To: Jerry Campbell, Jim Neal, and Blaise Cronin
From: Gary Wiggins

August 1, 2006

As a person who was employed in various capacities in the IUB Libraries over the course of more than 40 years, I would like to comment on the manner in which the IU Libraries are responding to the rapidly approaching digital future and add a few words about the key issues to be faced in the next ten years from my perspective as a now former librarian.  
Having worked as a student employee of the IU Libraries in the 1960s, a science cataloger at IUB in the early ‘70s, a Slavic acquisitions librarian at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign for 4 years after that, and head of the IU Chemistry Library from 1976-2003, I have witnessed tremendous changes among major research libraries in the approaches to “the digital future.”  I have no doubt that when you finish your review of the paths taken at IUB, you will find that the state of library electronic services here is in no way embarrassing compared to research libraries at other academic institutions, many of them much better endowed than IU.  In fact, we have attained a status that is the envy of some of our peers through careful analysis of the available options and resource reallocations of both staff and money for collection management and development.  
It is interesting that the IUB Libraries, located at a university campus with neither a school of engineering nor a school of medicine, have collections of digitized scientific journals that are better than many of our peers, collections stretching far back beyond the mid-1990s when most such publishing ventures were started.  As digitized backfiles of scientific journals became available, the monetary resources were found to purchase access to the older volumes of most of the significant primary scientific journals.  Not to be overlooked is the additional investment that IU has made as subscribers to incredibly rich electronic secondary resources, including the electronic versions of such  printed sources as Science Citation Index (and citation indexes in other fields), Chemical Abstracts, and the monumental German collections Beilstein Handbook of Organic Chemistry and Gmelin Handbook of Inorganic and Organometallic Chemistry.  We have managed to extend the coverage of the Web of Knowledge (the e-product corresponding to the citation indexes) to the point where now a researcher can use documents published at any time in the past and easily determine who has cited those works in the last 50 years.  In the case of the more specialized works listed for chemistry, it is remarkable that IU was able to negotiate licenses for  expensive tools such as SciFinder Scholar and CrossFire Beilstein and Gmelin that cover not only the Bloomington campus, but all 8 campuses in the IU Libraries system.  This was done at a cost that most universities would have to pay for comparable coverage at a single geographic site.
As said at the open meeting held on July 28, the very significant digital resources that are available to faculty and students at IU have been obtained without special allocations of either money for purchasing such access or additional staff to do the complex behind-the-scenes work that makes them available.  I have been amazed over the years that somehow this university has always managed to give a modest increase to the Libraries’ collection budget—usually base budget money—that has allowed us to survive without taking draconian measures to keep the budget in balance.  While there have been a number of substantial serials cancellation projects that have helped in that regard, the collections, both print and electronic, have maintained steady growth.  Certainly there have not been periods of time when the collection budget itself was slashed, as has happened at a number of our peer institutions.  I believe that we avoided such a fate at IU because of the high regard in which the Libraries are held by faculty, staff, and students.  The people who work in the IU Libraries, the dedicated librarians and staff who interact closely with the faculty and students to ascertain their research and study needs, have made it possible to reach this point in the history of digital library services at IU, while not sacrificing the printed materials that are still essential in varying degrees to all disciplines.  

Certainly there are those who think that libraries as we know them today will be displaced in the near electronic future.  The degree to which electronic resources such as Google are now being used by people who five years ago might never have set foot in a library is amazing.  Yet there is a need for accurate information in the scholarly and business worlds (not to mention government).  Libraries are institutions with centuries of history in providing and preserving accurate information, so I believe that libraries will continue to exist.  I do not believe that in the next ten years the tools already brought to the digital scene by the IU Libraries should be tossed aside for some hoped-for Googlized version of the Alexandrian Library, containing all of the world’s knowledge.

Having moved a few years ago into the School of Informatics, I have a different perspective on where academic libraries might need to put more effort in the future.  
There are areas where librarians can learn from information scientists, informaticians and computer scientists, particularly when it comes to handling less structured data.  While the comfort zone of most librarians is probably stretched by the magnitude of the data deluge problem, librarians should step up to the challenge of organizing massive repositories of data for future retrieval and transformation.  There are significant efforts underway to create ontologies that will aid in this regard, unfortunately many of them bypassing the librarians, who have been so successful in cataloging and preserving knowledge up to this point in time.  Applications of visualization tools such as Spotfire and data mining and clustering techniques should find a place in the information retrieval arsenal of librarians today.  
The real question is whether you want to severely handicap the current work of the library by forcing a reallocation of labor and monetary resources long before the tried and true approaches have been superseded by new techniques.  Until that time has been conclusively proven to have arrived, the only sensible thing to do is to seek additional funds for personnel and materials to adopt the new approaches and integrate them into the overall services offered by the IU Libraries through thorough and thoughtful planning.
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