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Background

>> My paper this morning is something of a case study.  I intend to tell you a little about some of our recent digitisation activity and how we hope to find a sustainable means of continuation.

>>The John Rylands has world-renowned research collections and it was recently designated by HEFCE as one of only five National Research Libraries. The Library’s Special Collections are of exceptional importance in a wide range of disciplines, and were one of the first library collections to be designated by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council in 2005.  During the past few years the Library has undertaken two major digitisation projects.

>>The first was the Genizah project, a 3 year project funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, to catalogue and photograph our Genizah fragment collection. This is a collection of 11,000 fragments, mostly paper, discovered early in the 20th century in the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Cairo.  For those of you that don’t know, and I didn’t before this project, a Genizah is a kind of storeroom in a synagogue where worn-out religious texts are collected prior to burial – it being forbidden to destroy documents bearing the name of God. We only have part of this Genizah Collection – it was divided between institutions across the globe.  
As we photograph and catalogue the collection we are making the images available on-line via Luna Insight, our image management and display system. This is vital to research in such a specialised area. Genizah scholars are effectively able to create virtual jigsaw puzzles to piece together these scattered fragments.  The added bonus for us is that the researchers often recognise pieces that we have been unable to identify, and they feed this information back to us, enabling us to improve our metadata. In addition a team in Princeton is working on transcriptions which will be linked to the images.  We’ve also held several workshops on different aspects of collection, attracting international scholars.  This project is scheduled for completion in December; although we have finished the photography there is still a lot to be done on improving the metadata.

>>Last year we were fortunate enough to secure funding from JISC, under their Enriching Digital Resources programme.  This was a twelve-month project so we had to think very carefully about which collection to digitise when applying for the funding. We chose our Middle English manuscripts for several reasons.  Their number, 41, seemed achievable in the allocated time-frame.  The subject coverage crossed diverse disciplines: so we would literally be creating a snapshot of English medieval life and culture.  The language promised a more general appeal beyond the confines of academia.  And, crucially, we had the support of the medieval scholars within the University, several of whom were members of the Academic Advisory board for the project.  We were keen to work with them to ensure that what we were producing was relevant, but also to make them stakeholders in the success of the project.   Again we started to publish these manuscripts on-line as each was completed enabling researchers across the globe to work with the collection.  We also held a conference in September to promote the resource to academics; the formal launch is scheduled for December.  
>>We’ve also undertaken several smaller projects. These include the Shahnama Project to digitise an important 16th century Persian manuscript, and the Dante project, to digitise 3 incunable editions of the Divine Comedy.

But our projects are now complete or due to finish this year, which has left us with several challenges.    How do we maintain the highly-skilled team which we’ve assembled?  We have two imaging studios, equipped with high-specification cameras with digital backs, but without the trained staff what use can we make of the equipment?  Without the projects how can we sustain academic interest in digitisation programmes?  At the heart of these questions is the perennial issue of funding.  As you know, the funding stream for straightforward digitisation projects has become a mere trickle. So how do we sustain digitisation activity?

>>Earlier this year JISC put out a call for proposals under their e-content programme. Strand A: was for institutions to develop skills and strategies for digitising and delivering their digital content.  Reading through the proposal two phrases leapt out at me:

· >>Developing partnerships and collaborative models at regional or other levels, aimed at carrying out digitisation in a more cost effective way, and

· >>Capitalising on institutions’ own particular areas of expertise in different aspects of digitisation activity.

You probably noticed a trend in the types of material we have digitised.  Some institutions excel in mass digitisation, but that approach just isn’t suitable for the majority of our collections.  The Rylands is renowned for its rare books, manuscripts and archives, and these collections require sensitive handling. 
>>We’ve therefore adopted an object-centred approach to digitisation, which has involved an alliance between the Collection Care and Imaging Teams.  Through a series of pre and post digitisation steps, we believe we can achieve high quality images and preserve our collections into perpetuity.  These steps include initial assessment, condition report and rating, repair if necessary, handling training and assistance during the photographic process if needed, and boxing, ensuring safe transportation of the items. 
We’re by no means the only institution in the region with this type of material, and when I say institution I’m not just referring to University libraries, but also to independent libraries, museums and historic houses. Yet for most of us, without external funding, the start-up and equipment costs for this type of digitisation are prohibitive. And if we have a small amount of funding, the challenge is how to get the best value from it.
>>With this in mind, we applied for and were granted funding by JISC to trial a Centre of Competence for Heritage Digitisation. Our aim is to establish whether there is demand for such a centre in the region. We have the studios, we have the equipment and we have the expertise. So can we work with other institutions to our mutual benefit?
>>Our objectives are to:
· Explore and test various business models and practices with external partners;

