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A look at the endangered

species of the database world

In this month's column, Péter
Jacsé looks at variety,
evolution and natural selection
among online databases, and
offers his own predictions for
those species facing likely —
even imminent — extinction.

Ever since the debut of high quality, free or In-
expensive web-born databases, the question that
keeps popping up is “can traditional, fee-based
dalabases can surviver”

[ think some species are endangered, more are
threatened and many are vulnerable in at least
one hiome, although they may survive or even
theive in anather,

While most databases try to adapt to the pre-
vailing circumstances through transmulation =
not unlike Darwin's welbknown 13 finch species on
the Galapagos archipelage - some endanger
their own survival with sel-inflicted wounds.

Indexing-only databases

This is probably the most endangered species
within the genus of textual databases: these days
databases with only bibliographic citations and
indexing terms are the most endangered,

It was na surprise when Dialog announced in
IMay that the Criminal Justice Periodicals fndex
[CIPT) is not to be updated i the fulure. After
all, the database had nof been updated for nearly
18 months - a telling sign of likely extinction in the
given habitat.

Although the blueshezt indicates that less
than 10 per cent of the records have abstracts,
that fsell is & greal euphemism. The search *S

crim? /ab’ (to vetrieve crime, cyimes, criminal and
g0 an) that should find sl records that have
abstracts in this database, pulls up a total of two
{ves, two) records.

The transmuted version af this datahase is
alive and kicking at database producer Bell &
Howell, because it has abatracts for mast of the
records from the early 19805, and full text, text
plus image and page image options for 40 of the
mist important sources for the past few pears.

[ spite of ils name, the Legal Resource Index
of the Gale Group is not threatened for several
reasons. The first is that it is not entirely an
Indexing-only database, Aboul 50,000 records
have abstracts, Furthermore, it has a far broader
scope, more than five times as many journals as
CIPY, and ks updated (almaosth every week day,

I the library and information science field, 1
think Wilson's Libriery Litermture and fnformation
Science database - as implemented on Silver-
Platter and Dialog - is & threatened species
because in these hahitats it is merely an indexing
database,

Om the other hand. the verslon on HW Wil
son's own site is hardly vulnerable as the com-
pany made the right move a good year ago when
enhancing the database with full text records for
about B0 journals, many of them unique in this
farmat,

It was the natural transmutation, just as for
the Galapagos finches: the adaptation of the size
and shape of their beaks to the dominant food
sources on the different slands was the key to
theelr survival.

Indexing and absiracting databases

Some of the feebased varieties of the indexing
and abstracting species are also threatened,
especially in medicine and some science ficlds
where free databases are becoming widely used
at the expense of the commerelal versions: con-
sider the many excellent free versions of MED.
LINE. This threatens most of the commercial
versions, except the wery best ones which have
sophisticated features. such as the versions from
rvid and Aries.

Bimilarly, the free versions of AGRICOLA and
ERIC are very soon likely to make all the ver
sions in the commercial biome extinct.

The free PubSCIENCE service threatens, for
example, the energyspecific databases, and is
likely to make extinct the commercial versions of
the Energy. Scleace and Technology (EST)
datubase,

The same is true for the fee-based version of
the Transportation [eformalion  Services
| THIS) database, The free version does not have the
records from the International Road Research
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Typical coverage pattern of key journals
in ISA [File 202) versus INSPEC [File 2]
Documentalion Centre, but this segment repre-
sents less than 15 per cent of the entire database,
and most users will be able to live with this
restrletion most of the time.

Directory ond full-text databases
Commercial company directories focusing on
financial data derived (rom SEC filings are
among the most endangered species because of
the outstanding varieties available on the web
free of charge, like Ji-Kuizard,

These web versions are usually much more
intuitive, visually appealing and offer many extra
features like graphical charts for a company’s
stock performance that the user can customise at
the click of a button.

[t 18 Bo sur prisge that Diselosure was remaoved
fram Dialog and DataStar in 1999 becawse it was
noit feasible bo maintain it as a stand-alone datahase
of the SEC filings of 12,004 publicly traded com:

panies. Ancther membser of this species., the S5
Oriire database has not been removed yet. It was
closed, hut left an Dialog without an announce
ment or an wpdate for more than three yvears. The
writing is on the wall.

Baok directories like Rooks in Prind are seri.
ously endangered by Amazon.com. Barnes &
Roble and Borders, which are not only free hut
alsa offer far more information about books
through much more wser-friendly software than
the venerable Bowker product.

Yes, even some of the commercial full-dext
datahases are endangered

Think of the fulltext US patent databases of
IF1/Plenum that are available at a hefty DiallUni
fee {35.90) and a display price of 33,20 - for plain
ASCII format.

The full text of US patents in HTML and FIOF for
mats (including the stimporfant images) are
available free of charge on the fnfellectual Prop
erty Metwork (IPN) site at www.delphion.com.

This site is & masterpiece of design, and has
line search extras, like hyperlinks to both cited
and citing patents.

Recently, [FN Integrated olher patent collec
tioms with the US Patents database. changing on
miy list the status of the Dialog verslons of these
files from threatened to endangered, The ver
sions on Questel are in a far better position simply
because of its powerlul software, geared o
searching patent datahases effectively.

Self-endangering databases
Must databases get wounded and become endan
gered in the fierce fight for customers, Dccasion

Figure 1: The rise and decline of once competing dotabases
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