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An overview of Cardbox Plus in the Department of Agriculture and Food Library 

by Mary Doyle, Librarian, Dept of Agriculture and Food 

A s ours is the largest of the Government 
Libraries, I am almost ashamed to admit to 
the Dept of Agriculmre and Food being so 

late in entering the computerisation arena. Having a 
Computer Division in the Department proved a dis­
advantage in this regard udtiaUy, though it has since 
proved to be a big advantage. The disadvantage was 
that the scheduhng of computerisation within the 
Department was out of our hands and, in a large 
grant-paying Department like ours, the Library was 
low on die hst of priorities. 

We did not however simply sit back. Over the 
years we examined our requirements and made out a 
draft Ust of what we wanted of a system and this we 
continuaUy added to as other ideas occurred to us. 
We looked at as many library software packages as 
possible and further added to our list of require­
ments on the basis of the strengths and weaknesses 
of various systems. Thus when computerisation 
began to seem a definite possibUity we had a ready-
made specification of our requirements. 

It was our plan, together widi the Govemment 
Libraries Group, to decide on a package which 
would be suitable to ail Govemment Libraries and 
this is stUl under mvestigation. In die meantime our 
Department moved the goalposts, and animal health 
and the control of the movement of animals became 
the major priority. aU the resources (funding and 
staff) of the Computer Division were to be devoted 
solely to that for at least two years. 

Staffmg in the Library had by now been reduced 
by three because of the Govemment embargo on 
recmitment to die Civi l Service and die Library was 
in chaos. Catalogue cards were indeed being pro­
duced at regular mtervals but diere was nobody to 
file them away, so even the time spent preparing 
them was a complete waste. There was a huge back­

log of items to be catalogued and of periodicals to 
be registered and circulated. 

By this time I had seen an evaluation version of 
C A R D B O X PLUS and was very impressed witii its 
versatility and its capabiUties. As a possible interim 
solution it had some major advantages: 

— it was very cheap — £350 sterling. 
— it was very flexible. 
— it was simple to design (no input required by 

Computer Division beyond die initial instaUa-
tion). 

— the data could be transferred to another 
system when the time came. 

— we were about to invest in CD-ROMs and 
would need a PC anyway. 

As a result the Computer Division, which was 
very aware of our problems and extremely helpful, 
agreed to purchase a smgle-user version of C A R D -
B O X PLUS. 
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of the very helpful C A R D B O X P L U S consultant 
(whose normal telephone support is free of charge), 
we have found the solution to one of our problems in 
this area. 

Our catalogue also includes fields to facilitate 
ordering of pubhcations. Thus when we order a book 
we enter as much cataloguing detail as possible, 
together with ordering data and supplier's address 
etc. We usuaUy use a previous order to the same pub­
lisher and duplicate it, changing the publication 
details to create the new record, thus saving a lot of 
typmg. Widun C A R D B O X PLUS we have designed 
a template which includes the basic order text and 
indicates where the contents of a given field in our 
record should appear Having entered the order data 
in our record we simply caU up the relevant template 
and print die order. This is just one example of the 
use of templates, which we use for aU kinds of stan­
dard letters — orders, claims etc. The order section 
of the record also includes fields for invoice details 
and using these we prepare instmctions for payment 
to be sent to Accounts Division (F4 forms and facing 
sheets). Using the templates we were able to match 
the layout of the printed originals (on which 
Accounts Division insisted), so you can see the tem­
plate facdity is very versatile. 

Notes on our Periodicals Database 
In designing our Periodicals Format we made fuU 
use of a particular feamre of C A R D B O X PLUS — 
the Extra Text field. The basic indexed fields — 
Tide, ISSN, Location etc — are on the main screen. 
Included on tiiis also are indexed fields for Date Due 
and Overdue. The issues, which are not mdexed, are 
entered in the Extra Text field as they arrive and the 
Date E>ue field is accordmgly amended. If an issue is 
found not to have come this is entered in the 
Overdue field. Using these fields we can check for 
overdue and missing items. Using a template we can 
dien issue a claim notice. We also use the Extra Text 
field to archive details of previous years' payments. 
This can be batched when new payments are being 
entered. 

We include our circulation lists in one of the 
indexed fields but we use the field simply to keep die 
lists up to date. When lists are amended we print 
them and paste them to a circulation form which is 
tiien photocopied. We find this faster than printing 
off Usts as our printer is quite slow. The ability to 
keep our hsts up to date is a big advantage. 

Many of the hbrary packages we looked at had 
difficulty handling different mailing addresses. We, 
for instance, order and pay all periodicals purchased 
by the Department, though the periodicals them­
selves may be posted direct either to HQ or to offices 
and laboratories around the country. Many pre­

defined periodicals management packages have diffi­
culty with this, which is surprising, as we are not 
unique. However with C A R D B O X PLUS there was 
no problem. 

Remaining Databases 
There is nothing of particular note in our other 
databases with perhaps the exception of the Loans 
Database. This could have been included on the 
Catalogue database but we decided against it for two 
reasons: 

a) it would take up too much space and, more 
importandy 

b) so much of our stock is not on the system and 
we do not have the time to catalogue it fully. We 
therefore enter an abbreviated record on the loans 
database. 

DATA E N T R Y 

It is possible to design very attractive screens using 
C A R D B O X P L U S which makes data entry more 
pleasant than woridng with the cluttered screens of 
some library packages we have seen. Data entry is 
also very quick, including word processing features 
such as wordwrapping. It is easy to move between 
fields, eidier forwards or backwards or even skipping 
fields — and you do not have to wait untd you get to 
the end of the record to go back and correct an error. 
A very useful feamre is die abdity to duphcate a sun-
ilar record, e.g. an earlier edition, and simply edit the 
fields which differ to create, a new record. The 
records are stored very quickly and the words flash 
across the top of the screen as they are entered in the 
index. 

SEARCHING 

Searching is a httie slow because only one term can 
be entered at a tune (at a price of £350 sterling there 
had to be some drawback!). It does however find the 
matching items very quickly and the search can be 
modified using fuU Boolean logic (and, or, and not). 
It aUows for truncation and range searching. Search 
results can be stored for later use. It is also possible 
to prepare command files which could be used to 
store search strategies — we have not actually used 
this feature yet. A very nice feamre is the abdity to 
tag or mark items of interest on a list and choose 
only these — or exclude them. It is not really user-
friendly unless you understand the basic concepts of 
searching, in which case the prompts at the bottom of 
the screen are very helpful, but there is no online 
explanation of searching techniques. The manual, of 
course, explains searching in detail. 
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