
The AARLIN project
A national virtual research library system...

A cad em ic  libraries spend thou 
sands of do llars on lib rary sys
tems and inform ation resources 

to support the teach ing, learn ing  and 
research programs of their parent insti
tution. It is therefore a m atter of great 
concern  that in the last five years or so, 
there is increasing ev id ence  that users 
are using the internet m ore than library 
systems to search for inform ation. A  re
cent study has revealed that the majority 
of users use an internet search engine 
to seek information. About forty-five per 
cent of the users surveyed use G o o g le  
'as their first port of ca ll', w ith  on ly  ten 
per cent using the Library's O P A C  (ED- 
N ER  Project, Issues paper 8, 2002). O n e  
reason for this is that search engines 
are easy to use, are fam ilia r and have 
p rev iously  provided successful results. 
Another is that users frequently do not 
know  of alternative sources. A  study of 
database users at M onash U n ivers ity  in 
2001 show ed that m any users confront 
a m u ltitude of prob lem s in using the 
databases. These problem s include the 
fo llow ing:

• Users have d ifficu lty in determ ining 
w h ich  databases are relevant.

• They are confused by the m u ltip le  
search interfaces.

• They find that the m ultip le sign-ons 
required are a barrier to use.

The m ajor aim  of A A R L IN  (Austral
ian A ca d em ic  and Research  Lib rary 
N etw ork) is to provide users (especia lly  
researchers) w ith  a resource d iscovery 
tool that em ulates the ease of use of 
internet search engines, w h ile  at the 
same tim e guides them in choosing the 
relevant databases, using a single sign- 
on. To quote the original grant ap p lica 
tion to the Australian Research C ouncil, 
'The long term vision of [A A R L IN ] is to

d eve lop  in a coherent way, a national 
virtual research library system that w ill 
p rovide unm ediated, personalised and 
seam less end-user access to the co lle c 
tions and resources of Australian librar
ies and docum ent d e livery  services.'

The A A R L IN  p ro ject is being d e 
ve loped  in tw o stages. The first or pilot 
phase covering  the period  from June  
2000 to June 2001 w as funded by the 
Australian Research C ounc il, w ith  cash 
contribu tion  and in kind support from 
nineteen universities and the N ational 
L ib rary of Australia . Its aim  w as 'to 
research, design and test am ong the 
pro ject partners, a w a y  to im p lem ent 
a national portal access fram ew ork to 
the Australian research library system.' 
Because  of tim e constraints, the p ilo t 
pro ject on ly  m anaged to establish a 
dem onstrator system w ith  six un iversi
ties as test sites, and to survey the view s 
of ap prox im ate ly  e igh ty  researchers 
from these universities w ith  respect to 
the usefulness of the features offered 
and planned for in the pilot system. The 
pilot found that no off-the-shelf software 
met all the core criteria  and  expected  
functionality, learned som e useful les
sons w ith  respect to the co llab o ra tive  
approach to building a national access 
fram ework, and d iscovered a great deal 
about the information-seeking and infor
m ation-access patterns of researchers, 
and how  the core fu n c tio na lity  of the 
pro ject w o u ld  en h ance  the ir in fo rm a
tion-seeking activities.

The second phase, funded  under 
the System ic Infrastructure In itiative of 
the D epartm ent of Education , S c ience  
and Training, and w ith  the support of 
tw en ty  universities and the N ational 
Library of Australia, is a im ed  at rolling 
out the system to all acad em ic  and re
search libraries that w ish  to participate

in the project. Currently, some twenty- 
one universities have com m itted to the 
im plem entation  of the system.

The technology adopted by A A R L IN  
is the portal, w h ich  w ill m ake use of a 
com b in a tion  of off-the-shelf softw are 
and local developm ents to provide the 
fo llow ing  features:

• Links to the local authentication sys
tem of the partic ipating institutions.

• Personalisation  of the portal e n v i
ronm ent using profiling inform ation 
from the institution user's w hen  the 
user logs on.

• Custom isation of the portal interface 
by the user.

• A  search engine that provides:

-  a sing le search in terface and 
uniform  navigation;

-  a single search syntax (obviating 
the need for users to rem em ber 
the va ry ing  search syntaxes of 
different datasets); and

-  para lle l search ing  of heteroge
neous 'targets' (such as lib rary 
cata logues, sub ject gatew ays, 
index ing  and abstracting 
databases, web-based search 
engines) using EJTTP, Z3 9 .5 0  
and O p e n U R l. protocols.

