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FLAG - the Foreign Law Guide;
an Update 2013

Abstract: This report, compiled by Gerry Power, describes the process of updating the
records of the FLAG (Foreign Law Guide) database. His article outlines the aims, method

and the findings of the 2013 update.
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INTRODUCTION

FLAG, the Foreign Law Guide!, is the well known web
guide to collections of foreign, comparative and inter-
national law held in UK libraries. It was developed and
built by Dr Peter Clinch from 2000 to 2002, who also
did comprehensive reviews and updates of the FLAG
database in 20042, 20073 and 20104 all of them reported
in Legal Information Management.

In 2013, the FLARE®> Group of libraries decided to
update the whole database. They secured funding to
enable a small team to organise visits to over 60 libraries
and to conduct surveys of the print and microform law
collections on the shelf. This would allow the database to
be updated as fully as possible. This article outlines the
aim, objectives, method and findings of the 2013 update,
and offers a short discussion on the future of FLAG.

I. SUMMARY

The project team surveyed 56 of the 62 libraries included
in FLAG from June 2013 to May 2014. We noted all
changes to collections of foreign, international and com-
parative law to bring the database up-to-date. It was not
possible to visit 6 libraries for the purposes of the
project (see: 3.1 below).

More than 600 collections have been disposed of
since 2010. Library space planning, especially the need to
create attractive study spaces, has resulted in lesser used
materials being relegated to store or disposed of (3.2).
Availability of electronic versions is also cited.

The relocation of collections is quite common because
of building work and because many little-used titles are
moved to store (3.3). Materials in store can be readily
identified and requested through good quality catalogues.

New shelf marks have been noted for over 600 collec-
tions, one of the reasons being reclassification for collec-
tions classed using Library of Congress classification (3.4).

Over 1200 collections, which were still active in
2010, have since been closed and the changes noted in
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FLAG. The reasons for closure include an increasing
number of electronic databases and publications, the
decreasing use of printed looseleafs, the low usage of
many print series, and the expense of keeping both print
and e-versions of the same title. (3.5)

Despite the switch to electronic versions, however,
we have noted many new print editions of codes and con-
solidations for various jurisdictions, and updated FLAG
accordingly (3.6). Approximately 120 new records have
been created for materials not previously on FLAG (3.7).

2. HOW THE UPDATE WAS CARRIED
ouT

At the request of the FLARE Group of libraries, the
Institute of Advanced Legal Studies assembled a team in
the early summer of 2013 whose aim was to update the
FLAG database completely. The project started in June
2013 and was completed in June 2014. The project’s
objectives were:

* to visit all libraries of which the collections of foreign
and international law are described in FLAG and carry
out a detailed shelf survey

* to survey library stores as much as possible, as well as
open access collections

* to interview law librarians about trends in collection
development

* to identify and record all closed collections still in
stock

* to identify and record all collections which are still
active

* to identify all collections which were still active in
2010 but which have since closed and to record the
contents date range

* to identify any collections discarded and reasons why,
and delete records from FLAG accordingly
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* to identify any cancelled titles and possible reasons
for cancellation

* to identify any collections which are active again, and
which were previously closed

* to note any changes to location and shelf mark of
collections

* to identify and record any changes to libraries’ name,
address or other contact details

* to record all changes to collections in the FLAG
database so as to update it to 2013

The team to update FLAG were:

Dr Peter Clinch, project consultant and trainer,
author of the project manual, who surveyed collections
in North-West England, Northumbria and Scotland, and
updated the database for those collections

Gerry Power, update project manager, who surveyed
collections in the rest of England and helped to survey
some of the London libraries, and who carried out data-
base updates

Hester Swift, Foreign and International Law Librarian,
Institute of Advanced Legal Studies, who surveyed collec-
tions in the London libraries

Lindsey Caffin, Senior Library Assistant, Institute of
Advanced Legal Studies, who carried out database
updates for the collections in London libraries, and
designed database output reports

