Mine of Information

Final report to RSLP

1.  Achievements

The aim and purpose of the project as stated in the original bid were as follows:

This project aims to improve access to research resources relating to the South Wales Coalfield during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, by creating online catalogue records for relevant material located in partner institutions, holding the records in EAD and MARC databases at the University of Wales Swansea (UWS), and enabling cross-searching of these by the end-user via the Web.  The purpose of the project is to:

· Unify and organise research resources relating to the South Wales Coalfield.  These resources are physically distributed across a wide geographical area (extending beyond Wales itself) and managed by a range of different types of organisation.

· Enable researchers with access to the Internet to identify and locate relevant resources and hence improve the quality and quantity of research undertaken in this area.

· Relate this material to the wider context of the research and development infrastructure of the coal mining industry in this century.

· Raise awareness of the existence, relevance and value of the collections incorporated within the project.

· Increase knowledge of material held outside partner institutions by means of a mapping exercise to identify and record the existence of additional relevant material, together with information about its location and access conditions. 

The major achievement of the project has been its cross-sectoral element.  From the start we aimed to bring together records from universities, local record offices and institutions such as the National Library of Wales, and this aim has been achieved.  In addition we have incorporated records of materials held in some museums and public libraries within Wales, which were not included in our original plans.

The second important achievement of Mine of Information has been the creation of a single database with a single search interface, which allows end users to access records of different types of materials, including archives, printed books and pamphlets, and audio-visual material. 

We have of course also created the Mine of Information website at http://www.mineofinfo.ac.uk, which gives information about the project and provides the search interface for end users.

We were very keen from the start to ensure that Mine of Information would be a cross-sectoral project, and that records of different types (EAD, MARC etc) should be searchable by researchers via a single interface.  It is fair to say that had we chosen to compromise on either of these aims, we would have made our lives a lot easier.  The technical challenge of bringing together such a wide range of record types has meant that data transfer and checking has taken much longer than we would have wished.  This in turn has caused a delay in finalising the search interface.  Although we have worked on dissemination activities throughout the project and raised awareness of our work (see section 7), it has not been possible to promote the end product to any great extent until now, as researchers would have been discouraged by trying to use a service that was still very much under development.  

Having said that, we have already received a number of enquiries from people who have attempted to use the Mine of Information website while it has been under development, and so there is clear evidence of potential demand for this service.  In the cases of UWS and our partners at Nottingham, Warwick and London Metropolitan University (formerly University of North London), records created for the project and submitted to the Mine of Information database have of course also been added to the regular online catalogues of these institutions, thus enriching the information available at institutional level.  Colleagues at the University of Nottingham have already commented that the level of enquiries about the material they catalogued for MOI has increased since they completed their cataloguing work; this is due entirely to the records being added to the Nottingham catalogue as at the time of writing we are still working on loading their MARC data into the MOI database.

2.  Methodology

2.1  Database and searching

The original plan for the project had been to use the ENCompass content management system from Endeavor.  At the time we were preparing our bid, this product was at the beta stage of development, and was being marketed as a tool for managing large collections of records of different types, including MARC and EAD records as well as e-journals and bibliographic databases etc.  An indication of the cost of the product had been made available, but no official price had been set.

During the first year of the project, we investigated ENCompass in more detail, sending a member of staff over to the US to see it in action at Cornell University which was a beta test site.  Following this visit and further discussions with staff at Endeavor, we realised that the product still had some way to go before its functionality reached a stage where we would be comfortable using it for a project such as Mine of Information.  It also became clear that the focus of ENCompass product development had shifted to the management of digital object metadata, with less emphasis on EAD.  The price of the product also escalated beyond our budget.

If the price had been more realistic, or the functionality of the product more sophisticated in our particular area of need, we may well have continued with our original plan to use ENCompass.  Under the circumstances however we decided that this would not be appropriate, and therefore looked at a number of other possibilities.  These included TextML which is used by the Public Record Office for the Access 2 Archives project, the RSLP Collection Description Focus work, and the very relevant work being undertaken by other RSLP projects (NAHSTE and GASH in particular).

We were fortunate in having a project manager with strong technical skills, as well as a number of core UWS technical staff willing to devote some time to the project.  We therefore decided in the end to develop an in-house solution using Java XML tools to convert EAD and MARC data into XML format and store it in an SQL database. Java XML would also allow us to convert legacy data from MODES and Access.  A search facility was developed using ASP and VBscript.

