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Introduction

Back in 1949, the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research Society, DFG in the
following) established a system of shared collection building whereby a number of larger
academic libraries were each assigned a few disciplines from the whole range of academic
subjects, in order to build up collections of highly specialised literature not affordable for the
average university library, and to share this material with the rest of the country. Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, for instance, in this context focusses on General History, History of German-
speaking countries, Italy and France, Eastern Europe History and Culture, Classical Antiquity
and Musicology. This system – extended to the new Länder in the former German Democratic
Republic after 1990 – has worked quite well for conventional literature, both books and
journals, for many decades. Libraries actively participating in this scheme share the material
thus acquired with other libraries via interlibrary loan and special document delivery services.
The DFG continues to support this concept of distributed collection building financially so
that the libraries involved are in a position to purchase the kind of literature they would not
necessarily buy for their own institution.1

                                                
1 Cf. the DFG website: <http://www.dfg.de/forschungsfoerderung/wissenschaftliche_infrastruktur/lis>. The
website <http://webis.sub.uni-hamburg.de/ssg/text/ssgliste2.html> provides an overview of the currently approx.
60 libraries and 120 subject fields involved. 23 of the libraries are university and state libraries, 3 libraries are so

http://www.ifla.org/IV/ifla71/Programme.htm
http://www.dfg.de/forschungsfoerderung/wissenschaftliche_infrastruktur/lis
http://webis.sub.uni-hamburg.de/ssg/text/ssgliste2.html
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With the introduction of electronic media in the 1990s, this established system of nationwide
shared collection building began to face new challenges. Licensed electronic resources can
usually only be accessed within the limits of a certain geographic site. License restrictions
therefore prevent us from sharing our electronic media with other libraries for the benefit of
their users. Resources on physical data carriers can perhaps be sent out via interlibrary loan
and are therefore within the scope of the DFG collection scheme, but for net-publications this
is impossible. In consequence it became clear that collection sharing in the way described
above was to be redefined in the digital age.2

This paper will focus on possible scenarios of electronic resource sharing by analysing three
different organisational models which are currently being applied within the context of the
established German system of distributed collection building. Even though those models are
examined within the framework of the scheme described, some of the conclusions drawn may
be applied to the general question of resource sharing amongst libraries in the digital age.

1. Model 1: Consortia building on a subject basis

Irrespective of any previously established system of nationwide collection building, library
consortia in the sense of the collaborative acquisition of access rights to electronic journals
and databases come closest to what can be called a certain type of resource sharing in the
digital age. This is true in the sense that libraries participating in consortia can frequently
offer their patrons access to many more journals and databases than would have been possible
if they had had to purchase them on their own.

The most common form is the regional consortium, i.e. the collaboration of libraries and
institutions within a certain geographic area.3 Due to the federal structure of the country and
the considerable size of some of the Länder (German states), consortia in Germany
predominantly work at this Länder level, i.e. not so much nationwide. Examples of active
regional consortia would be Bavaria, Baden-Wuerttemberg, Hesse, Northrhine-Westfalia,
Lower Saxony or the Berlin-Brandenburg region. They are all involved in cross-regional
cooperation, which sometimes leads to joint consortial deals with one of the regional
consortia in charge of the negotiations. A supraregional working group, which meets regularly
and which also includes librarians from Austria and Switzerland, acts as their main
communication forum.4

How could the consortium model be applied to the extension of the DFG subject collection
scheme to net publications? One possible approach would be to form consortia not only at a
geographic level, but on the basis of subject fields, i.e. a consortium for a rather specialised
electronic resource which has a clearly defined group of users and is therefore only relevant
for universities or institutions with appropriate faculties and a very specific subject focus.
Within the subject collection scheme, ideally the library in charge of this particular subject
would take the lead in the negotiations. In Germany, for instance, there is a cross-regional
consortium for the database “America History & Life”, which is only of greater interest to
                                                                                                                                                        
called central subject libraries for technical disciplines (Hannover), medicine (Cologne) and economics (Kiel).
The remaining institutions are smaller special libraries.
2 Cf. the most recent DFG memorandum on this issue: Das System der überregionalen Literaturversorgung im
Wandel. Bonn: DFG, 2004.
3 Cf. the list of consortia provided by the International Coalition of Library Consortia (ICOLC):
<http://www.library.yale.edu/consortia/icolcmembers.html>.
4 The group is known as GASCO, i.e. German, Austrian, Swiss Consortia Organisation: <http://www.hbz-
nrw.de/kunden/gast/konsortien/konsortien.html>.