David Gee, Deputy Librarian, Institute of Advanced
Legal Studies, who oversaw the project on behalf of the
FLARE Group and who managed project finances

Steven Whittle, Information Systems Manager,
Institute of Advanced Legal Studies, who managed the
FLAG database

The FLAG Rebuild Project was supported by the Flare
Foreign Law Research group of libraries (a collaboration
between the major libraries collecting law in the United
Kingdom: Institute of Advanced Legal Studies (Chair),
Bodleian Law Library — University of Oxford, British
Library, Squire Law Library — University of Cambridge, and
School of Oriental and African Studies), the British and
Irish Association of Law Librarians (BIALL), and the School
of Advanced Study (SAS), University of London.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Where the shelf survey was carried
out

We visited and surveyed a total of 56 libraries from June
2013 to April 2014 which are all listed in table 2, which
appears at the end of this article.

Visits and shelf surveys were not possible in the
following:

The Library of the Faculty of Asian and Middle
Eastern Studies at Cambridge, which has a very small col-
lection of law material. It was possible to examine this by
catalogue.
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Royal Commonwealth Society Library, University of
Cambridge. It was not possible to visit it for a shelf
survey, but the librarian was most helpful. All law collec-
tions are closed access, and there have been no changes
since 2010.

Brynmor Jones Library, University of Hull, which is
undergoing extensive re-development until Summer 2014.
A visit and shelf survey may be possible in the future.

The Bodleian Central Library in Oxford is being refur-
bished and will re-open in September 2014 as the
Weston Library. Most if not all its law collections are in
closed stack, the Bodleian Book Storage Facility. Many of
the law collections of the Bodleian Oriental Institute
Library are also in book storage, so it was not possible to
visit it. Both libraries were most helpful by e-mail.

National Library of Wales — all collections are on
closed access and not classified or arranged by subject. It
was not possible to survey, but may be possible to check
their catalogue.

3.2 Disposals

Information on materials disposed of was obtained in
two ways:

* from the librarian either during the site survey or
subsequently by e-mail

* by identifying titles /collections no longer visible on
the shelves or in store and not traced in the relevant
library catalogue

Figures for disposals, therefore, should be approximately
or exactly equal to the number of records deleted from
FLAG per library as a result of this project.

Some libraries have disposed of little or nothing,
which includes the FLARE Group of libraries, whilst
other have disposed of substantial amounts of material
between 2010 and 201 3.

The reason for some of the high figures, e.g. the
Hallward Library in Nottingham, is that the disposals
took place over a much longer period than the most
recent four years, i.e. since 2002. Therefore the rate of
disposal is more gradual than it appears if we just
compare disposals figures for 2010 and 2013.

Several reasons were given for disposals. The purging
of printed looseleafs and take-up of electronic versions is
common.

Space planning has become increasingly critical in
many libraries as they endeavour to improve the overall
student experience with more attractive study areas, in a
time of increased competition between universities. This
no doubt has an impact on the amount of shelf space on
open access and leads to disposal of some material if it’s
available in e-versions. Space and building re-development
are a current concern that simply did not figure in the
2010 postal survey® by Peter Clinch.

Some librarians mentioned that they closely moni-
tored usage of printed series, e.g. US law reports, over
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some years before deciding to get rid of the print. The
UK Research Reserve’ was mentioned a few times as
one of the beneficiaries of discarded collections, but its
criteria are exacting and it only accepts from member
libraries. One librarian mentioned her institution’s inten-
tion to apply for membership to UKRR.

The ready availability of many law publications in
secure electronic versions is also a common reason for
disposing of print material. Some items, such as the publi-
cations of the UN and many law reports of the US, are
available in several databases online, some for subscrip-
tion and some with free access.

It is clear that librarians take a number of factors into
consideration when deciding to dispose of some materi-
als. Many are reticent and reluctant to discuss disposals,
and would no doubt welcome some independent advice
on how to get rid of, e.g., Council of Europe publications.
At least one librarian asked if the FLARE Group could
have a role as a clearing house to advise on ways
to dispose of materials and what printed items are still
particularly valuable.