The advantages of this solution were seen as follows:

· we would be using established technology that was reliable and for which we had considerable in-house expertise; 

· operational efficiency - we could expect fast results without needing an especially powerful server;

· flexibility for importing information from other systems - the new database would be able to cope with variety of unknown challenges in the future. 

Was this the right decision?  In retrospect, we feel that we were right not to go with ENCompass.  Had we been approaching our project a couple of years later, then the decision on this might have been different, but at the time the product just was not ready for us.  We felt that it was worthwhile sticking with the concept of cross-searching MARC and EAD records, and given this along with our in-house expertise, then the in-house solution was probably right.  We have been able to extend the database and use it to underpin a digitisation project (Coalfield Web Materials, funded by the New Opportunities Fund) which is still ongoing.  It has the potential for further development in the future.  It is true to say however that the work has been challenging, and a great deal of time has been spent in trying to get different types of records loaded into the database.  It is also perhaps worth pointing out that we had originally planned that this project should take three years rather than two (when we submitted our original bid), and so time has been a major factor for us.  We have not been able to devote a great deal of time to working on the search interface itself, for example, and so the end product is perhaps less polished than we would have wished.

We could have adopted a solution whereby MARC and EAD records were kept separate, with different databases and search mechanisms for each.  This might have been easier, but one of the "unique selling points" of Mine of Information, its bringing together of a range of different record types from different institutions, would have been lost.

2.2  Record creation

Catalogue records for the project were generated via several means:

· UWS project team members working on UWS material

· UWS project team members entering details of records prepared by partners (local record offices)

· UWS project team members liaising with partners to transfer existing online records to the MOI database (NLW, PRO)

· Project team members recruited or seconded in partner institutions working on that partner's material (Nottingham, Warwick, LMU)

· Additional online records made available to the project (eg a database of museum records relating to mining which was made available for our use).

MARC records were created by all partners using their own library management system (Voyager for Swansea, TALIS for LMU etc).  At Warwick the bulk of the new EAD records were created by sending paper lists to the RLG service in the US for conversion, following the practice already begun in Warwick with previous batches of records.  In Swansea we used XMetal to create collection level EAD records, and then a separate Access database was set up in order that para-professional staff could generate item-level descriptions for these collections.  Once completed, the records were transferred to the central MOI database.

In general, all the project partners met or exceeded their targets for cataloguing material and contributing records to the project.  In some cases this meant that the physical collections originally identified were catalogued effectively, but the number of records (or records of a particular type) may have varied from the original estimates put into the bid.  One of the difficulties we faced in writing the bid was the need to give quantitative estimates of the numbers of records to be produced.  All the partners found this difficult, although their estimates of the person-time needed to catalogue their chosen collections proved reasonably accurate.  For example, in Warwick the agreed material was catalogued, but this proved to require only 11,000 EAD file level descriptions instead of the 20,000 originally estimated.  Similarly at UWS we estimated that we would create 8,000 MARC records for our Coalfield pamphlet collection; in the event we only needed about 5,000 bibliographic records because the collection proved to contain a higher number of duplicates than expected.

At UWS and for the local record offices, we were able to create more records at item level than we had originally expected.  We knew from comments made by academic staff that this would be of value to researchers if it could be achieved, as the following quote from  Dr. Williamson at the University of Durham makes clear:  "If the research potential is to be fully realised, the collections need as far as possible to be searchable at item level.  Only in this way can the discovery of otherwise hidden associations between individuals or organisations be made; and only in this way can effective connections and comparisons between different regions be achieved...  Such "profiling" plainly requires the closest identification of particular documents".

We managed this by using the underspend on staffing generated by the late recruitment of the Project Manager and his contract being part-time rather than full-time.  Para-professional staff were recruited on a part-time basis during the second half of the project, and they were able to enter item-level descriptions into Access databases created for the purpose.  They were supervised in this work by the project archivists who were responsible for the collection level descriptions.

We were also able to add some records which were not part of the original bid, in that colleagues at the National Museums and Galleries of Wales supplied their database of museum objects relating to mining, and these records were added to the MOI database.  Similarly, a small number of records from local public libraries were also added, at no additional charge to the project.

