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Can anyone working in Mis

sissippi libraries today even
remember life before MAG-
NOLIA? Yes, the MAGNO-
LIA Project is now ten years
old - and is being celebrat-
ed across the state this year
in a variety of special ways.
The state legislature, which
picks up the bulk of the tab
for the MAGNOLIA Project,
was given a piece of Magnolia
Birthday Gake at this year's MLA
Legislative Reception on Febru-
ary 6, 2007.

I have been privileged to serve as a
member of the Project's Steering Commit-
tee, representing public library interests,
since the Institutions of Higher Learning
(IHL) assembled us and commissioned
the committee to "work together" and to
figure out the logistics of "how to make a
statewide electronic library possible." Two
librarians from each type of library - uni-
versity, community college, public school
(K-12) and public - were asked to serve.
Although many of those pioneering librar-
ians have either retired or moved on to
jobs in other states, their contributions live
on.

In 1997, there were only a handful of
states that had the kind of consortia we
could "pattern" ourselves after - and the
vendors which offered the products we
were considering were often "caught"
without established pricing guidelines. To
say that the steering committee helped
push, drive and even determine some of
the database marketplace at that moment
would not be an understatement.

The original funding earmarked by the
legislature to create MAGNOLIA came
directly out of the IHL and community col-
lege boards' budgets. IHL became the
pass-through agency for the payment of
MAGNOLIA'S bills for a number of years.
Eventually, the Mississippi Library Com-
mission agreed to take on that responsibil-
ity and has been processing the invoices
for payment ever since - with the state leg-
islature providing the funding for the pur-
chase of the database access.

Catherine A. Nathan

The steering committee had
to keep several things in mind

as it began its work:
1. the consortium must work

out a way to provide
access to database info-

mation for all publicly-
funded institutions - as per
the state legislature;

2. the consortium was to
provide access to database

information helpful to all
types of publicly-funded

libraries, including those sup-
porting the K-12 institutions;

3. the legislature wanted all of the money
it had earmarked for this purpose to be
used to purchase access to information
- i.e., not to hire a director, a staff, or
to maintain an office.
To that end, librarians from the various

types of libraries were recruited to serve on
the many working sub-committees that
were formed. These scores of volunteer
committee members came together in
Jackson - often meeting each other com-
ing and going along our state's highways.
Remember: these were the days before
"virtual" meetings!

Some of the more important questions
these sub-committees were asked to solve
included which vendors to select while
staying within the amount of money we
had been "given," how to tame the tech-
nological issues, how to train folks and
how to get the word out. Ultimately, the
problems were solved, the databases
selected, and the MAGNOLIA Project was
born in 1997 - offering information from
databases from a variety of vendors for
FREE!

The MAGNOLIA Project has changed
some over the past ten years, but its
impact on the way in which we all provide
library services within Mississippi has
remained significant. For example,
because of the MAGNOLIA Project, a
young high school student in the Delta
now has access to much of the same peri-
odical information that is contained in the
best college and university libraries any-
where in the nation. •






