March 28, 2012

Mr. Donald J. Waters, Program Officer
The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation

140 East 62nd Street
New York, NY 10065

RE: Columbia International Affairs Online

Dear Mr. Waters

As you know, in 1998 Columbia International Affairs Online (CIAO) was launched with a grant from the Mellon Foundation.  Over the last 14 years CIAO has grown to become a self-sustaining proprietary database boasting more than half a million pages of aggregated content comprised of working papers, policy briefs, journal articles, e books and country data from the Economist Intelligence Unit.  CIAO currently has around 1,000 institutional subscribers providing access for more than a million affiliated users.  The conduit for this access is by and large the institutional library.     
CIAO was engineered with late 20th century technology with a specific target audience in mind: students and researchers of that time who would access CIAO with either a stationary desktop or laptop computer.  It was in essence designed for the World Wide Web.  But with the recent advent of smart phones, e-readers and tablature computers times have changed and we need to take CIAO to the next level with this new mobile technology in mind.      
CIAO in its current configuration is essentially a browser-based product.  It requires access to a browser and users must go through a subscribing institution’s library in order to view it.  When downloaded onto a smart phone (iphone, Android, etc) or even onto an ipad, CIAO looks clunky and is awkward to use because it is not formatted for those devices.  

In order to make CIAO more compatible with the new mobile environment we need to rethink how content on CIAO is formatted, aggregated and consumed by today’s users.  For example, instead of pulling up a single full text article via CIAO’s search tool, a user with a handheld device might want to extract individual paragraphs from multiple sources on CIAO pertaining to a certain topic and paste those segments onto a personal dashboard.   

Therefore, a large part of an upgrade for CIAO would necessitate converting the PDF files to an XML format that is compatible with hand held devices in addition to incorporating deep Semantic metatagging (or metadata-tagging), which would allow this kind of segmenting and extracting.  Also included here would be the development of mobile apps that are device agnostic.   
The way people relate to content is rapidly changing and CIAO wants to meet the demand.  Our target audience is the millennial generation--also know as the Facebook generation--which has grown up with the Internet and mobile technology. If young people can’t seamlessly access CIAO on their hand held devices in the way that they want to, they simply won’t use it.  
Hence, our ultimate goal with respect to an upgrade is to eliminate the road blocks (e.g. the library gatekeeper and internet browser) that exist between the user and the content, and to further expand access to CIAO.  In order to achieve that goal we propose a two pronged approach: 1) improve content and technology for the mobile web (still browser based, and which also serves the old-guard using desktops/laptops); and 2) introduce new functionality and versatility by developing apps specific to the mobile-user experience.  

As already mentioned, CIAO is a self-sustaining project which means that the annual revenues it generates adequately cover the costs of content acquisition, daily operations and maintenance.  And while some of the surplus revenue could be used to fund improvements to the site, the cost of the kind of make-over we are proposing is simply beyond that scope of what we would be able to afford.  Would Mellon be at all interested in funding such a project?  

A successfully reconfigured CIAO aimed at the mobile tech market could serve as an example to other university presses grappling with the realization that they too need to rethink the way their content is aggregated and delivered.  

Sincerely,

