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Background 

 

In 1989, the URSUS library consortium was created to provide a union catalog of library 

materials held at the seven University of Maine System (UMS) libraries, the Garbrecht Law 

Library, the Maine State Library, the Maine State Law and Legislative Research Library, and 

Bangor Public Library. The overarching vision of the eleven URSUS libraries is one shared 

collection, shared technology, and cooperative collection development, which works toward 

minimizing duplication of purchases and collection overlap while featuring the strengths of each 

individual library.  Today the URSUS libraries designate the bulk of their holdings as one 

collection and seek efficiencies through collaboration and cooperation in many areas among the 

eleven libraries. Few other consortia allow the public direct access to academic and research 

collections while at the same time allowing students direct access to popular fiction, non-fiction, 

and children’s collections.   

 

This collaborative effort is overseen by the URSUS Library Directors’ Council. With more than 

twenty-five years of developing and refining our libraries with limited resources, the Council’s 

efforts stress cooperation, developing many ways of sharing both resources and services to bring 

optimum access to our users.  From the beginning, our goal has been to make access to resources 

for users as seamless and easy as possible, whether moving a book from Orono to Farmington or 

finding a journal article through one of our many full-text databases.  URSUS is truly a 

collaborative and cost-effective undertaking that has saved the member libraries, the universities, 

and the State of Maine hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

 

Resources 

 

The URSUS catalog now has more than 2.8 million bibliographic records and 4.3 million shared 

items.  As a shared collection available through a single catalog access point, this has greatly 

expanded access to a wide variety of library holdings for all students and faculty in the UMS, 

public library patrons, and all citizens of the State.  URSUS uniquely combines the collection 

strengths of a research library, academic libraries, public libraries, and law libraries by providing 

each library type with direct access to the strengths of the other.   

 

The URSUS libraries provide access to databases for the university communities through 

funding provided by the UMS.  In addition there are a collection of state-wide access databases 

(MARVEL!) that are available to any citizen.  These database offerings provide UMS students 

and faculty and public library patrons benefits that far surpass what individual libraries could 

offer on their own. 

 

Management and Support 

 

The URSUS online system is administered and maintained by Maine InfoNet, an organization 

largely funded by the University of Maine System and the Maine State Library. Maine InfoNet 
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provides operational support for the URSUS libraries for staffing, technology infrastructure, 

system software licenses, administration, and management.  Maine InfoNet facilitates 

collaborative projects that benefit URSUS members, such as the online downloadable library, 

which provides audio books and popular e-Books at an affordable price to libraries. As a result, 

our users have access to materials on their Kindles™, iPads™ and other electronic readers and 

devices.   

 

Funding 

 

The URSUS budget has remained at $221,730 for six years, resulting in ongoing service and 

resource reductions to compensate for increasing costs.  Unfortunately this trend has resulted in 

elimination of some of the UMS shared databases, resources that individuals, faculty and 

students may have grown accustomed to using.  Today, we are able to provide access to only 

seven databases that are accessible by all campuses.  

 

Other databases are provided from e-Rate allocations and other sources, these databases make up 

the MARVEL! collection that is available to all citizens.  The Public Utilities Commission 

provides $550,000 per year via the State Library for access to EBSCO research databases, 

Encyclopedia Britannica, Literature Resource Center, and ProQuest Full-text Newspapers.  As 

Maine’s Science, Technology, and Business Library, the University of Maine’s Fogler Library 

receives $175,000/year from the state legislature (P. & S. 1999, ch. 33, Laws of Maine) which 

provides state-wide access to science, technology, and business databases for all citizens.  These 

resources include Business and Company Resource Center, Food Science and Technology 

Abstracts, GeoRef, Aquatic Science and Fisheries Abstracts, Nature, and Wildlife and Ecology 

Studies.  The Maine State Library contribution of $275,000 per year provides access to 

ValueLine Investment Survey and Research Center, EconLIT, Literature Resource Center 

Access Science, and Forest Science.  The University of Maine Library provides additional 

funding for databases; and when support from Colby, Bowdoin and Bates Colleges are added, 

the value of the State-wide databases totals about 1.17 million dollars.  

 

Current Collaboration 

 

All eleven URSUS Libraries work together cooperatively, collaboratively, and cost-effectively in 

a number of ways:  

 

 Core Technology:  Innovative Interfaces Inc. Library Management Software – Since 

1989, The URSUS libraries have saved hundreds of thousands of dollars over the cost of 

individual campus management systems by forming the URSUS libraries group (and the 

resultant Maine Info Net) to contract with Innovative Interfaces Incorporated for the 

Millennium software that runs URSUS and the underlying library management systems.  

Contracted individually, similar software and related staffing would have cost vastly 

more and would not have allowed for a shared highly functional catalog.  Shared III 

software and staff support are highly cost-effective services.   

 

 Shared Databases – Individual campuses receive tremendous value from access to these 

shared resources and could only afford a fraction of them if they were purchased 
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individually. These shared databases give our students access to more than 32,000 unique 

full text journals. The total number of full text books and other documents is currently at 

27,950 items.    

