
Background 
For 2018, RL&LL changed their WISCAT pricing model to require all individual libraries who wanted 

to use WISCAT for borrowing to pay an annual $200 licensing fee.  In 2017, SCLS administration 

provided libraries with data about how much of their OLL volume had been obtained from WISCAT 

libraries. Based partly on that data, many libraries opted out for 2018, to evaluate whether no longer 

borrowing from WISCAT libraries was a burden, or a change they could live with. Fourteen SCLS 

libraries opted in, with SCLS paying the licensing fee for the pilot year, but with no guarantee that the 

system would be able to continue picking up the tab in subsequent years. 

 

System-level considerations 
At the system level, the biggest benefit that accrues from at least some member libraries participating 

in WISCAT is that it helps us offset the large amount of lending we do to WISCAT libraries. We are 

still overwhelmingly a net lender, but for October 2017-September 2018, we lent 7422 items to 

WISCAT libraries and borrowed 2824 items from those libraries. If not for the WISCAT licenses, we 

still would have lent 7422 items with no reciprocal offset from many of the public libraries in 

Wisconsin, who remain our most natural resource-sharing partners.  However, from the system 

perspective, the extra cost involved in paying for the licenses has a negligible effect on our overall 

ability to acquire items for our member libraries via OLL. In other words, our patrons have requested 

almost nothing that could only be obtained by borrowing from WISCAT libraries. Therefore, the system 

expenditure for OCLC ILL services is wholly adequate to provide ILL materials to our patrons.  

 

Library-level considerations 
Generally speaking, libraries with higher OLL volume benefit most from holding a WISCAT license. 

The cost of the license per transaction filled on WISCAT ranged from $0.23 for Madison to $6.67 for 

Prairie du Sac. Without WISCAT licenses, libraries would not incur that extra per-transaction cost on a 

portion of their filled requests. That savings would be offset by needing to pay return postage for a 

portion of those requests, some amount of packaging material, the staff time involved in packaging a 

portion of those items for return, and possibly trips to the post office.   

 

Broadly speaking, items obtained via WISCAT tend to arrive more quickly. There is great variation in 

this on the individual request level, however, owing to timing of requests with Delivery pickups and 

dropoffs and how quickly WISCAT lending libraries process their requests. In general, though, it is safe 

to say that WISCAT-licensed libraries like the speed and convenience of their ability to borrow on 

WISCAT. However, that same speed and convenience applies to items obtained from instate OCLC 

libraries (like Milwaukee County, Winnefox, in-state academics) and Minitex, and it is important to 

realize that if a library did not have a WISCAT license, some portion of those filled requests would 

have come from libraries with equally easy returns.  

 

One way to conceptualize the benefit of a license at the library level is that we are paying a 

premium/surcharge/convenience fee on a certain percentage of requests.  Eliminate the surcharge, and 

your patrons will still largely get the same items. Some of those items may not arrive quite as quickly, 

and will require more staff effort to return.  

 

 

Effect of loss of licensing for 2018 
Clearinghouse staff tried to keep track of unfilled requests from non-licensed libraries that we would 

have been able to fill had the libraries been licensed.  It is possible we missed a few, but we only 

identified 15 requests that had potential lenders that we were not licensed to borrow from, and that 

could not be filled by other means. Almost half of those requests were further constrained by the library 



asking us to not go beyond Minitex, and only Rio had more than two requests that were unfilled for this 

reason.  Libraries who did not have 2018 WISCAT licenses may have regretted the loss for reasons of 

convenience or postage savings, but we saw minimal impact on those libraries’ ability to obtain the 

items their patrons asked for, as long as they were willing to allow us to try to obtain materials beyond 

Wisconsin and the Minitex region 

 

Implications for in-state only libraries 

The issues are most complex for the handful of libraries that do not want us to try out of state lenders. 

For example, WID mostly asks us to stay in-state. We filled about half their requests from WISCAT 

lenders, and their per-request license cost is roughly comparable to what they would have spent if they 

had had to mail back every one of the items they otherwise got via WISCAT (an unlikely scenario; at 

least some of those requests would almost certainly have been filled by non-WISCAT libraries on 

Delivery).  

 

Libraries like Rio and Monona, who do not want us to go out of state, really don’t have the volume to 

justify the expense of a WISCAT license. It does, however, sometimes result in us not being able to 

obtain an item for them.  

 

 


