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The Changing Role of European
Documentation Centres and How
‘Brexit’ Might Affect the Network

Abstract: European Documentation Centres (EDCs) are neutral collections of official

publications of the European Union, open to the public and normally housed in academic

institutions throughout the European Union (EU). EDC status entitles the host

organisation to receive one copy of the most significant publications and documents of

the EU. The EDC network goes back to 1963, and its primary purpose has always been

the support of academic research into European integration. The decision to trigger

Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union clearly raises questions about role of the

EDCs in the United Kingdom after ‘Brexit’. This article is written by Margaret Watson.
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INTRODUCTION

The UK has thirty-two European Documentation

Centres (EDCs)1, located, for the most part in academic

libraries, which form part of a wider network of EDCs

and other information centres (or ‘Relays’) covering the

twenty-eight member states of the European Union. The

EDC network is unique among these Relays firstly in that

it has an academic remit and secondly for the fact that

EDCs are politically neutral; promoting the EU is not one

of their functions. While the ways in which EDCs func-

tion vary according to the practices and purpose of their

host institutions, from the start there has been a focus

on the dissemination of publications: originally, all EDCs

automatically received, free of charge, one printed copy

of most EU periodical and monograph publications.

These official publications contained information ranging

from policy developments in all areas of EU activity, to

statistics on trade, demographics, agriculture, transport,

energy and economic indicators. The EDC network was

originally aimed at ensuring traditional library provision

of printed resources to academics. The material was only

available in hard copy, and readers almost always actually

came to the EDCs to use it. The EU’s side of the partner-

ship was to provide the publications; the libraries’ side
was primarily to make the publications available to the

academic community, and sometimes also to the public.

This meant that the libraries took on all the administra-

tive tasks of accessioning, cataloguing, boxing, shelving,

and so on, as well as answering enquiries. In other

words, the host institution offered the staff, the skills, the

space and the technology to manage a collection of

printed material that was provided by the European

Commission.

THE EVOLVING ROLE OF EDCS

Over the years there has been some ambiguity and con-

fusion regarding the role of the network. EDCs are sup-

ported by the European Commission (they currently fall

under the auspices of DG Communication), under the

terms of an agreement between the Commission and the

host institution. Richard Caddel, writing in 1997, noted

that ‘Very little of the EDC’s early work was defined or

monitored … if there was an initial contract governing

EDC’s purpose, few EDC librarians saw it.’2 However it is
clear from evidence provided by Ian Thomson, writing in

1990, that ‘EDCs were not set up to provide an informa-

tion service to the general public or to any specialist

group other than the academic.’3

Over the years, the partnership arrangement between

the European Commission and the host institutions has

not always been straightforward, as the Commission has

also sought to use EDCs as vehicles for the dissemination

of information to the general public. The first agreement

between the Commission and the EDCs’ host institutions
was introduced in 1994, and has since been updated.

Article 4.2 of the Rules annexed to the current EDC

Agreement specifies that one of the objectives of the EDC

is to ‘make information on the European Union and its pol-

icies available to the public, both University-based and

other’. The shifting position over the years as to whether

EDCs are intended to support academic research or to
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fulfil an additional wider information provision function is

illustrated by the thoroughly confusing sequence of changes

in responsibility for the network that has taken place

within the European Commission itself. According to con-

temporary secondary sources, first the network was trans-

ferred within DGX from the Higher Education Office to

the Information Networks and Relays Unit (INRU),4 subse-

quently moving from INRU to Education and Culture,5

before responsibility for EDCs within the Commission was

transferred from DG Education and Culture to Press and

Communications in 2000.6 In 2005, the EDC network

became part of the Europe Direct information network,

managed by unit B.2 within DG Communication (formerly

DG PRESS/A.2) and from January 2007, management of

EDCs in non-EU countries was transferred to DG External

Relations and DG Enlargement.7

EDCS AND THEIR HOST
INSTITUTIONS

So far, I have written about the partnership between the

EU and the European Commission, but in the UK there

is also a partnership within each host institution between

the academic departments and the library that houses

the EDC. Each EDC has its own unique character. For

example the situations of the two EDCs that I have

managed, at the University of Exeter in the 1980s and in

the Bodleian Law Library since 2001, could hardly have

differed from each other more greatly. At Exeter, the

EDC was closely associated with, and housed in the same

building as, its primary academic department, the Centre

for European Legal Studies. Indeed the association was so

close that all publications came addressed to the profes-

sor who directed the Centre, and were not addressed to

the Library at all. Even my salary, I learned, was derived

from money originally intended to provide the professor

with secretarial support, and although the EDC was in

fact an integral part of the Exeter University Library, the

Director of the Centre in some ways also acted as the

director of the EDC. Despite the fact that the Library

was independent of the Faculty, the Faculty members

regarded it very much as their own resource. This

arrangement, as it was understood by the Faculty, would

possibly have seemed entirely natural in continental

Europe, and although it did not conform to the adminis-

trative reality of the University it was in some ways highly

beneficial. The close link between the EDC and the

Faculty was strengthened by the fact that, in those days,

researchers had to come to the Library even to use the

catalogue, let alone to access the documentation, and so

I knew them all, and I understood their areas of interest

and could support their research. They taught me about

the content of the documentation, and as I became the

first person to read the Official Journal each day, I

remember being asked to look out for specific items,

such as the publication of a Protocol to the Judgments

Convention in the C series of the Official Journal.

