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The first MINERVA conference, sponsored by the University of Minnesota Libraries, Twin Cities, MINITEX, 
and MAGNOLIA, highlighted the possibilities and the complexities of developing collections of electronic 
visual resources.  The session, which included participants from libraries, museums and historical societies, 
colleges and universities, and other organizations across Minnesota, provided information about both practical 
and conceptual aspects of building visual resource collections.  Speakers included: 
 

•  Bill DeJohn, MINITEX Library Information Network, “Consortial Purchasing of Digital Content” 
•  Jason Roy, Minnesota Historical Society; “Building A Visual Resources Database” 
•  Liz Bishoff, Colorado Digitization Project, “I have to do what, with who, and why?” 
•  Daniel Greenstein, Digital Library Federation, Keynote Address, “Digital Images - Digital Libraries” 
•  Keith Ewing, St. Cloud State University,  “The Minnesota Digital Library Project” 

 
 

PowerPoint slides from the speakers’ presentations are available at the MINERVA website: 
http://digital.lib.umn.edu/minerva/ 

 
This conference was organized to complement work toward the Minnesota Digital Library 

(MDL), which was the subject of an initial planning meeting in August.  More information about MDL is 
available at: 

http://lrts.stcloudstate.edu/mdl/ 
 
 

Tom Shaughnessy, University Librarian, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, welcomed the MINERVA 
conference participants, discussed the genesis of the Minnesota Digital Library project, and some of the digital 
visual resources projects already underway. 
 
Bill DeJohn:  “Consortial Purchasing of Digital Content” 
 
DeJohn discussed the advantages and challenges of working to acquire digital resources through groups or 
consortia, rather than individual libraries acting on their own.  He noted that while consortial agreements can 
result in lower per-institution costs, improved access, a higher regard for libraries’ financial accountability by 
funding authorities, and putting additional resources within the reach of all the consortium’s members, there are 

http://digital.lib.umn.edu/minerva/
http://lrts.stcloudstate.edu/mdl/
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disadvantages as well.  These range from some loss of autonomous decision-making authority to longer 
timelines for evaluation and vendor negotiation. 
 
In particular, DeJohn discussed the efforts of the MINITEX consortium to acquire access to electronic resources 
for the largest possible number of its participating libraries.  He described the process involved in consortial 
acquisitions, the products available through the Electronic Library for Minnesota, and the availability of various 
licensed products for patrons of libraries in North Dakota and South Dakota as well as Minnesota.  Providing a 
specific example of economies of scale, DeJohn noted, “By carrying out a three-state RFP, including Minnesota, 
North Dakota, and South Dakota, Minnesota saved significant dollars compared with a single state price for 
Minnesota for the GaleGroup Databases.” 
 
DeJohn also discussed the MINITEX eBook Collection (http://www.minitex.umn.edu/mnec/), which is available 
for users of libraries in all three states in the MINITEX region and other electronic resources for which 
MINITEX staff has negotiated leases for groups of libraries within the MINITEX consortium.   
 
DeJohn identified issues that consortia, or individual libraries, should keep in mind as they consider acquisition 
of digital content.  Ranging from perpetual access and completeness of content to pricing models and 
requirements for authorization of users, these topics include issues long familiar to librarians and others that are 
products of the emerging world of electronic resources. 
 
Jason Roy: “Building A Visual Resources Database” 
 
Roy walked his audience through the steps needed to build the Minnesota Historical Society’s Visual Resource 
System and its Visual Resources Database (VRDB).  Roy discussed the need for collaboration and having all 
potential stakeholders involved in the planning of a digital database, both from the point-of-view of increasing 
support and use of the end-product and gaining the benefit of multiple perspectives on issues to be decided. 
 
Thorough consideration should be given to the database’s audience(s) and their assumed uses of the material.  In 
the case of the Historical Society’s VRDB, the advantages of providing digital images included direct delivery 
of content to the patron without the requirement for staff intervention, making images retrievable remotely, 
extending the Historical Society’s reach, and reducing wear and tear on the originals from which the images 
were made.  (Roy said planners have been pleasantly surprised by an unexpected twist to the last goal; 
availability of resources through the VRDB has piqued user interest and, actually, helped increase use of the 
Society’s visual resource collections.)  Problems encountered included initial and continuing costs for the 
technology needed to support the VRDB, the lack of consistent standards to guide technical decisions, and the 
amount of staff training needed initially and on an ongoing basis to support the VRDB and patron’s use of it. 
 
