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SUNCAT: a modern serials union
catalogue for the UK
SUNCAT will be the UK national union catalogue of journals and other serials. It will have
two aims: to be a ‘digital library’ locate service
for serials held in other than one’s own library
and to be a source of good catalogue records
to enable contributing libraries to upgrade
their OPACs. SUNCAT is also the name given
to the project that is carrying out the pilot
activity: investigating the issues, engaging with
research libraries, and preparing to launch a
pilot service, before extending the scope to
include over 200 libraries. The first phase of
that project started in February 2003, and has
involved loading the ISSN and CONSER databases, together with records on the item holdings of twenty-two of the larger research
libraries, and converting these into MARC21
format.This paper presents the perspective of
the team responsible for the design and
implementation of SUNCAT.
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1. Introduction and context
The UK academic and research community is to
have a national union catalogue for serials.1 This
will be an online facility to help researchers, of all
types, find journals and other serial publications
held in libraries other than their own. The task
of developing, setting up and hosting the pilot
service for the Serials UNion CATalogue (SUNCAT)
has been given to a project team based around a
partnership of the University of Edinburgh and Ex
Libris. Led by EDINA,2 this two-year project began

1

The sponsors of SUNCAT are the Joint Information
Systems Committee (JISC) and the Research Support
Libraries Programme (RSLP), acting on behalf of the
UK higher education funding bodies.
2
EDINA is the JISC-designated National Data Centre
based at the University of Edinburgh. See
http://edina.ac.uk/ for up-to-date reports of progress on
SUNCAT and other projects and online services.

in February 2003. The project represents Phase 1 of
a longer programme of activity intended to highlight the importance for scholarship of good
quality information about serials.
The overall aims are to provide an online
finding aid to the holdings of over 200 research
libraries across the UK; to offer high-quality bibliographic data with which contributing libraries can
upgrade their own local catalogues; and to be an
active component in the Research Library Network. SUNCAT is to operate in a world where
print will likely remain important but where
electronic access will likely predominate. SUNCAT,
therefore, must include records for serials of
different format. The implications of this are discussed in Section 3 below.
There has been no UK-wide listing of serials
in major libraries since the demise in 1980 of the
British Union Catalogue of Periodicals (BUCOP)
[British Union Catalogue of Periodicals 1955–]. Thus,
although there are union catalogues for geographic
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areas,3 and some for particular subjects, researchers
and librarians do not have a comprehensive means
for discovering the existence of serials in libraries
other than their own. In December 1998 and January 1999, a series of focus groups conducted by the
Research Support Libraries Programme (RSLP)
highlighted this omission, especially with regard
to arts and humanities subjects. The RSLP commissioned a study into the feasibility of a union
catalogue for monographs and serials (see Kidd and
Bull 2001). The case for a serials union catalogue
was considered to be particularly strong.4 Serials
union catalogues in Europe and North America had
demonstrated their utility for optimizing exploitation of information resources, and the lack of a
serials union catalogue for the UK was considered
as a failure to expose its significant serials collections.
The feasibility study also found that serials in
UK research libraries are often not fully catalogued
to international standards; for example a number
of libraries have very limited title entries. These
may be sufficient as finding aids for local users,
but are not suitable as contributory data to a union
catalogue. Using SALSER3 as a guide, the authors
estimated that less than half of the serials records
in OPACs included an ISSN. This lack of standardization, for holdings even more than bibliographic
data, and the consequent paucity of high-quality
serials records within the UK system (with a
number of honourable exceptions) present a major
challenge for SUNCAT. It also indicates the
potential that SUNCAT has in providing added
value for researchers and librarians.
The feasibility study proposed a development
plan and outlined possible costs. It also recommended acquisition of the ISSN register5 and of
the CONSER database6 as a source of high-quality

