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A series of free seminars 
are being held in M el
bourne and Sydney during 
the first week in October to 
consider the implications 
of the technology drivers in 
the book industry. Anyone 
with an interest in the fu
ture of books is encouraged 
to attend.

For further details, con
tact Dean Mason of Com 
mon Ground Publishing,
d e a n . m a s o n @  
commonground.com.au, or 
view the full program at
http://w ww .alia.org.au/
pub!ishing/c2c.html.

‘In less than ten years, no book 
w ill be made from paper/
...or perhaps: 'Academic print publishing is about to die.'

T hese are just a few  quotes from a se
ries of m eetings held in M e lb o u rn e  
recently, focussing on the future of the 

book industry. For the past three months, a 
team  of tw en ty  experts have been research 
ing and w riting  on a broad range of techn o l
ogy issues affecting the book industry. The 
industry is in a real bind right no w  (pardon 
the pun). The e-revolution —  or m ore aptly 
in this case, the i-revolution —  is in full 
sw ing , and the ‘V in this case is most c e r 
ta in ly  the first-person singular.

As long as fifteen years ago, digital p roc
esses began to infiltrate all aspects of printing 
and publish ing , and today most aspects of 
p roduction  inco rporate  elem ents of d ig ital 
techno logy. Today, the digital process is on 
the cusp of w ip in g  out a chain of interm edi
aries that w ere  —  up until now  —  an essen
tial part of the publishing process. First it was 
the typesetters that w ere  rem oved from the 
process, then m ore recently the imagesetters 
are fee ling  the p inch , and no w  the entire 
publishing industry is wondering w ho  is next. 
The advent of 'personal publishing ' (or 'v a n 
ity publishing', if one was to be more cyn ica l) 
has redefined  the landscape som ew hat, as 
has the in troduction  of m ore soph isticated  
com puters and other techno logy that a llo w  
even  the casua l user to becom e a p seudo 
pub lisher. Each  step of w hat w as o n ce  a 
rather com p lica ted  process (creator of co n 
tent to consum er or end-user) is now  inexo
rab ly m oving tow ards a much sim pler p roc
ess, to that of creator to consum er, or C-2-C.

Each sim p lification  brings w ith  it the de
m ise of ye t ano ther 'snout in the trough '. 
O n e  w o u ld  hope that w ith one less interm e
diary, the overa ll cost of p roduction  w ou ld  
be reduced. H ow eve r, there are fundam en 
tal changes taking p lace  that w ill have far- 
reach ing ram ifications. For exam ple, the ad 
vent of 'e-books' is shifting the production , 
su p p ly  and  consum ption  cha ins  into u n 
charted  waters —  and to different industry 
sectors. W h a t  w as once  the p r in c ip le  d o 
m ain of the publish ing industry is now  be
ing infiltrated by the information technology 
industry: the inventors, the industrial design
ers, the softw are and hardw are  engineers, 
the developers, and the entire m arketing —  
and legal —  m achinery that is 'part and par
c e l ' o f the IT sector.

E-book techno logy, curren tly  tria lled  in 
a num ber of libraries both here in Australia  
and  e lsew h ere , is defined as the usage of 
hand-held hardw are for reading digital text, 
and  can  be found  in a con fusing  array  of 
proprietary formats, shapes and sizes —  and

w ith  a range of methods of m anaging the af
filia ted  d igital rights a ttached  to the  texts. 
The hardw are  ranges from dev ices  such as 
personal digital assistants (Pa lm  Pilots etc) to 
o rd inary com puters that use custom  software 
(or the web), to book-like readers such as the 
now-defunct Rocket eBook .

There is no standard form at o f text or 
hardware, making transfer from one m ach ine 
to another v irtu a lly  im possib le  —  just like 
the problem s faced w ith  V H S  and Betam ax, 
and the future of book-like readers is e v o lv 
ing so rapid ly that it is d ifficu lt to m ake pre
d ic tions about w hat h ardw are  and e-text a 
g iven library should adopt.

D eve lopers of the hardw are  are suggest
ing that the e-book readers of tod ay  w ill 
seem far too prim itive and c lum sy com pared 
w ith  w hat w ill be ava ilab le  in the next five 
years. H ere  is w h a t is com in g  soon: e le c 
tronic  ink on wafer-thin film  (looks like pa 
per, feels like paper...) w ith  in-built thin-film 
p ow er packs bound into a book-like shape 
—  though one has to ask w h y  the d e ve lo p 
ers are trying so hard to em u la te  the trad i
tional format so c lose ly . In-the-wings te ch 
no logy  prom ises a ll o f the advan tages of 
paper, but w ith  the added potential of being 
ab le  to be updated, enlarged, spoken, ann o 
tated (for the crossw ord  puzz les), and/or 
erased. O h  yes —  and copyright-protected.

D id  I mention digital rights m anagem ent? 
H ere 's an acronym  that you 'll see m ore often 
in the future: D R M , or D ig ita l Rights M a n 
agement. E-book technology has accelerated  
the requirem ent for sophisticated methods of 
m anaging content. In fact, it has b ecom e a 
ve ritab le  m inefie ld , e sp ec ia lly  for lib raries 
w h ic h  m ight be con tem p la tin g  a m ove  to 
increased use of e-book techno logy.

For once, libraries are in a strong position 
to d ictate the terms and cond itions of rights 
m anagem ent through the d ep loym en t o f e- 
books, and no w  is the tim e for the sector to 
focus c lose ly and very seriously on the ram i
fica tions of an en v iro n m en t in w h ic h  they 
becom e possibly the m ajor outlet for the d is
tribution of titles —  old and new . W e  have 
arrived  at the point at w h ich  content m an 
agem ent w ill becom e the cash-cow  for the 
content m anagers —  and one should  not as
sum e that any  of the key p laye rs  in the 
present-day book publishing industry w ill be 
the prim ary force con tro lling  this new  m ar
ket. L ib raries are qu ite  lik e ly  to be at the 
b leed ing  edge, once aga in ...

W e  are most certa in ly  liv ing  in interest
ing times. ■
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