http://www.library.yale.edu/consortia/icolcmembers.html
http://www.hbznrw.de/kunden/gast/konsortien/konsortien.html>.
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those institutions which have some focus on American History and Cultural Studies. A
consortium at a purely regional level would not be feasible for such a database.

How much can such a model achieve from the point-of-view of nationwide resource sharing
in the sense described above? If an adequate number of institutions come together, potentially
the major part of the user community most concerned will have access to the resource in
question, and their institutions will gain the benefit of paying a more affordable price. Every
enduser of the schools or research centres involved has free and unrestricted access to the
databases or journals licensed through such a subject-based consortium.

The other side of the coin is, though, that consortia building never reaches beyond the sites
immediately participating. Other universities or institutions may have some interest amongst
their users, but potential usage may not reach significant numbers for a license to pay off.
Thus they cannot offer their users any access at all. The same is true for individuals not
affiliated with any academic institution, an enduser group which the subject collection scheme
of the DFG has always had in mind. If broader access coverage is intended, the subject
consortium model must be combined with something else, e.g. a pay-per-use approach.

2. Model 2: Pay-per-use access

The main idea of a pay-per-use (for databases) or pay-per-view (for journals) model as
applied to our context is that a library with supraregional responsibility for literature supply
first of all purchases an ordinary local site license for a particular electronic resource to serve
its own user community. In addition to that, the vendor grants this library the right to allow
end-users resident in a certain geographic region, in our case Germany, to register with this
library via the internet and to access the digital resource on a pay-per-use basis. Depending on
the type of electronic resource, the cost for site-independent enduser access can be attributed
to a time unit, the amount of data downloaded or a document unit, e.g. an article or a book
chapter. The user will receive an invoice from the library (or make use of any other mode of
payment the library may offer), while the library will forward a certain amount of money per
access unit to the vendor as previously arranged. We have therefore a business relationship
between user and library on the one hand, and between library and publisher on the other.

Based on previous experiences from a similar project related to electronic journals,5
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek is currently working on a project which tries to set up a pay-per-
use scenario for databases in the fields of History, Eastern European History and Culture,
Classical Antiquity and Musicology, its subject collection areas in the above-mentioned DFG
scheme.

First of all, we had to establish a technical concept which would allow us to organise pay-per-
use access on the basis of time units – the accounting model we regarded most appropriate for
database access – and to invoice users accordingly. The solution chosen combines a
registration database closely related to the local library system – and therefore enabling
single-sign-on for various different services including federated search – with the kind of
software we use for remote access to electronic resources for our own local users in the
Munich area. The payment options are currently post-payment solutions, but electronic pre-
payment is certainly something we will bear in mind for future development. Currently, users
                                                
5 Cf. Heinz-Peter Berg / Hildegard Schäffler / Irina Sens: „Elektronische Zeitschriften in der überregionalen
Literaturversorgung : Ergebnisse des DFG-Projektes EZUL.“ In: Zeitschrift für Bibliothekswesen und
Bibliographie 49:3 (2002), 118-132.
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are being charged a flat rate of EUR 3 to 5 for which they can access the database in question
for a time span of between 12 and 24 hours, which can be interrupted at any time. This
seemed a more appropriate way of granting access to bibliographic databases than to charge
for the exact number of minutes and seconds spent in the database.