3

Examples include SALSER – http://edina.ac.uk/salser/ –
covering Scottish academic libraries, and the University of
London Union List of Serials (http://www.m25lib.ac.uk/ULS/)
4
The findings of the feasibility study included the
observation that the highest score among most groups
of researchers, ranging from 72% to 95%, was for a
facility that located all journals in their subject area.
5
A data file in its original ISO 2709 format (see
http://www.issn.org:8080/English/pub/products).
6
The Cooperative Online Serials Database of the
Program for Cooperative Cataloguing (see
http://www.loc.gov/acq/conser/).
62

Serials – 17(1), March 2004

bibliographic records. The RSLP then commissioned a more detailed Scoping Study, which
confirmed the practicality of SUNCAT in October
2002 (see Information Power Ltd 2002).7

2. SUNCAT – the project
This is the first of three phases laid down for the
SUNCAT.8 The intention is that in Phase 1, being
carried out during the years 2003 and 2004,
SUNCAT should achieve a critical mass of serial
titles, especially of current scientific, technical and
medical (STM) titles, based on records from the
catalogues of over twenty of the UK’s largest university and research collections. In Phase 2 (2005
and 2006) SUNCAT would achieve a critical mass
of holdings by extending its coverage to over 200
libraries including various specialist collections.
Phase 3 (2007–) is envisaged to be a ‘steady state’
period, one of consolidation to ensure the longterm stability of the SUNCAT service.
Phase 1 is intended as a practical investigation
of issues, as a pilot test period, as a set-up activity
and as preparation for the launch, by December
2004, of a pilot service as the national locates
facility for serials. This is well underway and it is
planned to show something of this ‘locate’ function at the annual UKSG conference in March 2004.
During Summer 2004 and beyond, the team will
engage with library staff about the use of SUNCAT
as a source of high quality catalogue records.
Staffing for the project team is shared between
EDINA, Edinburgh University Library and Ex
Libris. This has provided ready access to valuable
experience on all sides: Liz Stevenson (EUL) leads
the liaison and interaction with contributing
libraries, and Noam Kaminer (Ex Libris) leads the
deployment of ALEPH Union, the system from
Ex Libris used previously to create union catalogues

7

This was led by the Serials editors Hazel Woodward
and Helen Henderson.
8
The SUNCAT Steering Committee was convened,
under the chairmanship of Derek Law, by the RSLP and
JISC in conjunction with the British Library in order to
commission SUNCAT Phase 1 by OJEC tendering
process.A draft of the Tender, which had a closing date
of 26 September 2002, may be found at
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=funding_3_02
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on a similar scale for consortia in other parts of
the world. In addition to project direction and
management, a number of different staff members
at EDINA contribute their understanding of JISC’s
information environment, of bibliographic data
and of data management skills.
The project also has a number of Associates, two
of whom are authors of this paper in the light of
their contribution to the initial and ongoing design
of SUNCAT. Others have been assembled from the
libraries who agreed to be in our first ‘beta’ phase
of contributing libraries. This will assist decisionmaking on bibliographic issues. Accordingly, the
Bibliographic Quality Advisory Group (BQAG)
includes the heads of cataloguing and serials from
the National Library of Scotland and University
Libraries of Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh and
Glasgow.9 As discussed below, there are many
challenging bibliographic issues that the UK
serials community will want to have addressed
properly. The BQAG has proved a very useful
arena for the project team in this respect; the
collected wisdom of its membership has also
helped establish and revise a minimum record
standard for SUNCAT, with a content standard,
and has advised on matching and merging matters.
There is suggestion, from the SUNCAT Advisory
Group,10 that publishing these bibliographic recommendations would be of value to librarians
responsible for serials cataloguing.
Funding for the project has allowed the
acquisition and subscription to the ISSN register,
and to the CONSER database. The former acts as
the world’s ‘serial authority file’, and the latter as
a major source of high-quality bibliographic
records. However, neither is comprehensive with
respect to the serials held in the UK.

