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ABSTRACT   
“GLASS” is a web-based resource sharing initiative between the special libraries of GLINN 
(Government Libraries Information Network in NSW) and LOTSS (Libraries Of The Social 
Sciences). In this paper we show how the GLASS database was established in mid 2000 
using the GRATISNET (health libraries consortium) model and how it has since developed. 
 
“GLASS” (Government Libraries And Social Sciences) provides its members with a web-
based platform for easy access to a shared database of journal holdings and administration 
of inter-library loans. We discuss the pleasures and pains of our experience, from marketing 
the system to a group of disparate subject specialists, liaising with the member libraries, 
negotiating with a private supplier, and cooperating with colleagues in the larger 
GRATISNET group.  
 
GLASS has been running successfully for three years. It is now appropriate to share our 
experiences and discuss the potential for such platforms to support resource sharing among 
libraries which may not necessarily share a common subject area and may not initially see 
the value of the network. 
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Historical Context 
 
From the 1920’s libraries in Australia and overseas began to engage in inter-library lending. 
The subsequent development of union catalogues during the 1930’s began with the German 
national union list the Deutascher Gesamtkatalog. By the 1950’s union catalogues had really 
taken off around the world, one of best examples being the United States National Union 
Catalog (The New Encyclopeadia Britannica 1985). The same era saw an explosion in the 
number and variety of special libraries. To most libraries, resource sharing is important but to 
special libraries it is usually core business. “If we don’t hold it here we will get it in for you” is 
our motto.  
 
It is from this context of strong partnerships and resource sharing that GLASS derives. 
GLASS stand for Government Libraries and Social Sciences. It is comprised of two dynamic 
groups, GLINN (Government Libraries Information Network in NSW) and LOTSS (Libraries of 
the Social Sciences). GLASS also invokes an image of a window of opportunity for 
participating libraries in the present and a vision for what is possible in the future in the area 
of cooperative collection building and information sharing.  
 
Three key factors came into play in providing the impetus for the formation of GLASS. These 
were financial constraints, the power of networks and utilising new technology 
 
FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS 
 
During the 1990s most special libraries faced the prospect of diminishing real budgets. This 
was partly due to the rapidly increasing costs of journal subscriptions fuelled by a falling 
Australian dollar.  Also associated with the financial issue was a rise in the cost of document 
delivery which put extra pressure on special libraries.  Many libraries faced the gloomy 
prospect of staff cuts, usually at the Library Technician level – the very staff needed to run 
document delivery services.  
 
The final straw was delivered with the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax (GST) in 
July 2000. On a standard inter library loan of $12 we had to charge $13.20 to cover GST.  
This created an administrative nightmare for accounts departments with many rejecting the 
continued use of ALIA vouchers. Faced with the logistics of juggling a combination of 
vouchers, invoices and credit card payments, many special libraries looked for a time saving 
and effective alternative. Networks with free of cost lending between members, were seen as 
one saviour of our document delivery services. The benefits and low membership costs for 
inter-library loan consortia were looking increasingly attractive.  However we still faced the 
uncertainty of whether networks would be exempt from the GST. 
 
It was at this time that the health librarians’ consortium, GRATISNET, submitted a proposal 
to the Australian Taxation Office.  It successfully argued that a consortium should be exempt 
from the GST as inter library loans were the core business of the consortium and the reason 
why the group was established.  Reciprocal agreements were out “free” document delivery 
services could go ahead. GLINN and LOTSS took heed of the decision and paved the way to 
the GLASS consortium. 
 
THE POWER OF NETWORKS 
 
The GLINN and LOTSS networks are New South Wales based.  They are independent 
groups that have come together to form the GLASS consortium for the sole purpose of ILL 
resource sharing.  Each network consists of small to medium sized member libraries that 
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have a subject specialty which are nevertheless of value to other members. They are often 
one person libraries and each has a story to tell about limited time, funding and resources.  
 
Members within GLINN and LOTSS were inspired by the success of the health libraries’ 
GRATISNET model which was introduced to the LOTSS group in 2000.  Initially the GLINN 
group was a little hesitant.  What would we get out of this?  Most of us already had loose 
arrangements through our own networks for inter-library loans and document delivery.  What 
we lacked however was a union list and the platform to launch it. 
 
Meanwhile the LOTSS network had been using a union list as far back as the 1980s and like 
GLINN, had a long history of providing free interlibrary loans to members. LOTSS were very 
keen to establish the new document delivery model.  What they lacked however were the 
required numbers for membership, so an approach was made to GLINN.  Both groups, now 
recognised the benefits of an efficient, equitable web-based resource-sharing platform - and 
so it was agreed in principle between the two groups that the idea of a shared consortium 
would be explored.  A Steering Committee with GLINN and LOTSS representatives was 
formed.  
 
