The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: Digitizing on a Shoestring

Intro: We’re currently involved in two digitization projects with outside vendors and about to embark on a third with another vendor. In addition, we are digitizing photographs in-house where we host a database of approx. 38,000 San Francisco photographs. I’d like to review difference between projects, what’s working, where we’re stuck, and future plans.
Project #1: Getting Started in 2006
--OCA/Internet Archive: They charge us .10 per page for the scanning, OCR, creation of metadata, storage and hosting of the completed files. Liked the openness, spirit and consortium of OCA. They can handle books/monographs, but not too large

-- How will we pay?: We decided we could handle a pilot project, digitizing 50,000 pages. At .10 cents a page, this would be $5,000, the largest grant available from our Friends of the Library group. I wrote a grant to Friends of the Library for $5,000 and was awarded this amount for the 2006-2007 budget year.

--Selection criteria: 50,000 pages isn’t much. Large institutions are doing everything—in a subject area, in a Dewey or LC area—but we didn’t have that kind of funding nor was it necessary for us. We’re not a university with huge research collections. Small scale “mass digitization.” (or mini-dig) We were doing so little, that scribe machines would not be onsite. We would be sending our materials up to Richmond where they’re scanning UC Berkeley materials. Special Collections did not want to send their items out and were split on the value of their rare books being scanned. Turning to SF History, I wanted to scan some of our most requested items. Not the collection jewels, but the work horses. A reference-driven decision. We have items I wanted to get online for reasons of both preservation and access. 

Also, with our little pot of money I didn’t want to duplicate what others were scanning. OCA is fairly loosey-goosey—a little slice of productive anarchy, no one coordinating traffic. I ended up talking to people I knew, local colleagues: spoke with Theresa to make sure Bancroft was not doing Municipal Reports and City Directories. Also, they were not going into the 1930’s so we could do WPA documents and publications.

We decided to start with the San Francisco Municipal Reports, dated 1859-1917. These volumes totaled only 200 pages over our limit. 

Getting it done: 

Mechanics and labor were more time-consuming than I anticipated. Thanks to others for sharing procedures and forms! Had a library page go through all the copies of each Municipal Report in the library for condition and completeness (2-6 copies on several floors). Wanted to select the ones in best condition that had all the pictures, etc. Sometimes we had to do repairs to get the best copy of the most complete book. Prepare an inventory of everything shipped. Prepare a simple metadata sheet. Finally shipped them all off and they returned a month or so later.

Challenges
--Quality control is time-consuming. Upon return, I reviewed the records (only 58), and there were problems: Incorrect metadata that was universally replaced on each record. Typos in front matter of records—incorrect dates, etc. Four of the books didn’t scan correctly, and had to be returned and rescanned. Preservation issues are tough also.
--Public access is hard: Show what we have so far

It was a priority to get these scanned books online. I needed to show the Friends how we used the money because I wanted to apply for another grant, and it was a small project that I wanted to get out to users right away. Wasn’t going to wait until we built a digital library. Met with someone from Tech Services and someone from Web Design to think about how to do this, and we decided the easiest way was to connect them to our bib records in the OPAC. 

Rudimentary step to make these accessible for patrons, but not satisfactory. What happens when we throw our patrons onto this page? Some will be able to use it, but others will be confused. Also, our OPAC page is difficult to read with the way locations display. People can also find these on the IA site, which can be difficult to.

--Purchased ContentDM as a place to house these, but not quite up yet. Learning curve

--Long-term storage—IA? California Digital Library? OCLC? Not quite there yet
Positives
-- To date, we’ve completed SF Municipal Reports, and the Proceedings of the Board of Supervisors, 1906-2006. Stats show that they’ve received 21, 757 downloads.

--Saves wear and tear on the books. May restrict in-house copying

--Looking forward to city directories

Project #2: Genealogical Society of Utah (FamilySearch): They contacted us in 2006 to digitize all the early city records, including oversize ledgers of Deeds, Indexes to Deeds, and General Indexes, (handwritten and print), moving on to Marriage Records, Medical Examiner Records, Naturalization Records, Enemy Registration Records, etc. 