SUNCAT: a modern serials union catalogue

3. Design of SUNCAT – the system
SUNCAT is to provide access to serial-level
information, including in scope all that are
regarded as serials in any of the catalogues of university and research libraries in the UK. The aim is
to offer information about the holdings of contributing libraries, MARC21-format bibliographic
records and, beyond the short term, is to do this
for both print and electronic formats. The design
and plan must take this into consideration.
The central task for SUNCAT is to transform
data on Items appearing in the catalogues of contributing libraries into network-accessible information about Serials held in the UK.11 An abstract
model for SUNCAT is shown as Figure 1.
In the planning, it has proved useful to consider
three categories of information, identification,
bibliographic description, and holdings, at both
the Serials and the Item level. These are shown in
Figure 1 and are discussed in turn.

Identification
At the outset it was the intention that the ISSN
should be used to distinguish one Serial from
another. Notwithstanding, it has been decided
that SUNCAT should also have its own identifier
(SC-ID). This is for several reasons. The most
obvious is that it is anticipated that less than half
of the Item records input as data will have the
ISSN present, and that for a large proportion no
ISSN would have yet been assigned. The second is
that a union catalogue needs an internal identifier
for communication purposes with its contributing
libraries. The third is the present complexity
brought about by electronic journals. On the latter,
there is pressure for the ISSN Network to review
its policy of having separate ISSNs for print and

9

Chaired by Alason Roberts (EUL), these individuals are,
respectively, John Nicklen, Susan Miles, Hugh Taylor,
Hugh Croll and Tony Kidd. Other members include
Slawek Rozenfeld (previously Head of Computing at
the ISSN International Centre) and Nathalie Schulz
(secretary to the International Committee for the
revision of AACR2 and, as part-time SUNCAT project
officer, leads the bibliographic work package).
10
Chaired by Peter Burnett (The Bodleian Library,
Oxford), this sub-committee of the SUNCAT Steering
Committee includes representatives of the wider user
community for SUNCAT.

11

In general, although it was the Work that was
bibliographically described and cited, the basic entity
described in the catalogues of contributing libraries is
the Item held.This is therefore reflected in the data
they are able to supply. In the Functional Requirements
for Bibliographic Records (FRBR), the term Work is
used in a more abstract sense, and it would seem that
it is the Manifestation or, perhaps, that of the
Expression (of a serial) that is catalogued and cited.
Here we have used the term Serial to describe this
latter,Title-level entity.
63
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Figure 1: Abstract model for SUNCAT
This illustrates the flow of input of data from contributing libraries, with each Item matched according to an algorithm (a)
to establish equivalence with a given Serial.The further set of algorithms to define an Aggregate Holdings Statement and
a Preferred Bibliographic Description for each Serial is shown as (b).The set of algorithms to define functions and outputs
available for users of SUNCAT is shown as (c).
Note that there is no necessary 1:1 relationship between the SUNCAT ID and the ISSN.

electronic serials. Not all publishers use the eISSN
and not all libraries have separate catalogue
records for print and electronic formats.12 Practice
between and sometimes within SUNCAT contributing libraries is inconsistent. It is anticipated that
it will be extremely difficult to disentangle ‘print’
and ‘electronic’ elements in records from SUNCATcontributing libraries that use the ‘single record’
approach. This makes matching of Item records to
establish Serial identity somewhat problematic.
After consultation with our Bibliographic
Quality Advisory Group, it has been decided
that the SC-ID will relate to the Serial, independent
of format. There will not be a 1:1 relationship
between the SC-ID for all of the ISSNs. One sidebenefit is that SUNCAT might be well placed to
have a role in ‘resolving’ the relationship between
a given ISSN and the eISSN where this is used by
the publisher, library or an aggregator.
12