Roy discussed issues related to copyright, which can be major questions for collections of historical visual 
images.  He offered: 
 

Practical Approaches to Confusing Issues 
 

•  When in doubt, don’t.  (In other words, if you don’t know whether an item is covered by copyright, 
don’t use it.) 

•  When alive, ask. (e.g., Ask the source’s permission whenever feasible.) 
•  Add it to the list. (Add a request for permission for use to the questions asked when an item is donated.) 

 
And, Roy reported “statistics and other ego boosting notes” about the VRDB: 
 

•  90,000 digital images are available. 

http://www.minitex.umn.edu/mnec/
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•  The VRDB gets 11,000 visits per month. 
•  When the newest version was loaded in Fall ’99, the database was hit every second. 
•  The VRDB is the second most popular destination on the Historical Society’s website, second only to 

the Society’s homepage. 
 
Liz Bishoff, “I have to do what, with who, and why?” 
 
Bishoff continued the theme of the value of collaboration, explaining that the Colorado Digitization Project 
comprises 30 individual projects with a combined total of 45,000 digital images.  She identified factors, 
including mission, audience, and environment, common to cultural heritage institutions (libraries, museums, 
etc.)  that can help provide a rationale to support collaborative efforts.  And, she noted some of the benefits that 
collaboration can bring, including more access to an individual institution’s collections, expansion of an 
institution’s audience, sharing of expertise and work required to successfully provide a digital collection, and 
development of  “value-added products allowing us to compete with the dot coms.”  Bishoff highlighted 
differences in philosophy, purpose, and mode of operation between libraries and museums as well as other 
challenges to collaboration that need to be recognized if a collaborative project is to proceed well. 
 
Offering a list of guidelines for successful implementation of a collaborative project, Bishoff suggested: 
 

•  Define the project’s specific goals to guide decision-making.  (With experience and changed 
circumstances, these goals may be changed, but the need to stick with identified goals is very 
important.) 

•  Develop a project plan with clear definitions of the roles of various organizations and individuals. 
•  Look for things that can be done simultaneously.  (In other words, while some activities must be done 

sequentially, doing as many as feasible at the same time can shorten a project’s development 
timeframe.) 

•  Seek partners within and outside an organization to do parts of the work.   
•  Beware of a “we’ve-always-done-it-this-way” approach. 
•  Use staff and volunteers carefully.  (e.g., the  project leader should be a “driver, interested in working 

with new people.”  Remember, volunteers are precisely that; be careful in assigning critical work to 
someone with an infrequent or undefined schedule.  And, remember, staff will move on to other jobs 
and other organizations.) 

•  Develop a network of people and organizations that will support and communicate about the project. 
•  Identify contingency plans. 

  
Bishoff identified a number of existing digital projects that illustrate different models for successful 
collaborative operation and successful statewide, local, and institution-type digitization projects.  She also 
provided “some helpful hints” for the Minnesota Digital Library: 
 

•  Build consensus – everyone at the table at the start. . . 
•  Think expansively about who may hold content. 
•  Explore standards: 

o Look for opportunities to present quality content and access. 
o Look for approaches that incorporate national/international metadata standards, thesauri. 
o Recognize that you aren’t going to get everyone to switch to one system; capitalize on worth 

that they’re already doing. 
•  Build a quality program – build consensus on quality. 
•  Build program on common values, benefits for all participants. 

 
Daniel Greenstein, “Digital Images - Digital Libraries” 
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Greenstein’s keynote address provided a valuable counterpoint to the more practical, specifics-oriented 
presentations of the other speakers.  Providing a more policy/theoretical perspective, Greenstein challenged his 
listeners to think beyond the current models for building and operating digital collections to possible future 
projects and modes of operation. 
 
Greenstein pointed out the things “we already know.”  
 

•  We already know about: 
o image description, 
o our collections and their importance, 
o our users.  

•  We’re “already pretty good” at: 
o resource description, 
o metadata, 
o how to deliver images online, 
o project management and planning. 

•  We recognize that we can have impact online even though we may not have huge collections. 
•  And, “we know much of what users want. . . .They want the stuff they want at the time they want it.”  

