DATE: May 24, 2002

TOx Hennepin County Board of Commissioners, Local/Library Press

FROM:s.  Sanford Berman, Former Head Cataloger, Hennepin County Library
(4400 Morningside Road, Edina, MN. 55163 952-925=-5738)

SUBJECTx: WHY DESTROY THE HENNEPIN COUNTY LIBRARY CATALOG: AND AUTHORITY FILE?

The Demolition Derby now underway at HCL has: little to do with me.

It also has little to do with the declared intention to “expand our users®
access: to the full range of HCL's rich resources and the ever-increasing.
range of global information resourcese™

Replacing user-friendly, staff-developed cataloging practices and tools
with "standardized,"” frequently irrelevant and dysfunctional forms and
protocols will only diminish: access and cempromise both the clarity and
utility of HCL's bibliographic productses Put candidly, it will be (and
in some regards already is) harder teo identify and reach “ﬁcL's rich re=
sources.' And it will be tougher for ordinary users to make sense

of HCL catalog recordse

HCL's previously critiecal and innovative approach to cataloging would
IMPROVE, rather than REDUCE, the identification and retrieval of web
resources: and other new formatse. (Government documents have been selec~
tively and effectively cataloged at HCL for many years.) The given reasons

for the rush to “standardization and “compatibility" are deceptives
What drives this cataclysmic change: is not sincere concern for expanding

or enhancing service ta library users, but rather & purely managerial
fixation on cutting staff costs, linked with a mistaken belief that
electronic manipulation of data somehiw compensates for the absence or
inaccuracy or unhelpfulness. of the data itself, The unmistakable purpese
of the: switch is to measurably lessen, if not totally eliminate, human
(that is, professional cataloger) intervention or mediation, thus alliowing
bibliographic records supplied by such vendors: as OCIC and MARCIVE to be
simply dumped into the HCL database without much, if any, serious scrutiny,
editing, or enhancements It coincides with the "dumbing down" already
evident in HCL collection development, which will produce: & shallow, super-
ficial array of "resources'™ more like that of a fast-turnever superstore

than a diverse, in=depth library.
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While it may be difficult for non~librarians and even some colleagues to
accept, cataloging as performed by the Library of,Congiassp-strictly

adhering to the Anglo-American Cataloging Rules and employing its: own

subject heading thesaurus--often doesn't "work." To assume that it

does is plainly to engage in magical thinkinge. (Indeed,, professional

staff at LC itself lately testified before Congress that "While cataloging

wag once one of the Library's crown jewels, a world-renowned operation, now

we can no longer afford to perform quality cataloging because off insuffi-
cient professional staff." They added: ™Acquisitions of materials: continues to
surge, while staff to catalog those acquisitions has plummetede. Just since

the end of fiscal 1997 there has been a 16% drop in professional. book cataloger
staffing levels, Faced with theses..circumstances, Library management has im=-
plemented various schemes to catalog more with less, all resulting in a dele-
terious effect en the quality of our cataloging product and our . once pristine
data basees This is a grave error because good cataloging is: the foundation of
good librarianshipe Acquisitions and reference staff cannot adequately perform:
their duties: when they cannot rely on the accuracy of ourn cataloging recordse
Moreover, this lack of quality has an obvious adverse impact omn our patronse ¢
The content of most catalog records supplied by vendors or networks to publie

libraries: derives from the Library of Congressie

Yes, apparent savings may accrue from slashing cataloging staff and dumbing-
down bib-records, but they are only "apparent," not reél. In fact,. poor,
inadequate cataloging cuosts mere by alienating users and severely limiting
access to and exploitation of valuable resources, in effect undermining

and nullifying the considerable expense involved in selecting and processing

library materialse
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