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Libraries are deeply rooted in social life. Readers, citizens and the society as a whole are being shaped by libraries, and this strongly depends on how libraries observe the principle of openness and accessibility. By practicing various types of activities, libraries actively mediate the feedback between products of culture and their recipients. Readers, in turn, are live participants of historical processes, affecting life and libraries as a part of it. This intercalation is a prerequisite for ascent to an open society, a society open to changes and to the future.

--Ekaterina Genieva, Director, the Library for Foreign Literature, Moscow


The position that libraries and information professionals hold in Russia, presently, is one that cannot be underestimated.  “Russia is at a turning point, and needs information as never before to appraise its eventful present and future, and reappraise the past,” Evgeny Kuzmin noted in the mid-1990s, and, as Russia’s future as a democratic and free country and culture seems more in question now than even ten years ago, it is apparent that information professionals have a significant task at hand.
  One way in which libraries in Russia are combating restrictions to freedom of information is through open access initiatives.
  Contrary to what many might assume, after glasnost and the fall of the U.S.S.R., the ability for Russian libraries to collaborate—a key element to open access—became more difficult.  As Vladimir Zaitsev, the head of the National Library of Russia, stated in 1996: 


The collapse of the Soviet Union broke nearly all the links that had tied the library system 
together; the exchange of publications among the former union republics actually stopped, and the 
once-broad information space was narrowed down to the scope of each particular state.
  

While there are significant open access initiatives presently taking place in Russian libraries, the importance for the growth of open access initiatives—in number as well as scope—cannot be underestimated.  This paper aims to discuss open access initiatives in Russian libraries, arguing that the significance, problems, and potential that open access initiatives posses are emblematic of the present state of Russian libraries, as a whole.


 Aside from the obvious benefits of open access initiatives—most notably that they provide more access to more and varied resources—the ideological implications of initiatives that open up resources, knowledge, and information for a formerly closed society like Soviet Russia are significant.  Contrary to what is generally perceived to be essentially library functions, libraries throughout the Soviet era in Russia were controlled heavily and used by the State as instruments of censorship, re-education, and restricting access to information.  Ellen Knutson, in her article “New Realities: Libraries in Post-Soviet Russia,” argues that there were three defining elements of the library during the Soviet era.  She writes: 


Three things that informed Soviet librarianship were partiinost; the spetskhran, which were closed 
repositories of restricted material; and censorship… Partiinost, ‘party mindedness,’ formed a 
foundation for Soviet Censorship…and was asserted through book purges, biased collection 
development, restrictions on access to disapproved information, ideologically manipulated 
catalogs, and bibliographical services such as ‘recommendatory bibliography’ and ‘reader 
guidance.

Partiinost, spetskhran, and censorship made libraries in Soviet Russia institutions of restriction whose essential function was to close the minds of their patrons.


If we follow Knutson’s assertion, open access initiatives, then, undermine the three elements that defined libraries under the Soviet system.  Not only do these types of initiatives allow access to information and resources that were once restricted and deemed illegal or dangerous by the State, they ideologically counter the closed and censoring policies that the State inflicted upon Russian citizens through libraries.  In a time of still uncertainly toward freedom of information, the utilization of open access initiatives by Russian libraries takes on an even more immense importance, most notably in terms of granting the public access to information that the government otherwise restricts via nationalized media and censorship of the press, speech, and information.  This ideological stand for openness also extends to the ethos of the library—as a place that defends freedom of information—in that it restores the mission to libraries that were long forced by the Soviet state to engage in activities that were antithetical to traditional library missions.


Yet, presently, there is a grave threat to open access initiatives, and libraries as a whole, in Russia, and that is funding.  While arguably most libraries frequently encounter financial and budget issues, the situation for Russian libraries—not unlike the issue of collaboration and linkage between post- Soviet libraries discussed above—in terms of funding has been, and still is, dire.  When the Soviet government collapsed, Russian libraries, as a whole, completely lost their funding, as they were previously more akin to departments of the Soviet system than autonomous institutions.  Thus, the State funded the libraries, and when the State collapsed, while libraries were free from being forced to carry out the ideology of the Soviet government, they were also without financial support.  Over the past ten to fifteen years, Russian libraries have witnessed an often difficult transition to local funding.  Describing the situation in the mid-1990s, Zaitsev stated:


The financial standing of the libraries is greatly influenced by the attitude displayed by local 
administrations. In order to function, libraries have to prove that they are essential; they must fight 
for whatever they can get. On the whole, there exist prospering Russian libraries while at the same 
time quite a few can hardly make ends meet. Many have simply closed down.


