one time.  Some comments on the practices:

· Restricting borrower categories: this appears not to be a favoured option among state based schemes – only the proposed QULOC agreement allows for limitation to nominated categories determined by each institution – all others include all staff and students.  The SAUL scheme originally saw the University of Adelaide excluding undergraduate borrowers from the other member institutions, but since 1996 access has been permitted to all staff and students.

· Monetary compensation: a registration can be constructed as a simple fee or a compound fee involving different components to compensate for the different aspects of reciprocal borrowing.  So for instance the UNISON fee consists of a portion to cover administrative costs and a portion to compensate for imbalances in loans traffic.  And within these, some institutions pick up all or part of the fee for some or all of their clients (UNISON again and the QULOC arrangement from 2000).  At least one institution within an agreement which imposes a charge has elected to set the charge at nothing for students from other institutions.  Similarly, some members of another scheme which is fee-based have elected to continue their previous practice of free reciprocal borrowing amongst themselves for one another’s staff and students.

To what degree the fees decided on can be justified as really representing the amount of staff time spent in performing services on behalf of reciprocal borrowers is problematic since we are aware of only one attempt at actual costing, by UNISON in 1994(5).  That data is now, of course, out of date.  However the study clearly reveals the methodological problems involved in attempting to cost the processes associated with reciprocal borrowing.

Transactions can be tracked by individual borrower and home institution but again a rationale for deciding on how to cost a transaction is problematic.  UNISON, for instance, moved to aggregated data rather than data per institution, and direct invoicing based on registrants rather than transaction data, as the bases of its funding model. Year to year median usage (total transactions divided by total registrants in the previous year) provides a simple basis for calculating the usage fee component of the flat fee.  This is very simple to administer,.and has proved acceptable to members.

And unless fees collected are fed back into collection development there is no palliation of the equity issue.

If a fee model is to be applied though, practitioners would recommend that for simplicity it ought to meet the following conditions:

a) be common to all member institutions

b) be applied to a commonly accepted group of borrower categories (academic staff are commonly omitted)

c) be collectable with the least inconvenience to the client

· Limiting borrowing privileges: simple to enforce and logically defensible as a way of protecting the interests of one’s own clients and possibly even open to agreement on a common policy among libraries.  The ability to borrow from another institution should clearly be understood to be a privilege and not a right.

2.2 Authorisation/Registration

It is commonly accepted that a home library provides a host library with a declaration in some format that the intending registrant is

· currently enrolled or employed at the home institution AND

· in good standing at the home library

Without arguing the rationale or rationality of the latter, the former is essential from the point of view of establishing eligibility since it is a precondition for acceptance of liability on the part of the home library.  Without a central database of all Australian staff and students or the ability of each library to interrogate the student files at all other universities (in some state schemes where a common software system is in use among libraries, e.g. SAUL, this is possible) it devolves to the home institution to provide this in some way as part of the registration process.  The easiest way currently is to use e-mail but the details will depend on whether the applicant begins the process through their home library or the proposed host (see Process below).

2.3 Administration - Centralised or Distributed 

There are two levels at which the administrative functions of reciprocal borrowing  schemes are mediated currently: on site, and statewide under the aegis  of  a body for  library cooperation (most notably CAVAL). Given the lack of interoperability among the software systems in use among Australian libraries and the costs involved in forming a central administrative office (even leaving aside the legal implications with regard to pooling patron data) it would not seem a feasible idea to approach a national scheme by attempting to create a central office at this stage.  It may be that, given the degree to which different organisations are now tied into different software systems, the current state schemes remoulded to reflect a common set of reciprocal borrowing policies could remain the basis for future operations.  The question arises as to whether there is any potential in the Australian environment for a PRIDE Project-type broker service to be applied to the administrative procedures required for a national reciprocal borrowing scheme, in the cause of unified access management.
2.4 Reporting

It would be useful to have an Australia-wide profile of reciprocal borrowing activity and consideration should be given to determining a common set of performance factors to be reported on periodically to CAUL. Nevertheless, the labour and expense involved in keeping and maintaining detailed records should not be allowed to complicate the process unnecessarily where there is no existing common system or administrative infrastructure. 

 2.5 Process 

The registration process, unless lifted out of the domain of individual institutions and organised centrally, must needs remain at institution level.  However the several components of registration - application, authorisation, registration, client notification - may be amenable to the introduction of some common practices to obviate the current confusing (both for clients and library circulation staff) library-specific practices.  In some schemes (SAUL, CAVAL, WAGUL) the member institutions share a common barcode system, removing the need for a separate reciprocal borrower card, but this is not the case among the QULOC or UNISON libraries.  Among UNISON members at least one library requires the applicant to present for a photo id card – not necessarily an easy thing to arrange for an external student - besides, one must question the rationale for a photo id card when all institutions have self chargers.  Possibly a separate card identified as a “National Reciprocal Borrower Scheme Card” could be produced and purchased by individual libraries who affix their own barcode.  A national student identity card would answer just as well.  Ideally, the client should need to register once only, even for multiple access.