3.3 Collections relocated

We have recorded the change in the FLAG libraries data-
base when collections have moved to another building,
or if the library has been renamed. For example, the law
collections in Aberystwyth University are now mostly in
the Thomas Parry Library, and the Bodleian Indian
Institute Library in Oxford is now called the Bodleian
Oriental Institute Library.

Collection relocation will be a common preoccupa-
tion for some years to come as major building projects
and re-development continue. There are plans to close
the Harding Law Library in Birmingham in 2016 and to
move law collections and services into a new university
library, currently under construction. Little used material
is expected to move to a research commons building
with some seating for postgraduate students. The devel-
opment of a research commons area was also evident at
Exeter.
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In many cases, we were given ready access to library
stores for the purpose of the survey, including the Inns of
Court, Aberystwyth, Birmingham, Sheffield, Leeds, and
others. In many others, it simply was not possible to
view the stores and we relied on catalogue searches to
update the database.

Reasons given for moving material to stores include
infrequent usage, age or fragility of material, and, com-
monly, to make space in open access.

All libraries surveyed mentioned that materials in
store can readily be retrieved on request, and it is clear
from many library catalogues that it is easier for research-
ers to request this material online now. Some of the
stores are on open access and are easy to use, for
example Sheffield and Leeds.

There is no doubt that decisions on what materials to
relegate to store will continue to preoccupy librarians. At
least one library is currently considering, and consulting
on, moving substantial holdings of US primary material to
store.

3.4 Materials reclassified or moved

At least eleven libraries have done a significant amount of
reclassification. One reason is because they changed to a
more recent edition of Library of Congress Classification
for law. The reclassification does not pose any noticeable
problem for researchers, as all changes are duly recorded
in the relevant library catalogue. Surveyors could trace
many reclassed materials through the good quality of
library catalogues.

However, of necessity, the shelf survey has been
slowed down significantly because of reclassed collec-
tions, as we sought to identify the new shelf locations
and we could not readily find current locations from the
existing FLAG records. We have recorded all new shelf
locations in FLAG, as required, for over 600 collections.
Reclassification looms much more in this update than it
did in the 2010 update®, when we compare the findings.
The figure in table | includes items reclassified as well as
items moved, i.e. relocated, on open shelves.

Table 1 — Outline statistics for the project

Foreign, comparative and international Total
law: primary material in UK libraries

Comments

Collections disposed of, since 2010 618
Collections relocated since 2010 657
Collections reclassified since 2010 1154
Active collections, as of end 2013 1600
Closed collections, as of end 2013 12000
New additions since 2010 >200

See 3.2

See 3.3

See 3.4. Includes relocation on open shelf as well as
actual reclassifications.

Approximate total.

Approximate total.

Estimated figure. Includes many new compilations of
law in print, as well as older collections which were
not previously on FLAG.
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Table 2 — List of libraries included in FLAG.
( An asterisk indicates that it was not possible to
visit that library in the current project).

