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ANGEL EXIT MEETING: NOTES AND ISSUES

In attendance: Paul Bailey, Alison Bayley, Steve Beech, Ian Bloor, Sheila Cannell, Andrew Cox, Biddy Fisher, Nicole Harris, Helen Hockx, John MacColl, Simon McLeish, John Paschoud, Andy Powell, Christine Rees, Jean Sykes, Caroline Thorpe, Maureen Wade.

Session One – ANGEL Update (John MacColl and Maureen Wade).

Presentation: 

MW discussed some of the achievements of ANGEL and looked at where the concepts had been taken up already by continued funding and institutional interest.  

The central factor in ANGEL development has been the move away from interface provision to middleware tools, and the focus on seamless access.  This has in turn created problems for the team in ‘selling’ ANGEL both internally and externally.   The victory at LSE was persuading the mainstream staff that the RM would be a more efficient approach to handling an existing task.

ANGEL has been a key project in taking the middleware concept forward and disseminating middleware concepts within the JISC community.  

ANGEL is about moving away from the universal portal as an ideological approach.   The more you learn about different types of content, the more it becomes clear that different management approaches are acceptable and should be welcomed and maintained.  

MW described how newly funded projects are already building on ANGEL and taking forward.  She described how ANGEL-inside will help fill the gaps that RLM systems are unable to address, particularly with regard to supporting electronic resources (beyond cutting and pasting URLs).  These ideas are key to the DELIVER and DEVIL projects.

DELIVER and DEVIL will provide feedback to JISC on real testing and how useful the ANGEL components actually are.  This will support the evaluation process for ANGEL beyond project end.  

JM looked at the longer-term benefits of middleware use for the community at large, and particularly for librarians.  Librarians are still looking for the new information architecture, and the vast range of new material formats and locations, to settle down.  

JM highlighted that the hybrid nature of the library was not just confined to print vs. electronic resources.  Hybridity also includes use of free data alongside commercial data, and potentially the use of Open-source alongside commercial applications.  

The access management issues addressed in ANGEL are being taken forward by the 06/02 projects, but there is still a lot of work to do to before these ideas will beb embedded within inistitutions.   JM highlighted the need for ongoing support of the central model for access management as work towards a distributed model continues.   Demonstrators of solutions investigated by the ANGEL project are available from the ANGEL website (Shibboleth and PAPI).   

The speed with which the access management arena is changing also acts as a barrier to successful implementation of project ideas.  JM highlighted the importance of the XLM4HE project at Leeds.  

Discussion:

The position of ReadingListDirect and DELIVER project was queried.  JP outlined the evaluation process that had been undertaken by the DELIVER project.  This report will be of potential use to many institutions and should be widely circulated.  

Session Two – Institutional Issues (Jean Sykes and Biddy Fisher)
Presentation:

The focus of a project such as ANGEL at this stage has to be on real results for the end-users.  The project must take into consideration the expectations and demands in the changing environment.  

Projects are often hampered in trying to achieve this goal.  In many cases the tight deadlines, budgeting and lack of security for project staff make completing a project a hard enough task.  This can be coupled with changing organisational structures that are increasingly threatening the future of funded projects.  

How can ANGEL learn from this and try to take the project ideas forward into real use?

Discussion:

JS began the discussion by looking at general issues with moving from project to service.   She highlighted the fact that the JISC Development Strategy Group are very much looking at the same sort of issues.  

The importance of engaging mainstream library staff within projects was identified.  Project staff are often ‘out there’ and not integrated into the central workings of the library or institution.  Over the years there has been a lot more thought into engaging in an ongoing manner through involvement in steering groups and user consultations.  This can be key in getting the project outcomes used.

Staff within institutions are continually asked to accept, learn and integrate new products.  Why does this specifically become a problem when faced with in-house or project developments?

The fact that project outcomes were not financially costly was also considered as a barrier to take-up.  Financial cost can often be (wrongly) equated with quality and ‘free’ products are often undervalued.  Procurement processes by their very nature encourage the purchase of large commercial offerings.  The training and support that comes with commercial products is often cited as a major draw towards this type of solution.  

An ideal situation would see open-source (OS) applications being regularly included in procurement processes.  This can be difficult, as it is difficult to accurately compare OS and commercial products.  Proper lifecycle costing, including in-house support, staff time, training budgets etc. is rarely completed for any product, whether OS or commercial. 

Many institutions are also restricted by both the skills set and preferences of existing IT staff.   

One of the biggest challenges for any new product is reaching a critical mass of users.  People are always reluctant to use an application that has not been previously adopted by other (similar) users.  

Successful OS tends to be in the utilities area, where a specific skills-set of people have learnt to understand, appreciate and contribute towards OS development (the community aspect of OS is key to success).  Can OS applications really be made to work?

Building the communities required for OS applications may be seen as problematic.  However HE staff are highly competent in contributing to discussion lists and asking advice from the community via jiscmail lists.  A key factor may be the need for culture change, among library staff in particular.  They need to be given the permission to learn new approaches to addressing problems.  Institutions also need to learn how to make the most of people who do have the skills to implement OS.  This may very well be from among the project staff.   A major problem faced by all projects and institutions is the loss of staff at the end of a project and the inability of internal staff to pick up the baton and keep running.   

Projects are competing with commercial products, so the projects should be able to write commercially viable documentation for the outcomes of the project.  Problems arise when this documentation needs updating to reflect the quickly moving market sector.  There is often nobody (or no resources) to make this happen.  

Projects do not have the time (or the scope or funding) to provide the level of service to institutions that commercial providers can.  Typically, a commercial offering can not only provide sales people to help with initial contact and consultation, but can also takeover the installation process for the institution.  Projects have no sales force – there is a specific reason why we refer to ‘dissemination’ and not ‘marketing’.  Similarly, by the time the product is ready for installation, project staff have moved on.  