We found some technical difficulties in trying to import larger records from the Public Record Office, although some 2000 medium-sized records were imported successfully.  The work was useful in testing the data exchange capabilities of the PRO's catalogue, and we are very grateful to colleagues in the PRO, particularly Bill Stockting for the considerable amount of time they spent working with us on this.

3.  Deliverables
Estimates of the total number of records in the Mine of Information database are summarised below.  At the time of writing we are working to remove some duplicate records which have found their way into the database, and so the final figures may still need some adjustment.  The number of records at collection level is what we expected at the time of writing the bid, whereas the number of item level descriptions exceeds our expectations.

Partner
Expected
Actual
Comments

UWS
1000 EAD coll, plus 2500 item
37,600 
Includes collection descriptions for all materials proposed at the bid stage, plus additional item descriptions for these materials

UWS
8000 MARC
5300 MARC
collection contained more duplicates than expected

Warwick
27,000 EAD
18,000 EAD
all expected materials catalogued; required fewer descriptions than anticipated

Nottingham
4300 MARC
6800 MARC
able to do more cataloguing than expected in the time available

UNL
600 MARC
540 MARC
all expected materials catalogued

Record Offices
167 EAD coll
over 100 completed
professional project staff created as many collection descriptions as possible in the time available


none
14,000
item level records transferred by para-professionals from printed lists supplied

PRO
EAD (unspecified)
2000
medium-sized records only; tech problems with larger ones

NLW
unspecified
1600
para-professional work

Museums
none
2000
NMGW database incorporated

4.  Costs of activities

Overall our project underspent by about £17,500.  There was an overall underspend of about £22,000 on staffing costs, which is partially offset by an overspend on equipment and other miscellaneous items of around £4,000.  Our partners spent almost exactly the expected amount on staffing, so the underspend was due to UWS, where as noted elsewhere our Project Manager started late and worked part-time.  We also saved on the cost of the project librarian, because of seconding a permanent member of staff in the latter stages of the project and not recharging this fully to RSLP.  The additional "other" expenditure may be largely accounted for by the need to purchase two laptops for project workers who needed to spend time out of the office (eg visiting partner organisations, or attending conferences / exhibitions to help disseminate information about the project), and also the need for an additional office-based PC for our para-professional team.  

It is not possible to give a figure for the cost per catalogue record, as the records contributed to the project are so different in nature that a single figure would be misleading.

It is fair to say that at the time of putting in the bid, the amount of time to be devoted to the project by individual core LIS staff members was difficult to estimate precisely.  One or two people attempted to keep track of the time they spent on the project, but this proved very difficult to sustain given that the work was so closely related to day to day activites.  Looking at the six main people involved with MOI (outside of the RSLP-funded project team) and calculating roughly the cost per hour of their time, we can say that we all attended about 30 formal meetings of about 2 hours each during the life of MOI, at a total cost of about £8,400.  Our estimates at the time of the bid for staff time devoted to the project were around £40,000, and it is probably not unreasonable to suggest that the additional time spent by individuals in informal meetings, working independently, attending dissemination events and so on, might have amounted to four times as much as this, which would mean that our estimates were broadly along the right lines. 
5.  Collaboration

Mine of Information involved a wide range of partners from different sectors, and this in itself proved something of a challenge in terms of the different technical and cataloguing standards adopted in different sectors.  As noted above, the goal of producing a cross-searchable catalogue may have led to a less sophisticated end result than would otherwise have been the case.

Actually working with other organisations was not a problem, except in so far as it required a fair amount of travelling around by the project manager in order to keep everyone "on board".  The people we worked with were without exception helpful, interested in the project, and happy to do whatever was required of them in order to achieve the aims of the project.  We had no problems in getting partners to do their cataloguing on time, and we have been happy with the quality of the records produced for us.

We did however find it difficult to work in a cross-sectoral way and according to the "rules" of RSLP, when RSLP funding could only be given directly to HE institutions.  We are aware that RSLP made considerable efforts to help projects work around these restrictions, but in practice this resulted in some non-HE partners putting in a lot of effort with really very little reward to them.  The PRO, for example, has not gained any catalogue records as a result of the project, though of course participation in projects like MOI may be seen as part of the role of such institutions in contributing to the development of the national archive service.  In the case of the local record offices they spent as much time as they could spare on marking up their printed lists, but overall required much more support and work from the UWS project team than other partners.  An editing feature is under development which will allow partners to update or edit their records in the future, should they find that they are unhappy about the way any of their records are displaying.