2.6. Membership Eligibility 

The simple tripartite division of a university community into academic staff, general staff and students (recognising different course levels) is inadequate to describe the complexity of current university organisation where there are industry partnerships, and where universities have different definitions of these categories.  The simplest way to navigate through this situation is to:

a) accept as a member of a university anyone recognised as such by the home institution and,

b) accept the home university’s definition of category either if exclusions are imposed or if varying borrowing conditions are to apply to different categories.  

            The borrowing agreement should conform to the DETYA guidelines in that it is not mandatory for students to avail themselves of the option to borrow from other libraries. .  Libraries would still be expected to provide students with the basic material required to support their teaching and learning.  Interlibrary and document supply services would continue to operate as at present for eligible users.  Consideration should be given to which aspects of an institution’s operations give rise to reciprocal borrowing rights.  One assumption would be that the agreement would apply only to what might be termed an institution’s primary clients and/or mainstream offerings, adequately supported by a library collection and off-campus service (and potential for reciprocation, of course).  Other manifestations of an institution’s operations might require a contract with another institution to provide such appropriate support and services.  The parameters here may need clarification in order to clarify membership eligibility for a national scheme.

2.7 Indemnification 

Indemnification of host library by home library for the replacement cost of items on loan to reciprocal borrowers and deemed irretrievable underpins acceptability of the scheme.  Two aspects require consideration:

· Scale of charges: The options are either to set a scheme-wide scale of charges, or to allow each institution to follow the practices it uses for its home population with regard to reciprocal borrowers also.  A commonly agreed scale has the advantage of allowing for easier client understanding but may require a set of procedures to be adopted in-house separate from what the software system is capable of doing (e.g. not all software systems may be able to generate an invoice amount based on borrower category - they are capable only of setting one figure from the policy file on deemed irretrievable items).  

· Scheduling of tasks: The actual procedure could be made consistent among institutions with regard to sequence.  When an item is considered irretrievable is the borrower pursued first or is the home institution?  And different institutions have different periods of overdueness before they consider an item irretrievable – we hesitate to suggest that a common period should be part of the formal scheme because individual software systems may preclude targetting specific borrower categories for specific overdue reporting and because in some instances the definition of irretrievable is built into University Rules and would create a conflict situation.

With regard to both of these points the advantages of common practice must be weighed against the possibility of increasing complexity of the tasks in-house.

The legality of exchanging borrower information and imposing sanctions (including academic sanctions) at a home library for misdemeanours at a host library is a point requiring clarification, though with regard to the first part at least it may be permissible to gain the registrant’s permission by signature of approval as a part of the registration procedure. 

2.8. Period of Registration 

There are so many university calendars and course patterns in operation that no one date will answer to the perceived (by practitioners) primary need to allow for a termination date that is of most benefit to clients and still allows time before a student graduates to proceed through the bureaucratic procedures involved in raising invoices against defaulting borrowers.

And there is always the problem of people who want to enrol part way through a period and consider they should be charged pro rata.

Cutting the Gordian knot by implementing a commonly agreed formula which satisfies most libraries most of the time seems to be the most commonsense approach.

3. Summary

A national reciprocal borrowing scheme may be achievable in the current climate although the factors in that climate forcing the process may be largely negative.  A driving force may be the CAUL Strategic Plan.  Such a scheme should be simple to administer and sustainable in terms of its funding model.  It should be characterised by a common set of policies on the major parameters delineated above, though it is recognised that within this framework individual institutions will need to develop some procedures independently to suit their own software and procedural systems.  A national reporting system through CAUL should be part of this scheme.  The elements outlined above, and the framework attached in the Appendix, supply the range of options currently available.  The steps to achieving a seamless and sustainable national scheme from a series of differing state-based schemes would need to proceed from an initial willingness on the part of CAUL as a whole to move to such a scheme.  This willingness is indicated by the Executive’s request for this paper, and is explicit in the Strategic Plan, in which CAUL is “driving an agenda for a strong, cooperative, networked Australian university library system…(including)…a national reciprocal borrowing scheme”(6).  It would require acceptance of a common set of principles, and next, agreement on a set of parameters including both policies and procedures, which would constitute the scheme.  This last step may involve moving to the highest common factors of the existing schemes.

It should be possible, from the degree of commonality discernible in the existing schemes, to devise a national scheme which

· Is seamless for the client,

· Is simple for staff at home and host libraries to administer,

· Provides useful management information

· Is sustainable (perhaps with a considerable degree of goodwill and generosity on the part of some participants) and 

· Compensates net lenders to an acceptable if not adequate level.

4.Recommendation

A small task force be formed, with representation and expertise from existing schemes, to produce a framework to go to CAUL Executive for consideration.  The framework might then be tested for sustainability and acceptability by reference to CAUL members, for agreement and implementation if possible in time for the 2001 academic year (i.e. prior to August 2000).

Alison Ransome

Les Reed

October 1999
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