Aberdeen, University of: Taylor Library

Aberystwyth University: Thomas Parry Library

Advocates Library

Birmingham, University of: Harding Law Library

Birmingham, University of: Orchard Learning
Resource Centre

Bristol, University of: Wills Memorial Library

British Library: Social Sciences and Official
Publications

Cambridge: Cambridge University Library:
Official Publications

Cambridge: Criminology Library

* Cambridge: Faculty of Asian and Middle
Eastern Studies Library

* Cambridge: Royal Commonwealth Society
Library

Cambridge: Squire Law Library

Cardiff University: Law Library

Cardiff University: Special Collections and
Archives

Central Lancashire, University of: Learning and
Information Services

Dundee, University of: Centre for Energy

Dundee, University of: Law Library

Durham, University of: Bill Bryson Library

Durham, University of: Middle East
Documentation Unit

East Anglia, University of: Library

Edinburgh, University of: Law and Europa

Edinburgh, University of: Main Library

Essex, Univesity of: Albert Sloman Library

Exeter, University of: Arab World Documentation
Unit

Exeter, University of: Law Library

Glasgow, University of: Library

Gray’s Inn Library

* Hull, University of: Brynmor Jones Library

Inner Temple Library

Kent, University of: Templeman Library

Lancaster University: Library

Leeds, University of: Brotherton Library

Leicester, University of: David Wilson Library

Lincoln’s Inn Library

Liverpool, University of: Library

London: Institute of Advanced Legal Studies
Library

London: King’s College London: Maughan
Library

London: LSE Library

London Metropolitan University: TUC
Collections

London Metropolitan University: Calcutta House
Library

London: Queen Mary: Library

London: SOAS Library

London: Law Library, UCL

London: UCL School of Slavonic and East
European Studies Library

Manchester, University of: Joule Library

Manchester, University of: Library

Middle Temple Library

The National Archives

* National Library of Wales

Newcastle University: Law Library

Nottingham, University of: Hallward Library

* Oxford: Bodleian Central Library

Oxford: Bodleian Law Library

Oxford: Bodleian Law Library: Official Papers
Section

Oxford: Bodleian Library for Commonwealth and
African Studies

* Oxford: Bodleian Oriental Institute Library

Reading, University of: Library

Sheffield, University of: Western Bank Library

Southampton, University of: Hartley Library

Sussex, University of: Library

Warwick, University of: Library

West London: University of: Library
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3.5 Changes to the number of active
collections

The FLAG database clearly indicates the accrual status
for all collections, whether the collection is still active
(i.e. still current with new material being added) or
closed (i.e. no longer being added to, with a clear indica-
tion of the years in the contents date range).

Between 2010 and 2013, in the vast majority of librar-
ies, there has been a decrease in the number of active
collections. In some cases, the figures have stayed the
same, and in only two cases is there a small increase.
This decline follows the trend identified and discussed by
Clinch in the 2010 postal survey.’

It is evident that for some libraries, there has been a
very dramatic decrease in active collections between
2010 and 2013. One reason for the apparent size of this
decrease is essentially methodological. In several libraries
surveyed, staff expressed great difficulties in doing the
postal surveys of 2010 and in previous years. They men-
tioned a lack of confidence, complete incomprehension
with the task, and some simply gave up on it as it was
too difficult. Therefore, the decrease in the number of
active collections is far more gradual in reality than it
appears. In the 2013 survey, we have identified many col-
lections marked as active which in effect had been closed
some years ago. We have noted all these changes and
contents date ranges in the database.

This is not a criticism of FLAG or its method, but a state-
ment of the real difficulty which several librarians expressed.
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Several reasons for closure of collections were given.
Firstly, as noted above, it is evident that the decrease has
been gradual over several years rather than just since
2010.

Electronic access to a growing range of databases and
publications in foreign, comparative and international law
is a common stated reason for cancelling print subscrip-
tions. International Legal Materials is often cancelled in
print as it is available online, as are many UN and
Council of Europe publications. The elaborate print
apparatus of the Canadian Abridgment has been cancelled
in most if not all libraries, again because it is online, and
too expensive to have both in print and e-versions.

The currency, usefulness and ease of access to elec-
tronic resources is another stated advantage over print.
Some libraries mentioned the cost of print as a factor in
deciding to cancel hard copy, with a retention of the elec-
tronic equivalent. Mostly, however, librarians have men-
tioned low usage of print series, space exigencies, the
currency and ready availability of e-versions as factors in
helping to decide on cancellations, rather than budgets. As
mentioned above, some librarians take systematic steps to
monitor usage of print series to help them decide.

A significant finding has been the disappearance of
many looseleaf publications from library shelves, as they
have been widely cancelled and withdrawn. An example
is Beaumont and Harris on air and space law, which is
only now available in print in one or two libraries,
whereas the e-version is widely available.