The directly funded partners such as LMU and the universities of Nottingham and Warwick were able to get on with their part of the cataloguing work with very little effort required on the part of the project team at Swansea.  A large number of records have been contributed to the MOI database as a result of the work of these HE partners.  It is probably fair to say however that the main advantage for these partners of joining MOI was the value of getting their own materials catalogued and electronically available in their own local online catalogues.  By contrast, the four local record offices in South Wales who worked with us did not have web-based catalogues at all, and so for the first time a subset of their materials have been made available for end-user searching via the web.  These materials are also more directly relevant to the history and development of the South Wales Coalfield itself, whereas those contributed by the English universities are of wider relevance to coalmining generally. 

In terms of workable models for collaborative collection management, we have certainly developed good working relationships with a number of organisations so there is the potential for further work in the future.  We also have a database which has the potential to be further extended with the addition of more records at a later stage.  It seems unlikely however that the work done for Mine of Information will have any effect on the collection policies of any of our partner organisations, although of course all will benefit from the raising of awareness of materials held by each.

6.  Staff recruitment, retention and skills issues

We were pleased to have the opportunity during the project to respond to the research being undertaken in this area by CHEMS and the Higher Education Consultancy Group on behalf of RSLP ("Resolving the human issues in LIS projects").  Having seen the final report, we have little to add to this, and would endorse its conclusions.
We were fortunate in being able to recruit two professional archivists and one librarian at an early stage of the project, who formed the core project team and were very effective throughout.  Subsequent attempts to recruit project archivists for another project failed for a considerable period of time, and the lack of suitably qualified and experienced staff to work on projects of this nature has been highlighted by the CHEMS report and others.  This does not necessarily mean that we need to recruit more staff to the profession; it is perhaps more a question of not trying to run too many similar projects all at the same time, so that project staff have a chance of moving from one project to another, thus gaining experience and having a greater chance of career stability.  It also perhaps points up the value of having different funding bodies co-ordinating their programmes as far as possible.

We had particular difficulty in recruiting a project manager, and it seemed that staff with appropriately developed skills and experience were already in permanent jobs and did not wish to move to a fixed-term contract such as ours.  We were therefore very fortunate to be able to recruit Adam Green, albeit relatively late in the project (February 2001) and on a part-time basis only.  Adam's high profile in the archive sector together with his strong technical skills made him an excellent candidate for our post.  The late / part-time nature of Adam's recruitment meant that we had money in hand to spend on additional para-professional support for the project, and this in turn led to a greater number of item-level records being added to the database than we had previously anticipated.  However, if Adam had been in a position to work full-time with us, this may have helped us to improve communication and continuity issues within the project team, and would also have allowed more time to be spent on the crucial technical details of transferring records and developing the search interface.

We were again fortunate in that most of the team stayed until the end of the project.  Half way through the project our librarian had the opportunity of an internal move to cover a maternity leave position, and in the longer term this has led to her being appointed to a permanent position on one of our subject teams from January 2003.  Fortunately her departure from the project proved not to be too much of a disaster as we were able to make two internal secondments which have given permanent staff an opportunity for skills development and increased job satisfaction.

Two out of three of our para-professional staff were drawn from our core LIS staff, working additional hours with MOI, and both benefitted from the opportunity to work on the project and develop their skills.  Our third para-professional was recruited externally, and we were happy to be able to offer her a permanent part-time issue desk position at the end of the project.  

Our two project archivists started looking for permanent (non-project-based) work before the end of MOI; fortunately for us (though less so for them) they were not successful, and both are still seeking permanent work in their chosen field.

The Gathering the Jewels project (funded by NOF and located in the National Library of Wales) has been able to offer a "loyalty bonus" to project staff if they agree to stay until the end of the project.  Although in the end we didn't have a problem with staff leaving early, it would be helpful if Personnel departments could consider this sort of approach when staff are appointed on fixed-term project-based contracts.

7.  Dissemination

During the life of the project, an extensive awareness-raising exercise was undertaken (see the project website at http://www.mineofinfo.ac.uk/dissemination.asp).  This included visits to local history societies, attendance at relevant academic conferences, and the publication of an article about the project in the Llafur journal.

