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During the last ten years, the proliferation of online academic content has placed libraries and information professionals in a new role, that of an “information router.” As “information routers,” we direct students and researchers to online subject portals, open access journal depositories, digital libraries, and governmental publications. At the same time, libraries are also continuing their traditional role as creators of information: publishing research guides, bibliographies, supporting classroom instruction with supplemental materials, and providing access to information for various communities. As we continue to decipher the information overload, new strategies and methodologies are needed to incorporate online academic content into general and specialized reference services.  The new strategies and methodologies will enhance the democratization of information by connecting users of all ages with the cultural information production centers around the world.   

One of the most important centers of information production is still a library.  Even after the emergence and dominance of Google and its various initiatives, libraries are continuing to guide and train the next generation of researchers to sift through the information age.  As the financial crisis continues to expand and involve all four corners of the globe, libraries are pressed to justify their expenditures and in some cases, the need for staff and subject specialists. Under these conditions, staff and subject specialists are asked to fill many roles within the library.  How can libraries continue to serve their patrons when the mission statement does not match reality? Is this downward spiral temporary or worse, permanent?  Furthermore, the dependence commercially produced electronic products continues to shape intralibrary relationships and services.  Without a firm national policy on promoting and sustaining information production, the democratization of information will be at the mercy of vendors and the ideals behind democratization will be frozen and unrealized -- severely limiting the reach of libraries and the development of civil societies.  Fortunately, the information explosion is an uncontrollable beast.  Its avatars are multiplying and the idea of monopoly does not apply to its constitution.  The unpredictable nature of online academic content is a true blessing in disguise for libraries and information professionals.  The “real estate” of the information age is still the “router,” the place which directs and holds the users attention.  Libraries and national organizations can successfully maintain their role as “information routers” by maintaining a serviced based hybrid model of information production, which employs trained professionals to collect and compile open access resources for online reference guides and training purposes.  The central characteristic to the hybrid model is the reliance on traditional authoritative print sources for training and evaluating resources online.  The finished product, whether an online research guide or a print bibliography, combines the unpredictability of online academic content with the predictability of professional reference service.  

Since its founding, the Slavic Reference Service, with the generous support of the U. S. Department of State, has produced numerous bibliographic research resources using multiple formats, highlighting the rich collection of sources in the vernacular languages of Russia, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia in print and online collections.  The Slavic Reference Service, under the leadership of Ms. Helen Sullivan, has transformed the traditional idea of reference services into a global reference service, which is firmly based on training methodologies and incorporating the latest trends in digitization, information systems, and tracking publishing trends at book chambers and national libraries.  For example, the official website for the Kyrgyz Book Chamber to an ordinary user is “just a website with a left navigation bar,” but the same website viewed with trained eyes can convey the importance of book chambers and their publications in Central Asia, thus removing the barrier of vernacular language resources with authoritative annotations and highlighted access points.  For more than four decades, reference specialists at the Slavic Reference Service have compiled and published research guides to vernacular language resources from Eastern Europe, Russia, Central Asia, Southern Europe, and the Baltic Region.  With the emergence of new technologies and software, the Slavic Reference Service has adopted a dualistic approach to reference services, operating within the restrictions placed by copyright electronic resources, but at the same time reaching out to national and international researchers through web based open access technologies.  The continued success of Slavic Reference Service not only depends on the strong commitment to regional expertise and generous funding by the Department of State, but also on the advances in democratization of information in SRS service areas.  Without the plethora of online academic content freely available to researchers, the quality of service will severely be limited to onsite resources.   The survival of reference services also depends on close collaboration with colleagues in Europe and Central Asiaon the latest trends and availability of resources at the national and regional levels.

One of the most successful examples of democratization of information is the Hungarian digitization experience.  As of 2011, the National Library of Hungary with contributions from various institutions, has unveiled an impressive list of online collections, which highlights its rich cultural and intellectual history.  Researchers from around the world can search/browse the Hungarian National Bibliography, the Hungarian Electronic Library, Hungarian Studies portal, and the periodicals archive.  Within a matter of minutes [or hours], researcherscan download entire works in multiple formats with ease and confidence.  The scope of this project is truly remarkable, encompassing several hundred years of Hungarian cultural history in one central location.  The Hungarian digital project has surpassed all others in maintaining a robust online presence, which enables the Slavic Reference Service to evaluate and route information to its users.  The Hungarian National Bibliography guide published by the Slavic Reference Service is available online, and continues to be supported by the Hungarian digitization efforts.  

Having briefly examined the Hungarian digitization efforts, some would argue the successes are due to substantial financial backing from national organization.  Perhaps the example of Serbia and its efforts to digitize government documents, manuscripts, primary documents, newspapers, and bibliographic sources, would reveal its commitment to developing research resources and civil society during economic sanctions and political instability.  The Digital National Library of Serbia and its digitized content is a perfect symbol of perseverance and determination to maintain its cultural sphere online, which in turn directly affects international researchers, libraries,and information professionals.  Once again, the availability of online academic content is simply the first step in the democratization of information.  Without the expertise of subject specialists, trained in identifying and verifying through bibliographic sources, the digitized materials will lack the context and the descriptive access points for researchers.  The need for subject specialists becomes evident when viewing the list electronic resources, which provide rare access to primary documents and publications from the monarchy period to World War II.  The Slavic Reference Service has utilized the Serbian digital depositories and incorporated these titles and databases into LibGuides and National Bibliography research guides.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The democratization of information works well when there are partners and able “information routers.”   Furthermore, without a firm commitment to democratization, the producers of information and vendor support databases will dominate field of information science.  The Hungarian and Serbian models of digitization should serve a model for other institutions and libraries.  The Slavic Reference Service has benefited greatly from the Hungarian and Serbian initiatives.  Moreover, the Slavic Reference Service has managed to develop a hybrid model for reference services.  With the emphasis on intensive training and print sources, the subject specialists at SRS can identify, verify, and host the online academic content for Russia, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia.  Without the presence of dedicated individuals at host country institutions, the Slavic Reference Service will be unable to maintain their services and mission statement.  
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