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WHY E-ASIA?





Or perhaps, more to the point, why e-books?





 Early digital library projects, such as American Memories, were almost entirely devoted to producing online images of special collections; most of these projects were of generally limited appeal, too often poorly done, and strongly tilted toward political correctness.  The next stage of digital library development will be in the direction of materials that are mainstream, meaning materials of the type that comprise the bulk of current library holdings.  While projects such as the digitalization of the Gutenberg Bible are landmark projects, in truth, most students and many researchers could make better use of a good, solid reference work or an enduring historical survey.  





A major assumption of e-Asia is that the traditional library rather than the Web will provide the basic model from which digital libraries will evolve.  While to some extent enterprises such as NetLibrary point the way to the future, they are evolutionary dead ends.





The Web is a great mechanism for the delivery of digital material and perishable/dynamic content such as stock quotes, databases, and news.  The Web is not, however, a proper place for content that needs to be stable, etched in concrete as it were.  The likelihood of a URL remaining unchanged thirty years from now, when a researcher comes across it as a citation is, to put it mildly, remote.  Commercial vendors may promise that they will archive their online journals to the end of time, but vendors and business enterprises tend not to be so long-lived.  The survival of commercial web “products” is a serious matter for any institution  that supports long-term research.  Libraries collect and conserve, and this function (critical to civilization) can not occur if library materials are rented.  Libraries are stable institutions; Blockbuster Video and Montgomery Wards are not.  





The print book is durable beyond its creators – and its readers.  The library stacks are filled with books whose authors and publishers have long disappeared.  But when vendors of digital materials go belly up, the libraries pay-per-view “holdings” may end up as scrap in bankruptcy proceedings, for what libraries got for their money was not digital material but merely access  to digital material.  The commercial digital library is a disaster-in-progress vis-à-vis most long-term research needs and a failure as a marketing strategy since, prices being equal, most people will opt for a printed book that they can store away for future reading and re-reading, the advantages of digital material be darned. 





    E-books combine the best qualities of online text (searchability, 24x7 access, etc.) and (soon) diverse digital formats with the stability of a fixed medium.  E-books, with covers and spines and page-turning, mimic print books. This mimicry suggests a number of interesting things, including the likelihood that, in terms of digital libraries, we may be headed “back to the future.”  




















Quotes and Observations:





“…future digital books will be more dynamic and functioning more actively for readers to interact with them.  Digital books will be installed into a digital-book-reading device, which is very light, portable, easily manipulable.  The device will receive a digital-book contents by wireless communication from a computer of a digital-book publisher.  The book reading device will have standard dictionaries, encyclopedia, and a memo-notebook space where a reader can write comments in reading a book.�---- Makoto Nagao, President Kyoto, University, November 13, 2000





“Print, the traditional information format of the library, consists of less than one percent of [world information produced in 1999], thus it is reasonable to ask if technologies and expert practices optimized for print libraries can or should be extended to other kinds of digital data.”


	--Lyman and Varian (http://sims.berkeley.edu/how-much-info/index.html)








“[according to statistics from the ARL web page for the 1990’s] .. both circulation and reference counts are going down, reference more steeply than circulation (probably because of the ease of answering simple questions on the Web). This is not a general decline in library use –  … ILL is still going up (as are staff, holdings, students counts, and other numbers).  Instead it presumably represents the substitution of digital access for physical borrowing.”


	--Michael Lesk, NSF, 2000 Kyoto International Conference on Digital Libraries








“… we have to wait until approximately the year 2007 for books to go away and be fully replaced with online information.  Legacy publishers be warned.  This will happen.”


--- Jakob Nielsen, Designing Web Usability.  Indianapolis:  New Riders, 2000, p 5.








“Over 1 million free e-books shipped from this site, August 8th-November 14th, 2000, to over 100 countries from the oldest and largest public e-book library on the web!”


-- Inscription on the entry (Web) page to the University of Virginia’s collection of some 1,200 e-books.











OVERVIEW OF THE E-ASIA PROJECT





	e-Asia is a digital library project supported by the University of Oregon Library with funding from Nissho Iwai.  The goal of e-Asia, under the confines of available funding, is to build a web-accessible collection of approximately 3,000 full text items, 500 of which will be books.   E-Asia will also collect outstanding web sites, databases, and other digital materials that are appropriate to scholarly research.  The estimated time of completion is September, 2001.  The task of building an electronic collection – even a collection with a restricted scope such as e-Asia – is enormous.  Like Godzilla, when it comes to libraries, size matters.  However, the decision was made early with e-Asia to not sacrifice quality for the sake of collection size.  As it turns out, the e-books produced by e-Asia are of higher technical quality than many commercially produced e-books.