UTILISING NEW TECHNOLOGY 
 
The first job of the Committee was to approach the University Coop Bookshop management 
about hosting the consortium.  It was a natural step to approach the Coop as it had been 
hosting the LOTSS union list on fiche for many years.  The Coop also hosted GRATISNET.   
Once we had agreement from the Coop, regular meetings were then held on how to 
establish the consortium. 
 
The designer of the GRATISNET software,  Prosentient Systems Pty Ltd was approached 
about our needs and requirements.  Prosentient agreed that the software could be modified 
to suit GLASS as the software would support one database but would block each consortium 
from seeing the other’s holdings.  
 
“GLASS” IS BORN 
 
The next step was to come up with a name for our new group – GLASS.  We engaged an 
artist who designed our logo and colours and a test site was set up.  
 
A subscription rate of $110 per institution was agreed.  The Committee then communicated 
to members that GLASS was ready to be launched and they needed to pay their subscription 
to become members of the network. To assist this process an e-list was established through 
ALIA – aliaGLASS (http://www.alia.org.au/alianet/e-lists/).  
 
Convincing members of the benefits of joining the consortium was not always easy because 
they were often from small one person libraries with limited budgets.  The Committee soon 
realised it was one thing to sign up to an idea in principle but quite another to get the full 
commitment and the money in.  Some libraries found it difficult to meet the administrative 
start up workload, while others were fearful of how much work would be required to meet the 
supply side of requests.  Also free arrangements between libraries had been active until this 
time and now, under the new arrangement, we were asking for payment of a subscription.  
 
The hard sell was on by the Steering Committee and eventually we passed our magic 
number of 40 participating libraries. The consortium was launched on 31st August 2000. 
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The next  task was to encourage members to put their holdings on the system.  This was 
quite difficult as small libraries have many pressing tasks and this was an extra 
administrative load that was often given a low priority.  However, the Steering Committee 
assisted by the Coop, set up example sheets for data entry and encouraged members to 
send holdings in this format to the Coop who loaded them into the database. 
 
Finally all member libraries' holdings were in the database and GLASS became a truly useful 
resource for interlibrary loans.  
 
Still, much work lay ahead as we had to write a user manual and establish ground rules for 
the use of the database.  A ranking order was set up which provided equity between member 
libraries. 
 
SUCCESS OF “GLASS” 
 
We now had access to a centralised union list of journal holdings.  In line with the 
recommendations of the National Library of Australia’s Interlibrary Loan and Document 
Delivery Benchmarking Study 2001, the GLASS database provided a cost effective 
document delivery system with speedy turnaround times.  We had access to a centralised 
union list of journal holdings across the state, with a platform providing a simple method for 
adding holdings, editing and producing statistics.  
 
After one year of operating our server host, the University Coop Bookshop, informed GLASS 
that providing this service was no longer commercially viable.  GLASS then negotiated with 
Prosentient systems Pty Ltd – the designers and owners of the software.  Following legal 
advice, a Memorandum Of Understanding was agreed between Prosentient and GLASS to 
host GLASS on Prosentient’s server.  On this basis, GLASS continues to operate.  
 
After three years, the GLASS consortium has come of age.  It has been very successful and 
well worth the time and energy expended in establishing and maintaining the network.  We 
continue to recruit new members every year.  
 
This simple and easy to use web-based service has added value and given support to its 
client members. The database offers a wide coverage of specialist titles, is affordable and 
requests have a quick response time.   It is a service delivery model that adds value to the 
member library services by enabling members to meet library client expectations of 
accessing information wherever and whenever.  GLASS is user friendly, affordable and 
offers a great variety and coverage of specialty journals that may otherwise be inaccessible. 
It allows our member libraries to build their collections in their primary subject specialties, 
relying on other members for free access to secondary resources. 
 
The Steering Committee has now become the Working Group and continues to play a vital 
role in the management of GLASS.  At our quarterly meetings ongoing issues of policy and 
user concerns are discussed.  The Group also manages the rankings, organises the 
collection of statistics, maintains the database and oversees database enhancements.  
 
The success of the network is due in large part to the work of the Steering Committee and 
now the Working Group.  We see the positive attributes of a successful committee as 
including : good communication between Committee and Network members ;  an equitable 
distribution of Committee workload ;  Members representing a variety of specialist libraries ; a 
range of skills ;  willingness to believe in the end product and to give priority time to the 
project  when time is always scarce  – and a good sense of humour helps! 
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