PLA 2005: Web developments

Library 2.0

KEN CHAD outlines how libraries can respond
to the next generation of the Internet — ‘Web 2.0'.

he Web is a little over 10 years old and has already become
Tan integral part of many people’s lives. It is estimated that
globally there are around 700 to 900 million Web users.! In
the UK, the Common Information Environment (CIE), a body
sponsored by, amongst others, the MLA and JISC, recently
commissioned research by MORI that concluded, “over half of
all current users of the web use it as their preferred information
source.”® A recent report on the searching behaviour of univer-
sity students claimed, “Forty-five percent of students use
Google as their first port of call when locating information,
with the university library catalogue used by 10 percent of the
sample.” The Web is big and already has a major impact in
our domain; indeed Google’s mission statement to “...organise
the world’s information and make it universally accessible and
useful” can be seen as a direct challenge to libraries. After all
isnt that mission statement applicable to libraries?

The next generation of the Web has been labelled “Web 2.0,
The definition of this term is still being debated. One of the
most quoted recent definitions is from Tim O’Reilly whose com-
pany organises the annual Web 2.0 conference; it goes like this:*

“Web 2.0 is the network as platform, spanning all connected
devices; Web 2.0 applications are those that make the most of the
intrinsic advantages of that platform: delivering software as a
continually-updated service that gets better the more people use
it, consuming and remixing data from multiple sources, includ-
ing individual users, while providing their own data and services
in a form that allows remixing by others, creating network effects
through an architecture of participation,” and going beyond the
page metaphor of Web 1.0 to deliver rich user experiences.”

My colleague Paul Miller, in an article in Ariadne,® does a
good job of describing its attributes and extracting some useful
principles. Examples of the research done at Talis will illuscrate
some (not all) of “Paul’s Principles of Web 2.0", which are quot-
ed below (in italics). They point to ways in which the library
domain can start to address the technology-based challenge that
confronts us. However, we can’t begin to do that unless we
understand the nature of the opportunity; this means getting
involved. Talis has been doing this through its membership of
international standards bodies such as W3C, engagement in the
Web 2.0 debate via blogs, participation in conferences and
forming partnerships with commercial companies (like
Amazon), leading libraries and domain organisations. This is
something very hard for libraries to do because Web 2.0 is lead
by technology and, in particular, software. That's why a soft-
ware business like Talis has to take a lead.

The Talis Research Group was set up at the beginning of
2005 and has already forged partnerships, initiated a number of
projects and delivered some interesting proofs of concept. Web

2.0 is sometimes criticised as simply being hype, so to keep
things grounded I will explore some simple ways in which we
can use Web 2.0 technologies and principles to improve existing
library services.

Libmap®
“Web 2.0 permits the building of virtual applications, drawing
data and functionality from a number of different sources as
appropriate. These applications tend to be small, they tend to be
relatively rapid to deploy, and they bring power that was previ-
ously the preserve of corporations within the reach of suitably
motivated individuals.”

“Web 2.0 is about remix. For too long, weve jumped from one
area of the web to another, struggling with different interfaces,
ignoring endless ads, and wading through uninteresting content
on a site in order to locate the service, document, or snippet that
meets our needs...”

Project Libmap is a proof of concept that illustrates how a new
‘application’ might be constructed quickly and easily (and therefore
at less cost) by combining or ‘mixing’ web services from different
sources: in this instance from two commercial companies —
Google and Talis, and combining them with publicly available
data (from library catalogues) from existing applications.

Libmap combines Google maps with the Talis Silkworm
directory of UK libraries to produce a map of libraries around a
selected location (Glasgow is the example given below). Each
library can be identified and the catalogue (OPAC) searched,
with the results being returned from whatever underlying inte-
grated library system is in use.

As well as linking to the library catalogue there is also a link
to the library’s website. Project Libmap is a straightforward
example of how mixing web service components could be used
to deliver a new ‘application’.

Some key points come out of this. By using an existing web
service such as Google maps the ‘developer’ (in fact Richard
Wallis of the Talis Research Group) didn’t have to figure out
how to do all that mapping. That complexity was conveniently
managed by Google Maps; Richard basically ‘mixed’ it with the
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Talis developed Silkworm directory of UK libraries. The directo-
ry is more than a simple list of libraries or library catalogues; it
manages the complexity of configuring the connection to each
individual OPAC and/or council website. The developer doesn’t
have to be concerned about how to make a 7Z39.50 connection,
or worry about what to do when the URL for the library
changes; Silkworm manages all that for him/her.

=

Like Google maps, the Silkworm directory is available as a
web service to external users. For example, the Research
Libraries Group (RLG) already partner with Talis and uses the
direcrory to make links from their ‘redlightgreen’ union cara-
logue application to the caralogues of UK libraries.

Project Skywalk
“Web 2.0 presages a freeing of data, allowing it to be exposed,
discovered and manipulated in a variety of ways...”

“Web 2.0 applications work for the user, and are able to locate
and assemble content that meets our needs as users, rather than
forcing us to conform to the paths laid out for us by content own-
ers or their intermediaries.”

How might some of the underlying technologies be used to
re-engineer existing library domain applications? For several
years Talis has hosted a vast database of library holdings
(UnityWeb) and we are investigating how this resource could be
used with other services and potential partners. For example,
how might we embed this resource in other applications and
mix it with other web services?

The example opposite shows a record from a library cata-
logue (the National Library of Scotland (NLS)) with ‘added’
extra services, that are not a feature of the native OPAC. These
are embedded into the web site using some smart Web 2.0 tech-
niques. The example shows a link to a bookjacket image (from
Amazon) and also a link to a Talis service (‘Project Skywalk’)
that lists the libraries that have the book. The latter is an espe-
cially useful feature as the NLS does not loan out material. This
combination of services is made possible by using a special fea-
ture (‘Greasemonkey’) of the ‘Firefox’ web browser (there are
ways to do it with other browsers too). This enables some clever
Talis scripting to link to the appropriate web services that deliv-
er the image and also the library holding for the title.

There are other potential places we could embed this library
resource of holdings. For example, users of Amazon might like
to see if a book they have found for sale on the website is avail-
able for loan from a library.

Challenging existing models of library operation
This opportunity presents a challenge for the library community.

If I live in Essex and discover a book is on the shelf in a library
in Scotland there is no simple and effective library fulfilment
mechanism. Present Inter-Library-Loan (ILL) mechanisms are
creaky to say the least.” Certainly, the clumsiness of ILL con-
trasts badly with the ease with which I can get the book either
new or secondhand from Amazon.

There is another important point here too. Traditionally
these kinds of solutions are procured through a formal tender
process that would have typically included a detailed specifica-
tion of requirements (produced by committee after many
months of deliberation) and a complex contract, which would
be awarded to a supplier that would then build the application
and deliver it after many months or even years. This is a long,
complex and costly exercise; the approach of mixing various
components challenges that paradigm. Is Google a subcontrac-
tor to Talis here? Clearly the answer is no.

Are libraries and local authorities ready to rise to this challenge?
Whilst Web 2.0 is driven by technology, it is not about technology.
It is about changing business models and attitudes to data and soft-
ware and the way that the library domain, the public and commer-
cial sectors work together. It really is about participation, or as Tim
O'Reilly puts it, an “architecture of participation”. If libraries make
their data available and software companies provide an increasing
range of open, standards-based “Web services' then we can evolve a
new generation of solutions for our users.

I believe there is grandeur in this vision of libraries; this is
‘library 2.0".

Further information
Ken Chad is Executive Director, TALIS. www.talis.com
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