At the same time, the project involved the negotiation of appropriate licenses with relevant
publishers, with the main obstacle of having to convince them that such a model would not
endanger their subscription basis as their main revenue stream. We have so far managed to
secure more than 15 license agreements, mainly for specialised bibliographic databases in the
subject fields mentioned. The program is currently being extended to other subjects in the
humanities and social sciences where Bayerische Staatsbibliothek acts on behalf of libraries
also engaged in the DFG plan, with the aim of setting up an interdisciplinary platform for pay-
per-use access options.

A final step in the project will be to work out suggestions for a possible funding scheme to be
submitted to the DFG which could be used as a basis for the potential extension of their
literature supply program to electronic resources.6

The following illustrations show some of the steps the enduser has to take in order to access a
database on offer.
Endusers access the resource via the so called database information system, a kind of union
catalogue of databases, collaboratively updated by more than 50 German libraries. Each
library involved has its own specific view of databases on offer for its own local user
community or, as in this case, for a broader audience. The entry in the database information
system describes the contents of the resource and informs the user of access options available,
in this case that pay-per-use access is possible for 5 EUR with 24 hours access time.

                                                
6 Cf. Gregor Horstkemper: „Nosse volunt omnes, mercedem solvere nemo"? Pay-per-Use als Instrument der
überregionalen Informationsversorgung. Workshop an der Bayerischen Staatsbibliothek.“ In: Bibliotheksdienst
38:11 (2004), 1457-1469.
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Illustration 1: Database information system as main access point

After the endusers have registered with the library (cf. 3. below), they are guided to a screen
were username and password are required. In entering the database they accept the license
conditions.

Illustration 2: Database entry screen for pay-per-use access

In a third step, users are not directly put through to the database, but are given an additional
hint that if they follow the link provided they will be invoiced for using the database.
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Illustration 3: Final screen before entering the pay-per-use database

What are the pros and cons of this approach in terms of electronic literature supply on a
nation-wide basis and from an enduser’s point-of-view? On the one hand it can be stated that
it is certainly an on-demand model, i.e. only those accesses are paid for which are really
needed. It opens access to those user groups whose institutions cannot afford to purchase a
license for their campus and anyone unaffiliated with such an institution. So enduser coverage
is the broadest possible.

On the other hand experience with publishers shows that this model has so far only been
applicable to highly specialised resources for which the subscription market has reached the
saturation point, because only then vendors are prepared to strike such a deal at all. The most
controversial point on the negative side is that endusers will be asked to bear the pay-per-use
costs. Any other model would not be feasible financially for the organising library, because
the number of pay-per-use accesses cannot be calculated in advance. Potential DFG funding
would therefore rather aim at the cost of the site license for the library in charge than at the
pay-per-use price for the patron. It must therefore be made sure that prices are reasonable and
moderate enough in order to secure acceptance, especially amongst users in the humanities
and social sciences. We have not collected enough usage date yet to make a qualified
statement at this point about enduser acceptance, but this will certainly play a role in the
evaluation of the project.

It is equally possible that those institutions which cannot afford a proper site license
themselves will take over the pay-per-use charge for their users. For the enduser this means
free access after all; from a publisher’s point-of-view this generates extra income because
they would never have sold a site license to that particular library; and the library can provide
access to material otherwise inaccessible.

Why would a library organise such a model and not leave it to the publishers altogether? As
far as the database project described is concerned, this is partly due to the fact that many
vendors do not offer such a model themselves. What is more, it allows us to bring together
quite a number of different databases on one platform. With our current intention of extending
the project to other subject fields, especially in the humanities, we can thus create an
interdisciplinary platform for cross-regional database access.
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The above-mentioned subject-based consortium for the database “America: History and Life”
is a good example of how different models can be combined. In addition to forming a
consortium amongst institutions with relevant faculties, pay-per-use access is offered to those
users whose libraries cannot afford to participate in the consortium due to insufficient usage
figures or lack of financial means.

3. Model 3: National licenses

Going beyond both the consortium approach as well as the pay-per-use model is the idea of a
national license in the broadest possible sense. As mentioned above, due to the federal
structure of the country, there is no tradition of striking national deals for Germany. Within
the context of the subject collection scheme introduced above, though, the DFG in autumn
2004 for the first time ever made available top-sliced funding for nationwide data purchases.