ISO 3297, the international standard that governs the
ISSN, is undergoing its periodic review, and the matter
of formats is to be re-examined. Following a decision of
ISO, the International Organization for Standardization,
the Technical Committee ISO TC 46, Subcommittee 9
(SC 9) created in October 2003 a new Working Group
(WG 5) in order to undertake the revision of the
International ISSN Standard (ISO 3297).
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Bibliographic description
In SUNCAT, bibliographic description is required
for four purposes:
(i)

matching of Item records in order to equivalence these at Serial level, and the assignment
of the SC-ID (see Figure 1)
(ii) information for online display to assist users
of SUNCAT
(iii) catalogue records for download, modification
and inclusion in local OPACs
(iv) discovery of Serials, not matching the ISSN
database, that may be suitable candidates to
have new ISSNs assigned, by the appropriate
ISSN Centre.
Identification is determined by matching (as in (i)
above) of bibliographic information in Item
records from contributing libraries, after data conversion and normalization and according to the
algorithm used in SUNCAT.13 A single record
approach will be adopted for display (as in (ii)
above) of the preferred record, which will include
holdings and access information for all formats
13

The algorithm is a customization of the matching
algorithm developed for the California Digital Library
(CDL) catalogue, Melvyl. Further detail about it will be
offered at a later stage.
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(see below for further discussion). The current
view is that the preferred record should be the
print record, unless the resource is e-only. A best
bibliographic record will not be ‘constructed’ by
taking ‘best fields’ from several records. Instead,
an algorithm will select, as indicated as (b) in
Figure 1, an intact record as our ‘preferred record’,
augmenting this through use of the ISSN Register.
Cataloguing staff at contributing libraries will
be able to view records for download purposes as
in (iii) above. There has also been discussion with
the ISSN Network, and with the British Library in
its role as the UK ISSN Centre, about (iv). This has
raised the prospect of defining a work flow model
between SUNCAT, its contributing libraries and
the ISSN Network.

Holdings
The holdings statement on printed material can be
expected to be contained in the bibliographic
records supplied for Items. However, the quality of
holdings statements for print serials is highly variable, and mostly poor; format and content are often
non-standard and inconsistent across, and sometimes within, libraries. Use of SALSER illustrates
this point.3 Moreover, informal discussion indicates
that these holdings statements can be inaccurate,
out of date or can misrepresent serial issues that
have been lost/stolen or were never received.
Although data in SUNCAT will be held in standard (MARC21) form, the problem of variability in
holdings statements remains. MARC21 does not
facilitate parsing of ‘parts’ in the holdings statement
by software. This limits severely the use of machineto-machine interoperability in linking article and
serial-level information. In the first instance each
holdings statement will be read in as a complete
string and displayed ‘as is’, leaving it to the user to
establish whether a given volume is held. In the
longer term an improvement will be looked for.14
14

An idea initially put forward by Slawek Rozenfeld in the
1970s is the utility and maintenance of a structural
holdings statement.This is based, for each Serial, upon a
matrix representation of the volumes and issues
published since its launch: data reflecting what has been
‘ever issued’.This would lay the basis for the long run
accuracy and telematic utility of serials holdings
statements, each then an accurate, machine-readable
holdings statement capable of software-based
conversion into MARC21.

SUNCAT: a modern serials union catalogue

Just what constitutes the equivalent of the
holdings statement for electronic serials is problematic. The preliminary view is that this must be
information derived from a given library’s licensing and access arrangements for a serial, or
aggregation of serials. As with print materials,
access information of value to the remote scholar
should be available for display via SUNCAT.
The project team has gathered some preliminary
data from the twenty-two Phase 1 libraries about
their (local) practice on information about electronic serials. Some catalogue these in the OPAC,
some do not; some have separate records for
electronic versions, some do not; and there is
variation in the use of the MARC location and
access 856 field. What seems most common is that
management of information on licensing and
access of e-journals originates and is managed
differently from information about print. The team
is collaborating with the M25 Systems Group at
the LSE to collect more systematic evidence and
obtain better understanding. This understanding
and the prospect of agreed standards and means
for the exchange of serials subscriptions information stands to be advanced by recent work in NISO
and CONSER; we intend to comment on that work
in due course.

