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How are University Research Libraries to flourish in the Electronic Age: Individually or Cooperatively?

Brian K. Follett, University of Oxford

The key features of the current landscape and the primary drivers upon providing research information are well known:

· Provision dominated by “local” autonomous libraries, often alongside a “national” library

· The electronic age is inverting the means of delivery, offering content directly from one source

· Growth in the volume of research is unabated

· Costs of purchasing research information outstrips inflation

· Many researchers already find the material they need directly on a world-wide basis

It is clear that university research libraries must adapt to all these changes – many of which they perceive with concern and a certain dread – or they will fail their professional researchers who will then turn permanently to other means of acquiring the key information they require to undertake their research.  The good news is that governments now appreciate the need for excellent “research infrastructure” if their nations are to compete in the knowledge economy.  We must ensure that the provision of research information is one of those of key infrastructure facilities. 

Senior library persons in the UK – as in all other countries –have thought about the way forward and invited me to chair a committee bringing together the Universities and the British Library and which would try to develop strategic mechanisms to ensure world class research resources continue to be available for its professional researchers. That report is in its final draft form.  We have struggled with all the issues discussed at this UNICA Conference: to what end?

Our conclusion is that stronger collaboration should be encouraged.  There are historical precedents suggesting national solutions are invaluable, e.g. OCLC within the USA, the British Library’s Document Supply Centre, the British universities electronic network (SuperJANET) and its associated  “university electronic library” [e-Lib, DNER, the Information Environment].  We will suggest the creation of a new body whose role will be to underpin the efforts of university libraries and the national libraries by developing strong cooperative solutions to solve certain issues which all libraries are facing and yet could be solved better through a networked solution.  The body would be small but should have a high profile within the British national research machinery and focus its efforts upon producing real solutions to real challenges that are seen by the researchers themselves as being important.  We see the following tasks as particularly important:

· Discovery tools - from catalogues to search engines

· Brokering arrangements for access to electronic materials and content

· Influencing UK strategies for digitisation, retention and preservation

· Maximising access for professional researchers

· Collaboration in collection management

· Stimulating new models of scholarly communication

· Interacting internationally

The last point is important.  There is nothing novel in our recommendations and we imagine similar structures will be established in many countries.  All of these must interact to ensure solutions are available world-wide. 

Brian K. Follett
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