National Site Licensing

An Issues Paper

This paper has been written in response to a request to provide a brief survey of some of the major issues relating to the development of a national site licensing scheme in Australia to support wider discussion of the topic within the strategic planning exercise at Bathurst.  It seemed sensible to relate the discussion to the work of the SCIP Working Party on the National Digital Information Resource and accordingly the paper is structured as a series of comments on the six terms of reference the Working Party has been asked to address.  I should emphasise that the paper is a hasty (and probably lame) response to the request and represents simply my personal views, not those of the Working Party. 

1.
To confirm the range of non-university governmental research institutions to be included in this initiative

It is probably pertinent to note that the Chance to Change recommendation specifies ‘higher education institutions’ and ‘government funded research agencies’ as the two institutional categories eligible to participate in the national site licensing pilot scheme.  A key criterion in determining eligibility in terms of governmental research institutions may be the extent of direct government funding such agencies receive.  It is to be expected that in many cases research institutions derive a significant proportion of their income from non-governmental sources, for example, from the corporate sector or international partners.  What is possibly critical in this case is the proportion of total income that such funding represents.  Co-operative research centres (CRCs) may well pose the greatest difficulty in this regard.  There is also a danger that any decision taken on this issue may have implications for the eligibility of higher education institutions, especially in relation to privately funded organisations.  Advice should initially be sought from CSIRO on this matter.

2. To prepare a business case for presentation to all stakeholders taking into account the Chance for Change recommendation

The Chance for Change recommendation (“Develop a pilot scheme to test a National Site License concept between higher education institutions, government funded research agencies and publishers in an attempt to keep the price of journals down’) includes a potentially awkward requirement in seeking specifically to reduce the cost of journals acquired.  A national site licensing approach should markedly enhance access to essential electronic information resources for the Australian research community.  It is unlikely to ‘keep the price of journals down’.  To write a business case in line with a narrowly literal reading of the recommendation would prove difficult and should be resisted.  An acceptable approach may be to read ‘[keeping] the price of journals down’ as a surrogate for ‘cost-effectiveness’.  

It is assumed that the business case would be prepared by members of the working party and not outsourced to a consultancy.  Recent experience would suggest this should be the preferred approach.

3. To identify the digital information resources to be acquired as part of the program

A prior issue may be the need to seek agreement or, at least, a consensus within CAUL on the matter of the ‘precompetitive’ nature of essential electronic information resources.  If libraries were to argue that the availability of important, usually highly expensive resources within a university library system contributed to the ‘competitive edge’ their parent institutions may possess in terms of attracting quality research staff, graduate students and research funding, then the acceptability of national site licensing may be called into question.  The working party may need to seek assurance that there is broad acceptance of the ‘precompetitive’ argument at an institutional level within the AVCC. 

It will be recalled that the Canadian National Site Licensing Project decided to seek licences to full-text resources only.  And the Chance to Change recommendation may be read as reflecting a similar approach in its apparent emphasis on journals, at least in terms of containing or reducing costs.  Given that the provision of article access, as distinct from journal title access, is likely to assume ever increasing importance within an electronic information environment, a balanced approach which gives equal emphasis to secondary (abstracting and indexing) resources and primary (full-text) sources would appear prudent.  The ability to provide direct links from citations to full text, whether from citations in abstracting and indexing services or from embedded citations in full-text journal articles, is in any case beginning to blur the formerly sharp distinction between bibliographic and full text resources.

A commonly expressed misgiving about national site licensing relates to the difficulty of introducing such a scheme in an Australian environment in which many of the resources which would be candidates for purchase are already subscribed to by a number of university libraries and CSIRO.  For the purposes of this paper it may be useful to look at the single example of Web of Science (WoS).  Arguably, a national site licence to WoS should not disadvantage existing subscribers, provided it is seen as a ‘precompetitive’ resource.  The funds such subscribers have allocated to the annual subscription would in part, if not in full, be released for use elsewhere.  There may be cause for some anxiety, however, in the case of access to extended backfiles which many WoS subscribers have purchased at considerable ‘one-off’ cost.  A possible solution to this problem would be for national site licences to be negotiated for what might be termed ‘current subscriptions’ with whatever backfiles such subscriptions normally include.  The purchase of access to longer extended backfiles would then become the prerogative and responsibility of individual institutions.  

Clearly much work needs to be done in identifying the resources to which access might be sought under a national site licensing scheme.  In the case of the proposed pilot, with a limited amount of available funding, it would be tempting to avoid a lengthy ‘expressions of interest’ regime.  However, this may not be possible given the protocols attaching to the use of government funding.

4.   To negotiate the price of acquisition for an agreed period 

Both CAUL and CSIRO have considerable experience in the negotiation of agreements for access to electronic resources.  Where they differ is in their practice relating to the use of professional negotiators.  Whatever the practice adopted, and the use of federal funding may conceivably require the use of ‘arms-length’ negotiators, the essential requirement is that the negotiations should be conducted in close consultation with the relevant organisations.  It probably should also be noted that price is but one important factor in such negotiations.  A range of other licence conditions also needs careful scrutiny.  And in this context it may well be that different licence provisions or clauses should apply to university and non-university licensees.

5.
To establish an appropriate funding algorithm, based on the agreed Government/institutional matching principles, taking into account overseas experience and models
To date, the approach adopted by the universities has been that the matching funding required under the proposed scheme should be the existing acquisitions spend of the university library sector.  It is possible that this position may be unsustainable, especially in the light of overseas practice, say, in the United Kingdom and Canada.  If, as is generally believed, it would be difficult to extract additional funding for this purpose from university budgets for what would be seen as yet more spending on libraries, any requirement for upfront, untagged matching contributions across the sector would have to be provided from existing individual library budgets.  And if, as is hoped, the federal funding available much exceeds the notional $5 million over five years, the quantum of matching institutional funding required would be substantial. Getting the funding algorithm right, at least as far as CAUL members are concerned, would appear to be of critical importance.

6. To develop a financial model for institutional contributions 

As the difficulty CEIRC has experienced in devising acceptable intra-consortium cost allocation models indicates, developing a financial model for determining individual institutional contributions will prove a considerable challenge.  Various approaches might be adopted using such factors as FTE, existing acquisitions spending, and indices of research productivity but, perhaps inevitably, persuasive arguments may be mounted against each, not only on grounds of equity but also in terms of conflict with the explicit objectives of national site licensing.  If the aim is to radically alter the existing model for the provision of access to key information resources for the Australian academic research community, then it is arguably inappropriate to use allocation factors that derive from and reinforce the existing model.

A concern for university libraries is the danger that once a model has been agreed and implemented, local funding may be reduced on the basis that the library has benefited from the matching federal funding its contribution has attracted.  I expect there is no insurance that can be provided against such an eventuality but consideration might be given to canvassing at AVCC level the essential futility of action of this kind in terms of the purpose for which national site licensing is being introduced.
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