There are several models open to projects wishing to see their outcomes become a service:

1.  Selling / giving to commercial partners.

2.  Charging / continuing funding joint support.

3.  Just charging.

4.  Making it a JISC service.  

5.  True OS development through a community based approach.  

An illustration of a project that has existed as a service beyond project funding is the M25 project.   The M25 partner institutions are now paying £40K a year towards the service and that gets them two people to continually tweak and support.  The institutions are unable to fund continuing development, the cost would be too high.  

There is, however, a difference between a project that becomes a service and a project that has an outcome that is a product.   ANGEL should not typically be viewed as something that will become a service (although it could pursue the option of becoming an external host for the managers).   ANGEL should be viewed as an institutional toolkit solution.   Many projects are producing these type of products, and there are several ways in which these could be centrally hosted:

· development of a central team that supports and markets all of these solutions / products (a JISC Enterprise unit?).

· use of the JISC data centres for hosting and maintaining these products.

· use of JISC’s existing commercial partners to host / maintain these products.  

· Extending the remit of services such as JORUM.  

These ideas should be pursued by the JISC Development Strategy Group.

A model not discussed so far is better development of project outcomes through future funding (non-continuous).  In practice it is very difficult to direct one project to take-up the outcomes of a completed project (unless the partners were directly involved in previous work).  This has lead to the need to fund similar developments repeatedly, but with a slightly different angle, subject, or starting point.  

Session Three – JISC and Middleware / Shared Services (Andy Powell, Helen Hockx)
Discussion:

The central ‘cloud’ that is the middleware / shared services part of the IE infrastructure is still very much under development.   The major change has been in the introduction of web services, and in particular SOAP and SRW (a SOAP implementation of Z39.50).  In terms of technical changes, IMS has now introduced the Digtial Repositories Interoperability Spec.  UKOLN has an early role in influencing this development.  

AP highlighted a central inaccessibility of ANGEL, in that it is difficult to understand.  People need to see key problems that ANGEL can address.  ANGEL needs to think clearly about positioning itself inline with other issues that people are talking about:

· What is the relationship between ANGEL and an OpenURL resolver?

· What is the relationship between ANGEL and library portal developments?

· What is the relationship between ANGEL and the RDN-include?

· What is the relationship between ANGEL and the JISC Information Service Registry?  

ANGEL needs to move beyond the ‘here is your solution, what is your problem?’ stance.  The ‘smart link finder’ concept developed for DELIVER may support this.  

Session Four – OSS and taking ANGEL forward (John Paschoud)  

JCIE have decided to fund an OS awareness post.  This is still being defined but is likely to include general awareness raising, advice on potential use of OS, support for an OS forum etc.  

Considering the lack of support for OS development in existence, a sensible approach for the project may be to pursue commercial partnerships with people such as ReadingListDirect and uPortal.  The initial interest from these sources should be followed up (before the end of the 07/02 projects).   It is essential to tie these small scale developments with wider initiatives.  This would be the most sensible business strategy.  

ANGEL could potentially be a content management / registry add-on for u-Portal.  The project would need to look at UDDI as a standard for registries.  

Doing this type of work (i.e. not developing an interface) was always acknowledged by the project to be a risk.

A drawback for the community when considering OS is that it has very often not been a option.  It is only fairly recently that OS library systems have been available, and it would still be a very risky road for a library to base mission critical services totally on OS developments.  

Institutions need to be encouraged to start to think more about individual components and bolting components together rather than choosing a single solution.  This allows institutions the option to use both OS tools and commercial tools.   Single solutions often mean that libraries / institutions often have to compromise on certain aspects of a product / service.  A component approach means that all services can be judged individually.  

It remains to be seen whether library vendors should be encouraged to pursue middleware bolt-on tools, or whether the monopoly should be broken by institutions actively seeking completely separate solutions.   

The following activities / information could usefully support OS development for JISC projects:

1. A sound project - to - product model / strategy (that is part of enforced? exit strategy).

2. information on OS economic frameworks. What are the range of self-sustaining models (range of licenses, legal issues etc.).  With JISC recommendations.

3. Some centrally funded / advertised marketing for the project products/  

4. A central database of OS developments.    

5. Central hosting of project software / products.

6. Development and support of an OS forum / discussion / community.  

7. Get the right parties interested / involved / convinced.  

8. Wider legal requirements. 

9. QA for the products.  Some ‘dead-heading’ of outcomes that are not perceived as useful.  

10. Supporting information for the products (who using / where / how / feedbact etc.).

There is a library OS community that does not exist over here.  Can we use that??

Recommendations for JISC:

1. Consider the models available for providing ongoing support for project ‘products’, and the activities that could be centrally supported by an OS post as set-out on this document.  

2. Carry out some research into what has happened to the results of projects.  This could usefully pick-up from the work carried out by the Human Element consultancy.  

3. Address the exit strategy requirements of projects.  Should JISC introduce more rigorous requirements for projects?  (Issue for programme managers and any central service identified).

4. Improve documentation of the IE architecture on central JISC website, identifying which parts of the architecture have already been addressed (‘solved’).  This should be regularly updated so that the current development baseline is clear.  

5. Central programme reports / updates to the community would be useful, potentially in the form of position papers from the programme managers.  This would help document programme ‘learning’ in a more timely manner.  

6. Central formative evaluation of programmes should be more open and accessible to the projects involved than the evaluation process adopted for 05/99 programme.  

7. 05/99 projects suffered from a lack of inter-project communication.  The programme wide ‘clustering’ was ineffective among many of the groups.  
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