Unfortunately, the growing pains of this immense transition from national/bureaucratic to local library funding and operations are still being felt.  When interviewed by Library Journal in 2001, Zaitsev was asked what he felt were, presently, the three greatest challenges to Russian libraries.  His response was: “Finances, finances, and finances.”
  While in both his article “Problems of Russian Libraries in an Age of Social Change,” from 1996, as well as this interview with Library Journal, from 2001, Zaitsev stresses the vast improvements in the funding situation for Russian libraries— claiming that the situation for libraries has unequivocally improved since glasnost—he still mentions that:


…the government is giving more subsidies to libraries, and I'm optimistic that things will get even 
better. Four years ago, the National Library was given only 30 percent of the budget that the 
government had allocated for us. But last year we were given 100 percent as promised.

While Zaitsev’s optimism is warranted and admirable, it is apparent that funding still remains a crucial issue for Russian libraries.


It is not uncommon that technology and collaborative efforts are often among the primary elements of library operations to be sacrificed during budget shortfalls, and open access initiatives certainly fall within these margins.  Yet, open access initiatives actually contain the potential not just to counter ideology and expand the intellectual resources of Russian libraries, as mentioned above, but they also enable new means of funding—both in terms of additional funds for libraries as well as increased resources—through grants, collaboration with other organizations, and resource sharing.  Examining one open access initiative in particular, NEICON, it becomes clear that open access initiatives also possess the potential for alleviating some of the burdens of funding for Russian libraries.


NEICON, the Nationwide Consortium Supporting Access to Electronic Information, is a consortium composed of five institutions in Russia: the Russian

State Library, the Russian National Library, the Library of Foreign Literature, the Pushkin Library, and the Science Information Support Foundation.
  The consortium was created in an effort to promote electronic resources—one of those library functions that often go by the wayside in financial crises—an effort that entails supplying new technology, training, and funding to libraries and institutions throughout the consortium.  While the value that improvements to electronic resources provide is immense, what is most insightful for the discussion here is how NEICON approached the issue of funding.


“Initially, when the consortium was being created, equipment and staff wages for the first year were covered with an [Open Society Institute] grant,” thus enabling libraries and institutions that normally could fund such a venture to take part in this effort.
  Yet, once the importance of the consortium’s efforts were fully perceived, the Russian Ministry of Culture began paying for administrative fees.
  Today, “The consortium’s funding is based on multichannel financing consisting of fees from libraries, funds from the Ministry of Culture, and grants from various organizations, the most important being the Open Society Institute (OSI) and the Ford Foundation,” and they are now able to tackle their future goal, which is:


to create a suitable approach to analyzing the completeness of the information support in each 
organization and the databases used and to create a single point of access. NEICON has high 
hopes for the Open Access Initiative, which is also expected to develop in Russia.


In terms of the affect of such an effort on Russian libraries, the success of NEICON should be perceived in a multifaceted way: as an ideological and informational triumph as well as an alternative solution to funding issues for libraries.  It is open access initiatives like NEICON—emphasizing and utilizing openness, collaboration, and innovation—that allow one to see open access initiatives as emblematic of the current state of Russian libraries.  For libraries in Russia to rise to the potential of their crucial role in today’s Russian culture and society, they must continue to open up their access, information, and resources.  Yet, doing this is often a financial burden, which is all the more acute in this still transitional stage for Russian libraries.  However, as evidenced by NEICON, open access initiatives often bring with them some of the funding solutions, allowing financial, collaborative, and resource enrichment to those libraries that embark on these types of initiatives.  


Encouragingly, NEICON is just one of many open access initiatives taking hold in libraries across Russian and the former Soviet states.  In spite of difficulties as varied as funding and the recent resurgence of censorship, there is a noticeable and noteworthy trend of expansion, in mission and patronage, and openness in Russia library culture.  This “opening up,” is due in part to open access initiatives, which have the potential of providing alternatives to issues of funding as well as the immense benefits of collaboration and resource sharing.  It appears then, that Vladimir Zaitsev is accurate in expressing his excitement for the future of Russian libraries.  Each step forward brings more open access initiatives to Russian libraries, which, in turn, help the libraries to take another step toward fully realizing their missions.
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