 

 Delivery Service –A critical component in the success of our resource sharing is the 

materials delivery (courier) system, which allows the efficient and cost-effective request 

and delivery of materials among the URSUS libraries and other libraries throughout the 

state - more than 150 locations state-wide. Continued support for the statewide delivery 

system is essential for the shared collection philosophy to work.  The URSUS catalog 

provides access to one collection; the delivery service puts the books and other resources 

in the user’s hands in a timely and cost-effective manner 

 

 

 URSUS and MaineCat – The university campuses, community college, private colleges, 

special libraries and public libraries share collections with each other and with other 

libraries in the state through patron-activated requests for materials and delivery services.  

If the individual campuses had tried to purchase all of the volumes we share, the UMS 

would either have spent millions of dollars more on collection development (this does not 

include what we save on using interlibrary loans from other states) or each campus 

library would have been limited to many fewer options for our students and faculty for 

their research and scholarship. 

 

 Shared Policies and Procedures – In addition to the Library Directors’ Council, the 

URSUS libraries support various workgroups on cataloging standards, collection 

development, interlibrary loan, reference, special collections, copyright, and circulation. 

These groups work together to create policies and products which are mutually beneficial 

to the campuses.  Additionally, URSUS cooperates with other library consortia in the 

state, Minerva, SOLAR, HSLIC, and the three independent colleges, Colby, Bates and 

Bowdoin. The cooperative work goes one additional level beyond the shared collections 

in MaineCat.  We all share training and resources for information literacy instruction, 

Millennium software training, technical services, and various workshops to help libraries 

run more efficiently. 

 

Next Steps Collaboration 

 

 The member libraries are working on the details of shared commitment to policies and 

procedures that will ensure as little overlap as possible in collections, and the 

designations of specialized collections based on institutional missions where it makes 

sense.  Fogler Library contains the core research collection for the URSUS libraries and 

can provide some specialized materials.  Other libraries may take the lead in providing 

specific collections for the group.  

 

 In our rapidly changing collection environment, the eleven URSUS libraries will continue 

to actively assess the appropriate mix of resources to meet the needs of today’s library 

users with recognition of our fiscal realities.  URSUS will evaluate legacy collections, 

digital collections, and electronic resources to provide the optimum blend of formats. We 
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will continue to assess how much of the budget should be spent on electronic resources, 

databases, electronic serials, instructional media, and monographs, and determine the best 

ratio among these expenditures.  Four URSUS members are participating in the three-

year IMLS grant to develop a Shared Collection Strategy for Maine.  The outcomes from 

this grant will likely inform future URSUS collection development strategies.  

Collaborative collection development will become even more crucial as we streamline 

collections.   

 

 The URSUS Libraries will create a task force, in coordination with Maine InfoNet, to 

investigate new technologies and related applications that have the potential to change the 

structure and processes involved in how libraries do business and interface with their 

patrons. This task force will examine the changing nature of libraries with an eye toward 

shared vision, collections, and services, as well as the new use patterns of college 

students.  Examples include a study of shared cataloging and processing among the seven 

campuses, and detailed usability studies of how users view and interact with academic 

libraries – all with an eye toward saving money and making better connections.   

 

 There are significant technology decisions to be made by URSUS in the next three years.  

We are operating on legacy library management software from III that operates well on a 

day-to-day basis but does not incorporate many features that today’s users expect.  Maine 

InfoNet is studying the options for the “next generation” of integrated library systems.  

Options include cloud solutions such as OCLC’s WorldShare, open source products such 

as Evergreen, or a combination of solutions.  Major technology decisions and new 

investments lie ahead for the URSUS member libraries.   

 

 Information Literacy and Digital Competency are core values and roles for all URSUS 

Libraries.  All libraries provide some form of digital training and instruction.  Whether it 

is helping students find, evaluate, and use information or assisting members of the public 

in using computer and information resources, the library is a key resource for not only 

facilitating access to information but enabling all patrons to successfully use and apply 

technology and digital resources.   

 

 The URSUS Libraries are aware of the role they play collectively and individually to help 

our users achieve digital inclusion.  Digital inclusion encompasses not only access to the 

Internet but also the availability of hardware and software,  relevant content and services, 

and training for the digital literacy skills required for effective use of information and 

communication technology.   

 

 URSUS Libraries will develop an assessment plan for URSUS resources and services. 

Assessment will be ongoing and strategic.   

 

 Adopting alternative methods of reference services will be investigated.  A shared Ask-a-

Librarian partnership within URSUS and perhaps with libraries in other time zones will 

be explored.  Other library consortia can serve as models for these kinds of shared 

reference services.  
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The URSUS Library consortium started as an early national example of state-wide library 

collaboration.  In this era of declining public budgets, changing user expectations and changing 

roles of libraries, URSUS members are committed to deepening this history of collaboration and 

taking partnership to new levels.  For a state like Maine, collaboration and shared collection 

strategies are the perfect way to leverage our resources to benefit all of our users.  

 

 

 