• Auto alerting or SD I services.

• Appropriate pathways to additional 
in fo rm ation  and resources, such 
as context-sensitive links to full- 
text or docum ent d e livery  services 
based on the rights of the user, the 
lib rary 's rules and subscrip tions to 
specific databases.

Because of the rapid developm ent of 
current com m ercia l software, the A A R 
L IN  m anagem ent com m ittee  dec ided  
that it w ou ld  be inadvisab le to assume 
that the software used for the pilot was
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necessarily the best product for the im 
p lem entation phase, and that a Request 
for Proposal (RFP ) should be issued to 
evaluate the best ava ilab le software cur
rently in the market p lace. It is expected 
that the w h o le  process from issuing the 
R FP  to the conclusion  of contract nego
tiations w ith the preferred vendor w ould  
be com p le ted  by the end of O ctober. 
Roll-out of the system to the twenty-one 
universities w ou ld  com m ence  in 2003, 
and hopefully be com pleted  by the end 
of that year. To ensure the sustainability 
of the system, a business plan w ou ld  be 
developed  towards the end of 2003.

A A R L IN  w as funded  to p rovide 
support for researchers in Australia. But 
the service mode! is flex ib le enough to 
be extended to support undergraduates 
and e-learning. B ecause  the protoco ls 
used are international, there w o u ld  be 
no d ifficu lty for the system to interoper
ate w ith  un iversity-w ide portals, other 
portal systems, loca l authen tication  
systems, e-learning systems and so on. 
To ensure that com ponents of the portal 
work, various standards and protocols 
have to be adopted . The im portant 
protocols used by A A R L IN  inc lude the 
fo llow ing:

• For in terfac ing  w ith  loca l au then 
tication  or authorisation  systems,

for exam ple, LD AP, EZProxy, SIP, 
Sh ibboleth (p lanned).

• For d istributed search ing  and re
source d iscovery —  Z39.50, HTTP, 
SQ L, X M L .

• For d ocu m ent d e live ry  services
—  ILL protocol.

• For context sensitive services
—  O p en U R L .

• For interfacing w ith  e-learning sys
tems —  IM S.

There is no doubt that the A A R L IN  
portal w ill enhance the resource d iscov
ery process. The stream lined process is 
of particular benefit to a new  researcher 
or a researcher em bark ing  on a new  
area of research. The researcher can 
opt w ith in  the portal to use a uniform  
search-syntax to search a range of data
sets with w h ich  they m ay be unfam iliar 
(either in content or m ode of delivery). 
In the absence of the portal, that re
searcher w o u ld  be requ ired  to search 
each  dataset using its native interface. 
This w o u ld  requ ire ga in ing  fam iliarity  
w ith  and use of num erous search syn 
taxes, and num erous interfaces w ith in  
w h ich  to navigate to gain access to the 
cited m aterial. Thus researchers w ou ld  
have m ore rapid and effective access 
v ia  the A A R L IN  portal. Furtherm ore, 
the system w ou ld  perm it library staff to

'push' relevant information resources to 
targeted user groups and so m ake them 
qu ick ly aw are  of resources and services 
of re levance. The opportunity for users 
to custom ise their environm ent (by sav
ing searches, storing citations, creating 
a list of 'favourite' resources) means that 
as their research scope expands, they 
are ab le to m odify their environm ent to 
suit their changing needs.

The A A R L IN  se rv ice  in schem atis 
ing w ays to stream line the inform ation 
seeking processes, creates stronger links 
to research in the w id e r com m unity, 
thereby en h anc in g  the possib ility  of 
greater collaboration . The fundam ental 
underp inn ing of the A A R L IN  pro ject is 
to establish an infrastructure that can be 
a m echanism  for researchers to initiate, 
foster or m ainta in  co llabo ra tion , not 
least to fac ilita te  greater aw areness of 
other researchers' efforts. Future de
ve lopm ents w ith  the A A R L IN  se rv ice  
w ill p rovide  further opportun ities for 
co llaboration  through the developm ent 
of c losed  new sgroups, shared o n lin e  
d raw ing  boards, o n lin e  tutorial and 
on line  video  conferencing.

For further information, contact Kate 
Roberts, A A R L IN  project officer, A AR LIN , 
LaTrobe University, k.roberts@latrobe.edu. 
au, telephone 03 9479 1571. ■
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