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Case Study: Malawi Koha ILS pilot





This case study was produced in June 2009 – an update from December 2010 is included at the end. 


Project overview


The EIFL-FOSS ILS projects provided an opportunity for evaluation of (and possible migration to) a free and open source software (FOSS) integrated library system (ILS), to promote direct engagement with the FOSS communities of the chosen ILS and lay the groundwork for a mutual support network across the EIFL network for further libraries investigating migration to a FOSS ILS. The projects focused on evaluating one of two FOSS ILS tools with robust and open development and support communities: Koha (www.koha.org) and Evergreen (www.open-ils.org). Following a general call for participation in early 2008, several sites were selected that represented a wide range of libraries and regions. Each pilot library participating in the project was invited to participate in an intensive technical training workshop in Yerevan, Armenia, in June 2008. 


Malawi Koha pilot


Background and selection of Koha


Mzuzu University Library (MUL http://www.mzuni.ac.mw/Library.htm) is a modern facility integrating print and electronic information resources. The library has a collection of 16,671 volumes and 200 journal titles as well as a special collection of Malawiana. The catalogue is accessible via an Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC) available from a number of public access computers located throughout the library. The Library coordinates Information Technology development at the University and is responsible for computing services support, including training of students and staff, Internet access skills, maintenance and troubleshooting. The pilot team at MUL comprised Irene Sachs, Reader Services Librarian, and Dorothy Eneya, leader of the MALICO consortium's Technology Research Group (TRG), supported by MALICO Chair Prof. Joseph Uta, University Librarian. There had been interest in moving to a FOSS ILS across the MALICO consortium for some years, because either there were cost issues with licence fees for proprietary ILS tools, or limited CDS/ISIS databases were in use. The desire was to move to an ILS with standard data format such as MARC21 and a fully integrated suite of components for acquisitions, cataloguing, circulation and OPAC. The experience of the pilot library was intended to be an exemplar for the potential migration of a large number of libraries across MALICO. MUL opted to pilot Koha because initial investigations had shown it was suited to small to mid-size libraries. Training workshops on the Koha staff user interface and OPAC were being organised by the MALICO TRG a year before the pilot began. 





Initial installation


Despite the earlier experience the library had developed with Koha, and a successful trial with an earlier version, it took at least four attempts in order to manage a clean install of Koha 3.0. This is not unusual - complex systems will have a great many potential fail points in their installation procedures – and the challenges are all potential learning points. Treating them as such can alleviate much of the potential frustration, and careful notation of what went wrong and where can help build local documentation for the next clean install. 





Migration


There are many support companies that will, for a fee, migrate your data into Koha. One way to avoid this cost would be to take this opportunity to upgrade the skills of the library’s technical staff in order for them to undertake the migration of the data themselves. In this way the migration becomes a double benefit to both staff and to the library. Many human errors were found in the old CDS/ISIS records and so migrating the data from a non-standard CDS/ISIS database to the MARC21 format to use in Koha would not address the issue of the quality of the data itself. Hence the decision was taken to re-catalogue the whole of the MUL collection, using Z39.50 access to the Library of Congress to quickly produce base records to which could be added data unique to MUL’s use of the volume. 





Building a local and regional knowledge base


Use of Koha has become an integral component of the Mzuzu University degrees in Library and Information Science (LIS), including substantial hands-on training with sophisticated ILS tools, in this case Koha. Those who train at partner teacher training college receive hands-on training with Koha. The integration of a FOSS ILS with a LIS training programme brings immense benefits - producing a broad cohort of future library staff that are familiar with Koha, providing real-life cataloguing experiences for trainees, and showing that the benefits of a FOSS ILS extend beyond simple saving on licence fees.





Learning Points from the pilot


There have been numerous learning points from this pilot. A few may be unique to MUL or to MALICO, but most have wider application. 


Give yourself enough lead-time for the evaluation of a new ILS.


The FOSS community will usually readily share skills and knowledge.


Installation of complex systems can take many attempts before success.


Sometimes the most efficient route to a new catalogue is to start afresh.


Take advantage of fundamental technical training opportunities whenever they arise.


Integrating a FOSS ILS into other programmes and projects within an institution can significantly increase the base of knowledge.


A pilot library can serve as the leading edge in a potentially substantive consortium-wide migration to a FOSS ILS.


2010 Update


MUL has become a popular training ground for Koha through the integration into degree programmes. Most institutions in the MALICO network have now used at least the cataloguing module, with some having extended further to the circulations, OPAC, acquisitions and reports modules. 


For further information on MUL’s Koha activities, please contact 


Felix Majawa � HYPERLINK "mailto:FPMAJAWA@mzuni.ac.mw" �FPMAJAWA@mzuni.ac.mw�.


For the full length Case Study see 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.eifl.net/system/files/201101/malawicasestudy.pdf" �http://www.eifl.net/system/files/201101/malawicasestudy.pdf� 
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