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e-Prints.FRI – the institutional publications database of Faculty of Computer and Information Science, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia
Miha PETERNEL, Univerza v Ljubljani
The initiative to create an institutional publications database at the Faculty of Computer and Information Science (a department of University of Ljubljana) came from prof. Dr. Franc Solina in September 2002. In Slovenia at the time there were other bibliographical archives in operation or in development, however none of them was suitable for the needs of the department. We researched the software available and chose ePrints, which is an open source publication database software compatible with OAI (Open Archives Initiative) protocols. We chose e-Prints mainly due to web based interface, easy configurability, programmability and multilingual support. The software package is now in widespread use in other institutions and has an active support community. Our system runs on off-the-shelf PC hardware using RedHat Linux operating system and freely available extensions. The archive security is provided by disk mirroring, off-site backups, and secure network access. 

Out of the box, e-Prints provides most of the functionality a university needs to publish and administer publishing of scientific publications. We configured the software to include additional publication attributes and multilingual fields wherever deemed necessary. Some of the changes required some programming in Perl. We reworked the system to properly support the publication of student theses. With our archive we cater to reach mainly English speaking scientific community, however we archive all information available (such as multi-lingual translations of abstracts and detailed publication information). Therefore, the interface is mainly English, but the underlying database was configured to support Slovenian and any other language that can be encoded with UTF-8. In practice there are a few issues with UTF-8 that will hopefully be resolved with upgrades. 

We deployed the system in phases: test install, test configuration, server install & configuration, departmental test, final configuration, initial deployment and deployment & maintenance.

Since the archive operates on a self-archiving premise, we had several people issues since the introduction of the system. An illustrative anecdote is from a researcher asking: “why don’t you just make a system that harvests my homepage?” Researchers feel that they have to do the archiving again. Some of them expect the archiving systems to act as intelligent web harvesters, however this is unrealistic first for technical reasons and secondly, it is necessary to administer institutional archiving for veracity of data and publications. Researchers want tangible benefits to motivate them to do self-archiving, despite the benefits that a well administered and promoted archives may bring them and the institution. The main benefit to the institution is that the archive keeps the web publications after the researchers have left.

We thought of carrots and sticks that can be used to promote self-archiving. One way to increase the benefits of the self-archiving is to add automation for the tasks that a researcher must do, such as create documents for the library, generate personal bibliography and departmental bibliography. Another way to increase benefits is to promote the work by automation and the promotion of archive itself. The archive has a configured OAI interface, meaning that OAI compatible harvesters put the publications in their databases and search engines. Recently there have been some discussions with Yahoo to raise the profile of e-Prints and OAI archives.

Unfortunately we have learnt that self-archiving institutional archives require sticks. Currently only three laboratories use the archive regularly. The obvious stick is archiving enforced by department chiefs. Some researchers in the computer science need to overcome not-invented-here syndrome. Another illustrative anecdote is about the visit from Microsoft. The chief of a laboratory became aware of the importance of cumulative publication database only when the Microsoft person asked for a cumulative list of recent publications.

We can demonstrate the usage of the archive, since it is freely available at http://eprints.fri.uni-lj.si. Any person can register as a user giving them rights to receive notifications of publication of new documents. Any person can attempt to publish anything, however there is an administration mechanism in place, that lets the administrator correct the information or bounce the document to the author for corrections, in which case author is notified by email. The archive has several ready made search options as well as advanced search that can restrict search to any subset of metadata. Several browsing indices are being generated automatically.

We analyze the traffic using two open source traffic analyzers. We are actively harvested by all major search engines, by OAI search engines, by Slovenian search engines and by some research harvesters. We noticed that major search engines give our documents good ranking. The usage patterns do not deviate significantly from the faculty journal that is also published electronically, except for the diploma theses which are an obvious download hit at the end of student year.

The path towards increased usage requires encouraging open-archiving, upgrading e-Prints with more useful features and informing the potential users of the benefits a well administered and promoted archive can provide for the dissemination of their work.
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