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Betreff
Project Assessment „Cyclades“ (IST-2000-25456)

(
The project is – by and large – in compliance with its workplan; it is still of considerable value for the key action and the programme. Of special importantance is the fact that it is one of the first projects realizing what is one of the core elements of the “Open Archive Initiative”: The separation of services and resources or content. The modularized architecture, linked by a technology of XML RPCx , is the current state-of-the-art. Also the taking into account of future new forms of cooperation in dealing with distributed resources and using the data archived there is a fascinating feature of the project.

There is, however, one general problem in relation to the user orientation aimed at with this approach: The project limits itself to making available metadata of resources included (which is the current limit of the OAI approach). The user, however, in general is interested not only in metadata, but also in content behind the metadata. The danger is that users will, after a short time, refrain from using the system because they do not get through to content. So I recommend that the project should get into contact with at least some of the archives to be integrated into the system in order to negotiate with them to include into Cyclades their documents, too, and to make them available for research. Only then, users will be interested in the system for a longer time. This will probably affect seriously the further dissemination and exploitation of the system: Whereas the general strategic impact seems to be high since the separation of services and resources will be a general tendency of development in the years to come the limitation to metadata might impede its realization. If the project, however, succeeds in realizing at least in an exemplaric way access to contents it could play a pioneering role since this project as one of the first is on its way to realize that architectural principle. This would imply, too, that use cases for the access and use of contents (in WP 2) should be added in retrospect.

There is another problem involved here: Currently, the search engine (harvester) is able to search only for one metadata schema at a time. OAI currently for the 2.0 version of their protocol is under way to allow for varying schemata, and, beyond that, for additional qualifying attributes in a special box. The project should be asked to develop a strategy how to deal with this limit and the current development. If the project does not do so the danger might be that the Cyclades system will become increasingly uninteresting for users because it doesn’t allow for high quality access to resources with different RTDs or to those with these additional qualifiers.

If the project follows the recommendation to integrate at least a selected amount of full text resources the architectural relation between the collections (which are supplier-defined) and the retrieval engine and the related research facilities has to be thought over. In the contemporary architecture an elaborated search over resources consisting of unqualified DC metadata doesn’t make much sense. This looks – to quote a German saying – like shooting with canons at sparrows. On the other hand, if additional varying metadata sets are included, or if access to full text or other content data is provided the retrieval facilities will prove to be too narrow to reach the research results which would be possible principally. So, the recommended extension of the resource basis has architectural implications which will have to be thorougly thought over by the project and casted in to a new strategy of further development of the system.

There seems to be some deviation from the workplan not in terms of time, but in terms of finance. The (scarce) indication given at the assessment meeting in relation to consumption of financial resources suggests that to much may have been spent in the work packages completed hitherto. This implies the danger of a future lack of resources. So the project team should carefully plan and budget contemporary and future work packages in order to be able to fulfil the overall aims of the project. 

In general, the work done is of good quality. There is one exception, however. The user requirements survey conducted at the beginning (WP 1) is neither representative nor of professional quality; its results are mostly trivial. Specialists in the field of digital libraries development have been questioned, not the future (more or less lay) users. It can be doubted whether it makes sense at all to have an abstract user survey at the beginning, for normally a thorough users’ evaluation of a system is done by using it or parts of it. This suggests to recommend an integration of a second and then real user requirements survey and evaluation in the experimentation (WP 6) and dissemination phase (WP 7) which should be started earlier to have the time scope to accomplish this additional task. This would allow for a real feedback of real users into the system which is still under development at this point of time. 

On additional feature of the system could be an API for future user administration systems, for access to real archives often is bound to certain user routines (identification, login, marking, downloading facilities etc.). This requirement is not fulfilled with individual facilities (which are partly present in the use cases and in the modelling) because real use in most cases is handled by certain administrative systems. So, if the project negotiates with certain archives to provide access to contents they should take the requests for user administration into consideration. To achieve these enhanced features of Cyclades the work on system integration, bringing together the various modules under development, should start as early as possible to allow for a process as iterative as possible in testing the special and overall functionalities of the system. 

As a whole, the project looks more technology driven as one would like. It should become at least a bit more user driven. The recommended activities could give hints to a way to approach that aim.

The overall recommendation is to continue the project without major changes. The work programme should be adjusted to the proposed improvements.
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