· Achieve economies of scale by competitively marketing our services and expertise;

· Develop a strategy for continuation and long-term sustainability of digitisation activities;

· Define best-practice for object-centred digitisation;

· Expand our existing on-line content by hosting related materials held by other institutions;

· Fulfil JISC, Library and University strategic goals.
>>The funding from JISC will enable us to test a number of potential service models to establish demand, the cost of providing the service and the issues that we will need to consider.  
For example, if we digitise external collections in our studios then we need to think about storage and transportation, whereas if we digitise in situ then we need an appropriate space provided for the duration.  Our object-centred approach to digitisation means that we work very closely with our colleagues in collection care, so services can include conservation assessments and treatment. Image preservation is another option to consider, particularly in terms of back-up – you may be familiar with the acronym LOCKSS – lots of copies keeps stuff safe!

One service we will offer is the option to host digital content. For institutions who don’t want to invest in their own system, this could be a means to making their digitised content, and thereby their collections, visible, without losing any rights over the images.  >>We use a proprietary image management system supplied by a US company called Luna Imaging. Their software suite provides a complete package for cataloguing and displaying high-resolution images and data.  When we were starting digital activity we didn’t have the capacity to develop an in-house system; even the open-source options require input in terms of technical expertise that wasn’t available to us.  Using a proprietary system means that we benefit from the technical developments that an international company is obliged to deliver to remain competitive.  There are currently two viewing methods, the browser version which offers basic viewing tools and the JVA version which offers much greater functionality, but does require the user to download software. We are about to replace the browser with Luna’s latest release – this is a dynamic web interface with will offer much greater functionality, including the use of Web 2.0 tools, particularly relevant to teaching and learning.
>>Throughout the project we will be working with a series of project partners to test the service models.  Our first partner is Chetham’s Library.  We have already started to digitise Chetham’s Middle English manuscripts; some will be done in the Deansgate studio because of their size or condition, but the majority will be digitised at Chetham’s by our peripatetic service.  On the slide you can see our specially-designed portable conservation cradle, with built-in flashlights.  The digital surrogates will be hosted in our Medieval Collection, thereby creating a broader range of primary resources for scholars, accessible via one site. We are still discussing how best to approach metadata production, but it is probable that we will create basic records which Chetham’s staff will then upgrade. The Brotherton’s Middle English manuscripts will also be digitised and added to the collection– here we face the question of whether to transport the manuscripts to Manchester or our photographer to Leeds.
But we need to experiment with a wide range of material and scenarios, so we’re not just interested in medieval manuscripts.  We’ll also be working with some of the region’s National Trust Historic Houses to digitise printed and archival works and plans.  The Museum will give us opportunity to digitise 3-dimentional objects while cementing what we hope will be lasting partnership.  And we still need to identify further partners, so this is one of the reasons I’m stood here today.  If you have something in this category that your academics are keen to see digitised, or if you think this is a service from which you may benefit in the future then please talk to us.

>>To assist with the project we will be creating two 12-month internships, one for a photographer and one for a conservator.  Both posts will have special training status and be mentored by skilled professionals.  We believe that it’s imperative for digitisation of heritage materials to be carried out in a responsible manner – access to digital surrogates should not be at the expense of the object itself. The internships will give us opportunity to contribute towards enhancing the skills base in this area.  We also intend to offer training workshops.
>>For each test model we will be collecting statistics and keeping records of costs, agreements, workflows and problems encountered.  These will be analysed by an MBA intern from Manchester Business School under the supervision of an external consultant to ascertain the feasibility of running that model as a service.  The intern will also be tasked with conducting market research to assess the potential customer base and services required. Together these documents will help us to determine whether we could run the Centre as a business, and if so, provide a blueprint for the future.

The Centre would not claim to be expert in all areas of digitisation; we’re simply recognising and building on our strengths – we do have a lot of experience in this niche field. But other institutions have strengths in areas of which our knowledge and experience is limited or non-existent.  Some of you will have developed methodologies for the rapid scanning and delivery of undergraduate texts; others will be experts in OCR or preservation.  With diminishing funding opportunities we all need to be clever to get the best value from the resources available. >>Perhaps the way forward is through collaboration, maybe through joint funding bids or through investigating options for service exchange. We can offer a heritage digitisation service to the region. But through NoWAL we have the capability to establish a north-west network of excellence in all areas of digitisation to support teaching, learning and research in our region, nationally and globally, and to set the standard for others to emulate.
>>Don’t forget we will be looking for project partners and I look forward to working with you in the future.  Thank you for listening.