Four major academic libraries, amongst them Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, were asked to
negotiate such deals for a number of resources each, after the whole group of libraries
involved in the subject collection scheme had been asked which resources should be
considered. The selection criteria were very specific due to the fact that money was only
available for a one-off payment. The resources were therefore to be completed digital
collections with a one-time purchase price and with perpetual access rights, ideally with a
local hosting option. They should also be specialised to a degree that not many libraries would
be able to afford them on their own. The main focus was on the humanities as a subject area
which is sometimes being neglected in the digital age.

Out of 40 products originally discussed, 19 were finally agreed upon by a DFG committee set
up for this purpose. Illustration 4 below shows the list of products available, the green “D”, a
symbol created for the database information system, indicating free accessibility in Germany.

Illustration 4: List of databases available nationally
What makes this scheme so very specific and attractive is the specific kind of access options it
provides. This means that access is not only given to all publicly funded academic institutions
in Germany on an IP-basis, but that any individual resident in Germany can register with any
of the four libraries involved in the negotiations and thus also use the databases in question
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for free. The technical basis for this is the same as applied to the pay-per-use scheme (cf. 2.
above), with the only difference that individual access is not charged for. Illustration 5 shows
the registration screen for users who first register with the library in order to leave their
personal data and to receive username and password. The same screen and underlying
database are used for pay-per-use patrons. The numbers can be used for both services.

Illustration 5: User registration screen for national licenses and pay-per-use access

Even though local hosting is possible in most cases, the majority of products are currently
accessed via the vendors’ sites. Server access fees, if applicable, were included in the
purchase costs. For 2005 some funding will be available for a new round of negotiations, this
time including STM subjects, especially backfile collections of electronic journals. The
precise criteria and products are currently under discussion.

The clear advantage of such a model is that really everyone within a certain geographic region
can have access to those resources without any restrictions as far as location or institutional
affiliation or finances are concerned. In that sense, it is the ideal extension of the conventional
subject collection model to the electronic age. Under the current funding conditions, which
are not likely to be permanent, it is most appropriate for large, completed, high-priced
collections, hardly affordably for more than just a few institutions and available for one-off
purchasing.

Turned the other way round, it seems that such a model works best or perhaps exclusively if
top-sliced funding is available, and will thus only be applicable to continuing resources if
combined with a sustainable model for continuous access due to the insecure funding
situation. This could be, for instance, the national purchase of backfiles together with
reasonably priced pay-per-use access for those institutions and individuals unable to afford to
continue the resource out of their own budget. A slightly different example in this context is
the database “China Academic Journals”, which contains a couple of thousand Chinese
academic journals in full text and is run on a server of the Berlin State Library. The backfiles
and a few current years were bought nationally in 2004. After that initial access period for
current years will have expired, a number of institutions with a Sinology focus will form a
subject-based consortium which will allow very small institutions and individuals in Germany
to get free access to the database.
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Conclusion

It has become clear that literature supply on a national level is a rather complex issue in the
digital age. Three models have been described which are currently being tested within the
framework of the national subject collection scheme of the DFG, but which might equally be
adapted to different arrangements in other countries. Table 1 compares the three models in
terms of enduser groups reached, cost allocation and typical types of resources.

Consortia
Building

Per-per-Use National
License

Enduser Groups Institutional users Everyone Everyone

Cost Institutions Endusers
and/or Institutions

Top-sliced

Types of resource All resources All resources
(if publisher agrees)

Completed resources

Table 1: Comparison of the three models analysed

After analysing and comparing the three concepts currently tested, it is quite apparent that
there is no such thing as the philospher’s stone, probably not only in this matter. Depending
on the type of resource, on the specific requirements of the enduser groups concerned as well
as the applicable funding situation, the models available – to be further tried, discussed and
improved – will have to be combined with each other since they can be regarded as
complementary approaches to the issue in question.
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