Among the countries and organisations for which
print series and publications have been cancelled are:
Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Ireland, Council of
Europe, United Nations, Organisation of American States,
France and the United States. Some librarians mentioned
the value of the Llls, the online legal information insti-
tutes, such as BAILII, AustLll, CanLIl et al, in providing
ready access to current and recent primary materials.
The growth of the online presence of the UN, Council of
Europe, ECHR and OAS is also mentioned. Again, this
trend towards more electronic resources is identified and
discussed in the 2010 survey.'®

3.6 Amendments to active collection
records

We have updated more than 1260 records for collections
which were active in 2010 and which have been identified
as closed in the 2013 survey. The accrual status has been
changed to closed, and the contents date range has
been updated in both the date range field and in the
description.

3.7 New collections

More than 200 records have been added to FLAG for
new collections as a result of the 2013 survey. In some
cases, they are for recent publications identified on a
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useful list circulated by Peter Clinch to the team, includ-
ingfor example, the Travaux Preparatoires of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. We also spotted
many useful new editions of codes for, notably, many
African and European jurisdictions. In other cases, older
material not on FLAG previously has been added, notably
at Dundee, at the British Library and at the Maughan
Library.

3.8 Changes to contact information

In FLAG, there is a small database with contact details of
all the libraries, the collections of which are included.
This listing of the libraries has been updated fully and
now includes social media details as well as postal, web
and e-mail.

4. DISCUSSION

With the trends identified above — shrinkage of print col-
lections, expansion of electronic holdings, expansion of
coverage of foreign and international law on the free web,
the relegation of older materials — and the difficulty
which many have in understanding FLAG, now is perhaps
an appropriate time to consider the future of FLAG.'!

FLAG was built and developed between 2000 and
2002 on a firm basis of cooperation between libraries to
share information on their collections, for the benefit of
researchers and of librarians. The willingness to cooper-
ate is evident from many of the original documents of the
project, dating back to 2000 and previous to that.'? This
spirit of cooperation is certainly still alive today, which all
three of the surveyors for the current project can verify.
We received many offers of help and good will through-
out our visits and surveys, and subsequently by e-mail.

FLAG also set a high standard, from its inception, on
describing collections accurately and in great detail. The
database reveals a detailed “map” of law collections for
many jurisdictions and intergovernmental organisations,
identifying various formats — codes, session laws, consoli-
dations, indexes, digests, etc. — and pinpointing the date
ranges of contents. One librarian commented recently
that FLAG’s particular strength is to identify print /
microform holdings for older material, e.g. “where can |
find the current law of Nigeria and get a list of previous
compilations and laws available since the 18th century”.
However, FLAG only describes the print and microform
collections, and not the electronic, as e-publications are
beyond its scope. FLAG’s excellence from its inception as
a web tool looks a little dated now.

Since 2002, many new and useful web tools about
foreign and international law have become available,
including the Libguides range and many social networks,
such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Google. The Libguides
offer quick and accurate perspectives on many key library
collections, whilst the social networks offer librarians and
researchers a chance to share questions, information and
knowledge on many topics including law. It would be nice
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to think that FLAG could maintain a useful place in this
current and dynamic mixed economy of the web. This
new web gives the individual greater opportunity and
control over networking and sharing information.

Perhaps FLAG can secure a niche as part of a forum
or social network to share good practice and knowledge.
A possible new network on foreign and international law
might include profiles of individuals and their libraries /
organisations, their print collections, their strengths and
expertise in foreign law, in international law, their needs
to upgrade skills and knowledge in the field, a forum to
share information about collections being disposed of, a
profile of secondary sources available and web guides
published. This could be a way to give each library the
task of updating its own holdings data for foreign and
international law in FLAG. Wishful thinking, no doubt,
which would need a firm foundation of yet another
survey to determine needs, attitudes and deliverables!
But the brave new world puts more emphasis on the
individual librarian and researcher being proactive
through web networks, and FLAG needs to adapt to this
new landscape to remain viable for the future.
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