Managing change
SUNCAT was commissioned as a centralized
union catalogue. However, serials information,
and in particular serials holdings information, is
subject to change in a number of ways. First, there
are changes, for a given library, in what is held or
licensed, both new and cancelled titles and
missing volumes. Second, there is huge change in
practices within scholarly communication. This is
especially with respect to the occurrence of serials
in electronic format, and the way in which
information about their licensing and ‘holdings’ is
represented. Given the dynamic character of
holdings information for print, and the volatility
of that for the electronic format, the organizational
and technological options are needed that will
ensure that information provided to users of
SUNCAT is reliable, accessible and current, and
that the cost and effort of achieving that is
sustainable.
In design terms, it could be argued that data
that changes frequently is best stored at each
originating library, rather than held centrally, in
65
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order that it may be updated locally and then
accessed remotely. The project team has experience
of distributed searching (e.g. by Z39.50), of the
OpenURL and an appreciation of routine ‘harvesting’ (e.g. using OAI); either may be most appropriate. This requires investigation. Whatever the
technical solution, SUNCAT is likely to iterate
towards a distributed design, drawing upon results
and experience from other JISC-funded projects,
such as ZBLSA and ccInterop. It is also hoped to
gain insight from the ‘Scoping Study on Institutional Profiling and Terms & Conditions’
commissioned by JISC for report in Spring/
Summer 2004 by Sandy Shaw (see EDINA Projects
Workshop 04 and Awre 04).

Progress to date
At the time of writing we have over 2.5 million
Item records in SUNCAT, and anticipate that when
the records from all 22 Phase 1 contributing
libraries, including the British Library, are entered
there would be upwards of 3.5 million. Just how
many serial Titles that will represent, no one
knows; we expect to discover that over the coming
months. Estimates vary: perhaps over 1.5 million,
with over 1 million held in the UK. The number of
‘high-quality’ bibliographic records will be very
much lower, with many not having an assigned
ISSN. The good news is that we are beginning to
get beyond ‘guestimates’, and we will be in a
position to identify which records need to be upgraded. The UK serials community can then make
a start, each sector and library able to play its part.

4. The SUNCAT future
This is an interesting time in which to design and
build a union catalogue of serials. A great deal is
changing, leading to the emergence of competing
priorities and many open issues. Many of the
challenges for the SUNCAT project relate to the
quality of the data from contributing libraries.
Data is variable in format and often poor quality in
content; thus it is difficult efficiently to match Item
records to Serials.
Attention has been drawn to decisions that have
had to be made now in order to make progress
towards the timely launch of a pilot locate service,
and to ways in which the team have tried to make
the effort future-proof, at least to the extent that
66
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serials in digital formats must be included. Other
questions of scope are raised by the potentially
revolutionary developments in scholarly communication, such as the fast growing number of
open access journals and the growing number of
subject-based and institutional repositories. To
answer those questions would be to re-focus on
discussions of ‘seriality’, and on what forms of
ongoing publication should be included in scope.
According to the laissez-faire policy adopted,
however, it will only take one contributing library
to include such ‘serials’.
Fortunately, the UK is not the first to have
created a national union catalogue of serials; nor is
it alone in its desire to have one that is modern
with respect to the demand and opportunities of
the telematic age. This means that much can be
gained from collaborating with others. Previous
involvement with the CASA Project has provided
contact with a number of national and supranational serials catalogues; recent attendance at
the ISSN Directors’ Meeting has provided further
contacts.
SUNCAT Phase 1 has been both a practical
investigation into the requirements and challenges
for a modern serials catalogue, and the practical
start to building SUNCAT. We have begun work
on what is a large set of tasks, some of which will
remain problematic for a while. This necessarily
long time-horizon allows opportunity to plan so
that what is achieved will be worthwhile.
SUNCAT is the opportunity for the UK serials
community to work together, using standardization in bibliographic, identifying and holdings
data, to improve the quality of serials information,
and thereby maximizing its use and its value to the
research community.
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