They are doing this for free. They make one copy for themselves and one copy for us; we are free to do whatever we want with our copy, i.e. post on our website, share with others. 

One GSU staff member has been with us for about two years, and he’ll probably be on site for another half year. He is using a large format camera and large tripod that he adjusts for item scanned. He can handle more formats and sizes than OCA.

Challenges: 

--Storage issues: Creates TIFF files—no derivatives, very raw. Since the project started, I’ve received hundreds of DVDs and several hard drives. This past year, we’ve received approx. 3 terrabytes of data, more than our system/network/storage can handle. We are now storing hard drives until we can download them to a system.

--Access issues: We are not able to offer access to these files. They are large TIFF files, so we need to create jpegs, and many of them are scans from hand-written ledgers so we can’t OCR them. These will need to be indexed by volunteers, or we will display them by record type and date, and patrons will need to page through them.

Positives

--Preservation for hard copy materials. Worked with our Preservation unit to make phase boxes for each ledger. The pages go in front, vacuuming the volumes. After they are scanned, they go in a phase box and are labeled before they return to the shelves. 

--Fantastic resource once it’s up—no more pulling heavy, dirty ledgers from storage
Stretching the institution—mistakes, learning curves, and change
--Creates new job descriptions and interdepartmental work flows in the library. Our committee is composed of staff from Archives and Special Collections, GIC, IT, Web Team, and Tech Services. Impacts Preservation. Who’s responsible and who pays? Where should the digital library live in the organization? New skill sets needed: retrain staff? volunteers? Hire new?
--Changes collection development strategies and purchases

--Changes reference work, ILL—self-service model

Community partnerships, or How do I get other people to pay for our scanning
--Sonoma Wine Librarians (Pacific Wine and Spirit Review, largest extant run, 1883-1916). We supply journal and labor, and they pay scanning costs. http://winelibrarians.wordpress.com/2009/01/03/pacific-wine-and-spirit-review-now-being-scanned/ 
--Maritime Museum/NPS (SF Port gave us Wharffinger records on index cards, pencil and pen)

--Vestkustens (microfilm, broaden the range of items scanned)
--City agencies: PUC photos on our website, MUNI too? Planning Dept. will pay to digitize Junior League files (Samples to outside vendors: Damaged photographs, problems with pencil records)
-- Interested in continuing these partnerships, but we need to think about staff costs as we put time and labor into it on our end. We have a limited capacity for more work.
Future plans

--Continued funding for scanning: After this successful project, the Friends funded SFH for the 2007-2008 budget year for another $5,000 grant to scan. Next to scan are city directories, some of our most requested items, with some WPA materials thrown in. The library has now agreed to pick up scanning costs as part of an ongoing program, and we’ve received $40,000 to share with other digital projects for next fiscal year. 

--Funding for a Digital Library: Friends gave us another $5,000 grant to hire a consultant and explore how we will build and maintain our own digital library. Better access needed!!
4. Conclusions: 
--Digitize the workhorses as well as the beauties (Some disappointed, gov docs and historical texts without illustration not sexy/pretty)
--Meet user expectations

--Digitize for preservation and access

--Just do it! Even if you have a small amount of money, even if you’re not doing “Mass Dig,” if you have unique material, it is worthwhile to digitize it and make it more widely accessible. We are scanning in fits and starts, a bit patchwork, but it’s ok. I know where I’m going with it, have an idea of what I want to see accomplished, and funding is coming as we continue along.

Is it worth it? Make ‘em happy! Comment/Question: Dear Library Staff,
I would like to commend your efforts at digitizing the San Francisco Municipal Reports. I am a public health history researcher doing work on San Francisco's Cubic Air Ordinance from the 1870s. Having the municipal reports available online has been immensely helpful in conducting my research. They have saved me multiple trips to the Main Branch library and the effort of tracking down copies. My sincerest appreciation and support go out to you for this massive project. 
