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Inter-Library Loan Service of Library of University of Latvia:

Process, achievements, challenges

The provision of the access to information has traditionally been and remains one of the major tasks of the Latvia University Library in general and the International Library Loan Service, specifically. However, starting with the early 1990s, due to the political and economic transformations in Latvia, the system of relationships and networking with other libraries changed. The former model of contacts and networks, embedded in the centralization principle, was not capable any longer of functioning under new conditions, and this situation resulted in the process of library de-centralisations. The transition from the former rigid centralization of ordering foreign literature in the USSR had a radical impact upon the International Library Loan Service, thus, we had to recover the functioning of the ILL system practically from zerowithout any experience (except for the experience of the Republican Inter-library Loan), without any methodical guides, without any sufficient financing, and finally, without any properly developed national legislation in the area.
Our difficulties started when absence of sufficient funding forced us to introduce the paid services of our customers. It is also worth mentioning here, that a reader paid only when a requested book or an article’s copy was mailed to us together with an invoice or any other form of payment request. Postage expenditures were covered by our library so many libraries in other countries, aware of our situation, offered their services for free.
Readers who were used to receiving services for free, had a real difficulty to re-orient themselves at paid fees, even in such “reader-friendly” form. The number of those potentially interested customers to use the ILL Service practically dropped to zero because of the minimal fees introduced by the national library ILL Service. It should be noted here that for objective reasons, the ratio of the student grant to the voucher fee and postal fee made the ILL Service practically unaffordable for the most of our students. 
We began to think of how to revive the activities of our sector at the expense of reducing the order fees. This could become possible by searching for new partners with an easy access to information databases and low rates for receiving a necessary source or its copy.

Much work has been done in the search and negotiations of contacts although with total absence of our experience in this process; one should note that the methodological aspect in the ILL Service should still and urgently be improved, and our legislative basis is still underdeveloped. Here I would like to say my “thank you” to my colleague Maria Luschik, from the Library of the University of Tartu who has always been very attentive and patient in giving me advise and answering my questions concerning the organization of ILL.

Having dealt with cash in our ordering process, we found it inconvenient for us and more expensive for our customers, in particular, when banking fees for money transfers became very expensive. So, we shifted to using IFLA vouchers in our accounts for the received orders. Even such sparing scheme of the payment for a book order did not provide the socially-acceptable fee for our students and lecturers.

So, the actual order fee decreased, however, still remaining high for the majority of our customers, in comparison with their very small stipends. The so-called “lottery factor” should not be disregarded – some customers could order several documents and receive them for free, but others had to pay fully even for a single order.  Students of theology, psychology, philology, and history have typically been our most frequent clients, and they are used to coming to us with impressively long lists of the books that they cannot find in the libraries of Latvia. Now we are thinking of negotiating with the deans of the faculty that they make target money allocations to the LU ILL Service.

A year ago the university leadership found an opportunity to reduce our fees closer to the fees of the National library. Thus, currently the number of orders is gradually growing. Unfortunately, we have now limited the number of orders per person for the currently rated fees depending on a person’s status – an undergraduate (3 orders), a graduate (5), a PhD student (10), a lecturer (5). Naturally, we also reserve the space for the orders for which a person has to make a full payment.
This spring, for facilitating our undergraduate and graduate students’ work with their bachelor and master theses, we obtained the copy ordering services via the SUBITO system, to a real joy of our customers as well as the library administration for two reasons, at least. The former are happy that they can receive the orders really quickly, the latter can economise on photocoyping services.

The increase in our customers’ number has revealed the following problems:

· Still many users still come to us with uncompleted order requests.

· Low skills of our users – students as well as lecturers – in how to work with bibliography, catalogues, etc., so very much time is spent in the search of required documents in the informational databases as well as for the specification and clarification of the request bibliographical data.

As a consequence, an individual consulting service to students and lecturers concerning the database search is decreasing a number of ordered documents.
Over the last decade, we have developed very good working relations and cooperation with our colleagues from the Scandinavian countries. They provide very efficient and fast delivery of the requested documents, and the voucher payment form is very convenient for us. Once again I would like to thank our colleagues for their understanding and support.
It is a real pity that we have practically no contacts with libraries in Russia (with rare exception), although our readers have constantly expressed a real need in having access to the funds of the libraries in Russia. Doubtless, a real minus for our work is the prepayment demand – not always we are able to predict a number of documents and from what libraries they can be requested/ordered. As I have already mentioned, the payment via bank transfer will become more expensive, so we are really interested in using the voucher system. And the last question that should be considered in our work – the time terms for delivering an order (here I mean only our experience) are very long.

The national legislation still should be better developed. For example, in 1998 The Law on Libraries was adopted, and it granted us the right to mail books requested by other libraries for free, as well as the 50% discount for mailing the ordered books abroad. Unfortunately, these rights are still on paper. We still don’t have an updated regulation on ILL Service, and the last document on the Rules of Using the ILL in the Libraries of Latvia was issued by the Ministry of Culture in 1992.
In the span of the last ten years our ILL service has gone through the periods of decline and recovery. The traditional ILL Service is still working as a model, but new informational technologies find their way into our activities more actively and intensively.