THE IMPACTOF ELECTRONIC
PUBLISHING ON EDCS

This was all before the development of the internet.

The situation today is very different: thirty years on, the

electronic delivery of documents has radically changed

the nature of EDCs. Over time, the monthly list of the

publications delivered free of charge from Luxembourg

dwindled, first from being several sheets in length to less

than a page, and then was finally abandoned all together.

The move from print to electronic provision has

changed the relationship between the EDC and the aca-

demic community. At the time that I was put in charge

of the EDC in the Bodleian in 2001, there were already

anxious discussions among EDC librarians about what

the future held for their (increasingly online) collections.

Oxford was, of course, different to Exeter. The whole

organisation of the University, with its collegiate struc-

ture meant that the academic staff of the Law Faculty

didn’t generally work together in one building as they

did in Exeter. But even had they done so, by 2001 they

would not have needed to come to the Library to

consult the catalogue. In March 2000, the free distribu-

tion of the printed Official Journal to EDCs had ceased,

and by September 2001, EDCs had also been invited to

cease taking COM documents in print, on the grounds

that they were available on Web.8 Today researchers

expect to access the majority of recent EU documenta-

tion online, but previously, access to the printed docu-

ments was vital for research; indeed, in the early years,

there was some competition to house Oxford’s EU

documentation, with St Antony’s college apparently con-

sidering putting in a bid to become an EDC. The

College’s arguments were forcefully rebutted by Stephen

Richard, the Bodleian’s Official Papers librarian in an

internal memo, (16/10/1977), in which he pointed out

that ‘The Bodleian, as a depository for European

Communities publications, is entitled to receive a

greater range of materials than an EDC; so has a greater

potential for research’. It is hard to imagine such com-

petition to house an EDC taking place today.

PRINT VERSUS ELECTRONIC
HOLDINGS IN EDCS

Under the original agreement made by exchange of

letters in 1963, the Bodleian became, as Stephen Richard

noted, a ‘Depository Library’, and it has continued to

keep all ‘the publications of the various Community insti-

tutions’ that have been dispatched to it since January

1964.9 That status seems at some point to have changed

from ‘Depository Library’ to ‘EDC’,10 but the Oxford

EDC has nevertheless retained all its print holdings,

although the collection now grows very slowly. Other

EDCs have disposed of some print collections, and this,

together with the fact that very little is now provided in

print, begs the question, ‘what is an EDC and what is the

role of an EDC librarian if the resources are largely
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electronic?’. Delegates to the annual EDC meetings

hosted by the Commission’s UK Representation during

the first decade of this century, spoke of fewer readers

using their collections and of reduced numbers of enqui-

ries, but considered on the other hand, that those enqui-

ries that did come through were typically more complex

than they had been in the past. Readers were clearly

beginning to find their way around the online resources,

but still consulting the librarian when they got stuck,

sometimes at quite an advanced point in their investiga-

tions; in my experience, this pattern of enquiries is still

the case.11 It also remains a fact that not everything is

freely available online. For example, I remember one

extremely experienced researcher who arrived with a

detailed list of documents related to the Phare pro-

gramme that she needed to track down; having already

exhausted the online resources, she needed to fill the

gaps by consulting our paper and microfiches collections.

Further, even if the material is online, it is not always easy

to find or interpret, and I have spent afternoons with

researchers helping them to sort out which legislation

was in force at particular times, or tracking down cita-

tions for them in order to check references in a draft for

publication.

EDCS AS CENTRES OF EXPERTISE;
EDC LIBRARIANS AND DEMOCRATIC
LEGITIMACY

Grace Hudson, currently Chair of the European Union

Databases User Group, put the question well in the early

2000s when she asked at an EDC AGM: ‘If your library

was not an EDC, would it still be a centre of expertise

on EU information?’. It is significant that EDC

Agreement, signed by the Commission and the host insti-

tution, and updated over the years, has always required a

professional librarian to be placed in charge of the

EDC.12 This requirement is key to both the efficient and

effective operation of the EDC as a research resource,

and to its role as a source of politically unbiased informa-

tion. The first point, regarding efficiency and effective-

ness, is self-evident. To take the second point, although

professional librarians are not tightly regulated, as quali-

fied staff, we are subject to both the ethical restraints of

both our profession13 and those of the institutions for

which we work. Cyril Emery, speaking at the United

Kingdom’s 2008 EDC Annual Conference (14 January

2008), argued that the fact that EDCs are managed by

professional staff, who are paid by their host institution

and not by the European Commission, gives them a par-

ticular value as providers of information on the EU.