At the start of 2002 we also embarked on a second Coalfield-related project; this is Coalfield Web Materials, a digitisation project funded by the New Opportunities Fund.  This project is digitising audio and visual materials from the Collection, and uses the same underlying database as MOI to provide a search facility (see http://www.agor.org.uk/cwm).  Recently we have sought to promote the two projects together, for example at an awareness day in July 2002 when we invited senior academic staff from UWS and high profile figures such as Dr Hywel Francis MP and Professor Glanmor Williams who had been active in developing the Coalfield Collection during the 1970s and 1980s.  The CWM project is scheduled for completion in February 2003.

The close relationship between HE libraries in Wales has facilitated a collaborative approach to publicising our RSLP projects.  In November 2002 the Welsh RSLP projects worked with other key projects in Wales (eg the NOF-funded Gathering the Jewels project) on a joint launch event at the National Assembly.  Keynote speeches were given by Andrew Green of the National Library, Andrew Davies AM, and Professor Ralph Griffiths of the UWS History Department, stressing the value to researchers of these various projects and highlighting the importance of continued financial support for such initiatives.

At the time of writing we are still finalising the project search interface, and resolving some technical issues relating to the loading of data.  We have not, therefore, embarked on a high profile publicity exercise yet, as we are wary of raising expectations too soon.  We do however plan to distribute the leaflets and posters that were purchased earlier in the lifetime of the project, targetting educational and cultural institutions throughout Wales in particular, but also involving English partners in distributing the information as appropriate through the channels available to them.

8.  Sustainability

Mine of Information is part of our ongoing development strategy for the South Wales Coalfield Collection.  Our long-term aim is to seek funding for a new building in which this collection can be unified, preferably somewhere on the campus at UWS although other possibilities may have to be considered.  In the meantime our strategy is to increase virtual access as far as possible, and the cataloguing completed for MOI is a key part of this, as of course is the digitisation work being undertaken for CWM.  We are also putting in a bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund to create reproductions of all our Miners' Lodge banners, which are deposited with us by the NUM.

As noted above, the MOI database underlies both MOI and CWM, and should form the basis for all future cataloguing work on the Coalfield Collection and other related metadata.  It is probably not realistic to expect to sustain an in-house database in the longer term, and we will be reviewing proprietary systems as they become available with a view to migrating the data eventually.

9.  Support from RSLP and others

Although we found the bidding process rather painful, once funding had been agreed for Mine of Information we found the RSLP office to be extremely helpful and supportive.  We had a number of queries during the lifetime of the project, and these were always resolved quickly and positively.  It was reassuring to find that we were able to be flexible within our agreed budget, as long as we could justify the changes we wanted to make.  Indeed, having said above that funding should be provided across the sectors where possible, it is probably also fair to say that the RSLP focus on HE institutions meant that the help they were able to provide was very focussed and relevant to our particular needs, which may not be the case where funders are working with a broader range of organisations.

The training events organised by RSLP (including project management and financial management) were useful and relevant.  The two publicity events at the Business Design Centre were also valuable as opportunities to meet with other project staff and see that we were part of something on a national scale, as it is quite easy when working on these projects to forget about the bigger picture.  This training helped us to build on our existing experience of managing projects (for example via the NFF programme), and gave us more confidence for future project work such as the NOF-funded digitisation project currently under way.

10.  Conclusions

Despite the technical challenges of the project, a number of our staff have increased their knowledge as they worked through these, and it has been a valuable learning experience.

We would certainly wish to see future programmes of funding along the lines of the RSLP programme, and managed in a similarly supportive way.  We would however regard it as essential that organisations from all sectors could be directly funded in order to ensure true collaboration.  HE researchers are no different from other learners in needing to work with materials from all types of organisation, and it would be a shame if funding "rules" were to get in the way of this kind of work.  It would also be helpful in the future if funding programmes could be more flexible in terms of start and finish dates, so as to encourage where possible the transfer of experience and skills between projects, rather than having projects suffer from recruitment and skills shortages.

The Mine of Information project will make a long-term contribution to research, by raising awareness of key collections and bringing together materials which are distributed both by sector and by physical location.  Although the project was funded via the HE funding councils and with a primary intended audience of researchers in HE, its presence on the web means that it will be of value to lifelong learners at all levels.  This is particularly the case as we develop the links between MOI and the Coalfield Web Materials digitisation project, as users of CWM will be prompted to explore the additional bibliographic information in MOI.  The collaboration with other partners was successful, and has provided a strong foundation for future co-operative work.  

Sara Marsh (Project Director)

December 2002
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