CONTENT SELECTION





	Selection at the initial stages of a digital library project is unavoidably conditioned by the need to get materials available quickly and to select materials that are likely to be converted into digital form easily.  Selection is further limited by copyright issues.  Fortunately, a wealth of primary source materials exists for the first decades of the twentieth century; indeed, the content and general quality of these books is often better than that of contemporary books.  While scholarly studies from this period are groundbreaking, the first-hand accounts and ephemera of the period are of even greater interest.  Digital content is also acquired from pre-existing sources.  This includes collaborative arrangements with webmasters who have already mounted digital materials, government (copyright-free) web resources, and materials from the period of World War II under the assumption that defunct puppet governments and the producers of pro-Axis materials are unlikely to raise copyright issues.  On occasion e-Asia has collected items from various sources (primarily web documents) and combined them into a single e-book.  As of December, e-Asia has converted over 100 items to e-book format.





	





E-ASIA PROCESSES





	For the past few months, the Project has endeavored to come to grips with workflow.  The main focus has been on the development of procedures for scanning and proofreading.  While we use the best available OCR package (OmniPage Pro version 10), a point to remember is that all OCR software gauges its accuracy against the scanning of laser-printed text.  The bulk of material scanned by e-Asia is far from laser-print quality; thus, a considerable amount of time is spent in the OCR process (OmniPage, during the text recognition phase of OCR, provides some proofreading) and a second – some times a third -- level of proofing.  If e-Asia had elected to go with simple image production,  the time invested in scanning/proofing would probably be around a quarter of what it currently is, but from our perspective text as images is unacceptable unless there is no alternative.  On the bright side, the slowness of the process is such that economy grade scanners work just fine.





	Once the target material is either scanned or derived from existing digital resources and proofread, it must be converted to e-book format.  Images (which have to be scanned separately from text) must be of a particular size for e-book readers.  To accomplish this, e-Asia uses Photoshop to resize and -- in some cases – actually enhance the quality of the original image. Additionally, footnotes and tables of contents must be stripped from the original text in order to utilize the linking capability of e-books.  Text together with images is then converted to HTML and, using ReaderWorks Publisher software, HTML is reconstituted as a digital book.  (finding students who know HTML and Cascading Style Sheets would be a definite plus).  Open e-book specifications require that each digital book has a cover – which e-Asia produces since the original covers are often unsuitable or non-existent – and an XML “package” that consists of Dublin Core metadata.  Seldom is the construction of a digital book gotten right the first time because e-books display differently than web pages.  Success usually comes with the second or third attempt.








THE QUESTION OF FORMATS





	As originally proposed, e-Asia intended to digitize and convert materials into Adobe .PDF format.  This format (still) has much to value such as accurate representation of original documents, and e-Asia does produce .pdf files on occasion.  In August of last year, however, Microsoft released its e-book reader software, which changed the flow of the digital universe.  Based on Open E-book Standards, the Microsoft Reader is superior to .pdf.  There are a multitude of reasons for this view, but major reasons would include searchability (text versus images), small file size, user friendliness, and compliance with e-book standards.  Adobe, through its acquisition of the Glassbook (now Adobe) e-book reader, recognized that plain vanilla .pdf was not an e-book contender; unfortunately, Glassbook reader is closely tied to the proprietary Glassbook e-book server; thus making Adobe e-books a strictly an activity of big commercial enterprise.  Worse still, the Adobe reader, in its effort to pleasure corporate publishers has created an e-book reader that is outrageously user-hostile.  This e-book reader is quite capable of deleting .pdf files that lack  an authorization code; .pdf files, constituting many hours of work and destined for the e-Asia library were deleted by the Glassbook/Adobe reader.  











THE E-ASIA DATABASE








	The e-Asia database has been frozen since mid-September, 2000 largely to focus attention on content production.  Still frozen at around 1,000 records, the database is a Filemaker database residing at fluffy.uoregon.edu.  This database is presently in the very early stages of migrating to SQL.  In its final configuration, the e-Asia database will exist on a Microsoft SQL 7.0 server working in conjunction with a ColdFusion applications server, and an Apache web server.  To provide some sense of the magnitude of the migration, the current e-Asia  database encompasses approximately 400 distinct web pages.











COLLABORATION





	One of the cornerstones of the e-Asia project is collaboration with other institutions and webmasters holding existing digital materials.  While it is anticipated that eventually e-Asia will be globally accessible, for the immediate future e-Asia will be available only to collaborators.  The requirements for collaboration are simple:  contribution to the pool of e-Asia digital materials.  The degree of contribution will be based on the capacity of institutions to contribute – although precise parameters have yet to be determined.  Experience has shown that the growth of internet resources requires some sort of “payment,” otherwise it simply becomes an issue of laying back and “letting George do it.”  To make e-Asia globally available would be to severely retard its growth, and, again, when it comes to libraries size does matter.





	Finding collaborators has not been and will not be a problem.





 