Unlike the Commission’s other information networks,

EDCs, because of their independence, clearly do not dis-

tribute propaganda, and elsewhere Emery has suggested

that EDC librarians ‘have a unique potential to provide

legal transparency in the European Union and thus

strengthen its democratic legitimacy’.14

THE ROLE OF EDC LIBRARIANS POST-
‘BREXIT’

In 2008 (long before the Referendum), Emery’s argument

strongly supported the value of EDC librarians to the EU

as ‘agents of legal transparency’, but how relevant would

this role be in a post-‘Brexit’ information environment?

Further, could this function be, in itself, sufficient reason

for the European Commission to continue to support

the UK’s EDCs? Possibly not, but the UK’s EDCs will not
suddenly cease to be centres of expertise after March

2019, and it is to be hoped that the EU will continue to

recognise their value. From the start, EDCs were estab-

lished in countries that were not members of the EU,

and collections of EU documentation were made available

in countries such as the USA that were obviously never

going to apply for EU membership. There can be no

doubt that ‘Brexit’ will be a fertile field for academic

research and that University staff will continue to need

the support of librarians who understand EU documenta-

tion. Whatever form ‘Brexit’ takes, there will be legal

developments and consequences that spring from it.

While these may be pursued through legislation and liti-

gation, academic librarians will have a significant role to

play in identifying, collecting, organising and making

accessible the full range of documentation, not just that

which is relevant to a particular legal case or point of

view. Moreover, the UK EDCs that are established in

some of our national and academic libraries are hosted

by institutions that have a stability that enables them to

take the long view, which not only considers immediate

needs but also anticipates future research requirements.

EDC LIBRARIANS’ CONTRIBUTION
TOTHE ORGANISATION AND
DISSEMINATION OF EU
INFORMATION

Over the years, the EDC network, with support from

the EU in the form of training, networking activities, and

access to the officials of the EU Institutions and the

national representations, has provided a bedrock on

which expertise in EU documentation has grown. This

manifests itself in teaching resources, such as the EU

section of the BIALL Legal Research Training Pack, which

is largely the work of an EDC librarian, and in networks

such as the European Union Databases User Group

https://eudatabaseusergroup.wordpress.com/ which is

chaired by former national EDC Co-ordinator Grace

Hudson. Current and former UK EDC librarians have

published bibliographies and guides to EU documentation,

that range from John Jeffries’ A guide to the Official
Publications of the European Communities, through Ian

Thomson’s The Documentation of the European
Communities: A Guide, to Patrick Overy’s European Union
information: A Guide to Official Sources. It was as a result of
contacts made between the Bodleian and British Library

EDCs and EU officials, at a seminar for EDC and other
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network managers, that the Bodleian has followed the

British Library’s lead and imported the records of EU

Bookshop into its search and discovery tool, SOLO

http://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/. UK EDC librarians have

also led the way in developing training in the use of EU

documentation, notably in the past through the now dis-

banded European Information Association, but also more

recently on behalf of organisations such as BIALL and the

Association for Information Management (ASLIB). Cardiff

EDC Librarian Ian Thomson has been the driving force

behind the free online resource European Sources

Online (ESO) http://www.europeansources.info/ which

developed from European Access, the bibliographic service

that he created in the 1980s, and which is now published

by Cardiff University Press as an activity of the Cardiff

EDC within the University Library Service.

CONCLUSION

‘Brexit’ is certainly a threat to the UK EDCs. In particu-

lar, we risk losing our privileged access to EU officials and

a weakening of our international ties with other profes-

sional librarians working in the field of EU information.

However, it also presents a huge opportunity, offering a

spur to academic research, increased demand for access

to EU documentation, and a new relevance for both our

collections and our professional expertise.

Footnotes
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Brexit Projects at Middle Temple
Library

Abstract: This article, written by Lenka Geidt, gives detailed insight into Brexit projects

undertaken by Middle Temple Library. The library specialises, among other areas, in

European Union law. This article explains how members of the Inns of Court and

librarians can benefit from these projects which focus on legislation, case law and the

legal debate regarding the United Kingdom’s referendum on European Union membership

and Brexit.
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INTRODUCTION

Middle Temple Library is one of the libraries of the four

Inns of Court. The Inns of Court, including Middle

Temple, occupy a unique position in the legal world as

they are the bodies which call men and women to the

English Bar as barristers. The library contributes to sup-

porting its members throughout their professional

careers; therefore, its user base is quite wide – ranging

from students and pupils through to practising barristers

and judges. The library is also used by chambers’ clerks
and librarians.

As all four libraries are located close to each other

geographically, it would not make sense to duplicate col-

lections; therefore, a system is in place which determines

the areas of law and jurisdictions in which each Inn

library should specialise. Whereas Lincoln’s Inn shares a

specialism in Commonwealth countries with Inner

Temple, Gray’s Inn is known for its collections of inter-

national and human rights law. Middle Temple brings
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