They want digital collections to be presented in “’their’ interface, customized to meet their desires. . . 
They want an environmental in which they’re comfortable. . .and a hierarchy that they construct.  They 
won’t be satisfied with what you provide.”  

 
On the other hand, libraries and other organizations involved in collaborative digital projects: 
 

•  poorly positioned as production services compared to commercial” providers. 
•  not very good at distribution. 
•  not very good at software development. 
•  Also, we tend to subcontract solutions, and the results don’t really meet our needs. 

 
Greenstein urged his audience “to think about a deeper partnership that would transform the way in which 
institutions do their work.”  New situations provide new opportunities.  He asked a series of questions: 
 

•  How can consortia of information organizations “comport themselves in an era when geographic 
proximity is not important?” 

•  “What can we do to focus our energy on what we need to do – and not on other issues?”      
•  Speaking of digital archive repositories, “Does everyone have to do that themselves?” 
•  In a networked environment, “does everyone need to hold items?. . .Would a centralized place with 

expertise make sense” for storage of original materials.  Acknowledging that this topic could be 
particularly sensitive, he laughed, “We won’t go there!” 

•  What would an organization look like that provided for shared digitization, distribution, and archiving.  
This “would allow us to focus on our strengths. . .and be able to approach contextual mass.”  The 
organization would be able to draw upon the holdings of the entire network. 

 
New methods of operation would allow staffs of libraries, museums, and other consortial members to focus on 
being mediators between their information and their users – providing value-added services for users.  Staff of 
consortial organizations could “encourage use and support online access to meet users’ needs.”  Also, staff 
would be able to put more energy into addressing critical needs:  identifying more and new types of funding, 
building improved collections, addressing questions like what redundancies are necessary. 
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Greenstein commended his audience and others involved in Minnesota collaborative projects, saying, in his 
experience, “it is very rare to find groups that are considering collaboration.”  And, he challenged those involved 
in Minnesota Digital Library and other collaborative projects to:  ”Think big and act practically.” 
 
Keith Ewing, “The Minnesota Digital Library Project” 
 
Ewing, who is serving as coordinator of the Minnesota Digital Library (MDL) project, described the project’s 
history and its current status.  He explained that the goal is to provide all Minnesotans (and others, because of 
the reach of the World Wide Web) with access to Minnesota’s cultural heritage.  One of MDL’s primary goals is 
to help its collaborating organizations to share experience, resources, and best practices for the benefit of the 
organizations and their users.  Goals include building upon existing technical infrastructures (like MnLINK) and 
bringing together a broad range of collaborative partners, such as libraries, state agencies, historical societies, 
museums, educators, and users. 
 
The vision is to provide a single point of user access for dispersed digital collections.  The materials will be 
housed in their current collections, but holding institutions will be supported, as needed, to make materials 
available to a larger public.  Also, MDL is to expand digitization efforts and help to enhance the quality of 
digital objects available through it. 
 
“We want to identify resources that represent Minnesota’s cultural heritage and diversity,” Ewing said.  “We 
want to enhance digital objects with context, explication, [and provide for] curriculum integration.”  Planners 
continue to consider what types of resources should be included.  “We haven’t excluded anything yet!” 
 
Among the technical challenges to be faced, Ewing listed: 
 

•  identification of shared metadata and image standards, 
•  development of crosswalks among varied metadata types, 
•  helping users to find existing finding aids and assistance for organizations that haven’t been able to 

prepare finding aids, 
•  providing combined access to multiple collections. 

 
Looking at long-term challenges, Ewing listed copyright issues, ownership of materials, sustainability of digital 
objects, maintaining continued commitments to participation on the part of organizations, and the need for 
continuing funding.  On the other hand, Ewing listed shared expertise, new partners, enhanced collections, a 
broader access as benefits that can come from MDL’s collaborative framework. 
 
Ewing noted the working groups that have been formed (policy and planning, collections, audience, and 
standards and training) to move MDL’s work forward.  (More information about these groups is available at the 
MDL website.)  And, he invited interested persons to take part in the electronic discussion groups set up to 
support MDL.   
 
Among the next steps identified to date are:  prioritize goals, set timeline for deliverables, project estimated 
costs, and work toward securing a second funding grant.  Ewing welcomed anyone interested in MDL to check 
out the website.      
 
The conference concluded with a discussion session aimed at helping attendees identify significant issues from 
the day’s presentation and next steps they would pursue individually.  
     
 
 


