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From fee to free: How to reduce expenses by 
eliminating revenue 

Léa Bouillet 

Abstract 

Interlibrary loan (ILL) service has always been considered as a special service within the 
library offer. As such, it is customary to find that ILL has its own cost policy and is not 
a free service for registered users. At UT2J university, ILL is free, both for end users and 
for other ILL services that request materials from our collections. Indeed, by providing 
free ILL for other libraries, we are able to provide free ILL for our staff and students. 
The fact of eliminating the revenue generated by lending materials also eliminates the 
expenses related to borrowing requests thanks to the principle of reciprocity. This eco-
nomic model is virtuous, guarantees equal access to the documentation to all users, and 
allows us to promote our collections at a national level. 

Keywords 
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Article 

Introduction 

Interlibrary loan (ILL) services are nothing new in academic libraries in France (Nortier, 
1965a, 1965b), or the rest of the world, but our new environment, strongly based on dig-
ital communication, instantaneousness and free access (either actual or imagined), has 
had quite an impact on the way ILL is organised and provided as a service to users. One 
of the main goals of ILL at University Toulouse Jean Jaurès has always been to main-
tain easy accessibility to documentation for everyone, students and staff. As a provincial 
university, it is especially important for researchers to have access to the same level of 
resources as researchers in Paris. 

As a consequence, the cost policy of the service is one of the main focuses, and has 

From fee to free  |  163



been greatly challenged in the last few decades by local and national decisions. The prin-
ciple of free ILL for students and staff, and of reciprocal free ILL with other libraries, is an 
economic model to which the library is particularly attached, but that has to be defended 
as it is not the most obvious choice when it comes to saving public money. 

Background at UT2J 

So how is eliminating revenue leading to a reduction in costs? Both the local and national 
contexts of the university Jean Jaurès are key to understanding this policy but some sim-
ple calculations can easily show how this has become an obvious choice for our ILL. 

University Toulouse Jean Jaurès (UT2J) is part of a network comprising four univer-
sities and 17 engineering or specialist schools, with about 130,000 students in all fields, 
from literature to civil aviation. The University’s 20 libraries (Bibliothèques de l’UT2J, n.d.) 
specialise in human and social sciences and are part of a network of 54 academic libraries 
in Toulouse and its region, employing about 400 staff members. This library network 
is coordinated by an inter-institutional service for documentary cooperation (Service 
Inter-Établissements de Coopération Documentaire, n.d.), whose mission it is to provide 
and manage services that the network needs, such as its library system Alma, the remote 
Ask a Librarian service, its shared catalogue Archipel, staff training, etc. 

This network implies that each student, irrespective of which university or school they 
are registered in, has access to every library and can borrow documents without having 
to register again or pay a fee. A common library card, using the student ID system, allows 
for easy access to this service. As such, no ILL is provided between the libraries of this 
local network, except between the libraries located in Toulouse itself and those located 
outside the city. Since the three main universities were once one single entity (before 
1970 and the Faure law following the events of May 1968) (Alcouffe et al., 2019, pp. 118–119), 
this state of affairs is historic and self-evident to everyone. Services such as a shuttle 
service for borrowing and returning documents between the libraries have been imple-
mented in the last few years to develop this cooperation, free of cost to users. 

National organization of ILL in France 

On a national level, things are much more complicated. French academic libraries share 
a national catalogue, the SUDOC, managed by the French national agency for academic 
libraries (ABES). Interlibrary loans are based on this catalogue and its back-office inter-
face, SUPEB. This software, which uses an in-house software solution, enables the ILL 
service to manage their borrowing requests and to receive lending requests and process 
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them, though digital documents cannot be sent through this interface and no billing sys-
tem exists. 

Until the 1990s, French libraries could rely on a postal franchise allowing French insti-
tutions to send each other letters and packages at no cost. Each library had its own pol-
icy regarding the cost for the end user, some deciding on free ILL and others preferring 
to bill their users for the time it took to locate and obtain the document for them; but in 
both cases, no shipping costs were incurred by the libraries and consequently no ship-
ping costs were passed on to library users. However, at the end of the 1980s, the postal 
franchise on which the academic libraries relied was deemed to be illegal and a mis-
use of an agreement between the postal services and the French government. Academic 
libraries were in fact benefiting from the laxity of controls on the use of the postal fran-
chise, but were not allowed, legally, to use it to send documents for ILL (Deguilly, 1987). 

In 1996, the postal franchise was no longer available to French academic libraries, 
which greatly changed the way ILL costs were dealt with. ILL operations witnessed a sig-
nificant increase in costs, and each university had to decide on how to manage these 
new costs. Some libraries decided to introduce a fixed price for any book they lent to 
other libraries, to cover postal charges. Others suggested that another economic model 
would be more cost efficient: a reciprocity system, based on an equilibrium of requests 
and loans, to avoid billing and potential added costs. The University Jean Jaurès quickly 
decided that this solution was the easiest one to implement. A librarian at the Univer-
sity of Saint Etienne took it upon herself to create a list of libraries implementing this 
reciprocity system, to provide visibility to all ILL services operating in this way (SCD de 
l’Université de Saint Etienne, n.d.). This list now comprises over 400 libraries which have 
agreed to share their documents for free with other French academic libraries. 

In view of this initiative, the ABES was called upon in 2006 to study the possibility of an 
integrated exchange and billing system for ILL services (Baraggioli, 2018, pp. 53–54). The 
billing platform was designed on the basis of the reciprocity system: every document, 
whether it be an original sent by post or a copy sent by email, would be sent for free 
between academic libraries. At the end of the year, the balance would be zero, in surplus 
or in deficit. In the event of deficit, a financial compensation would be provided directly 
from the Ministry of higher education. 

Several difficulties have prevented the completion of this project. Firstly, only libraries 
that are part of the SUPEB network, almost exclusively French academic libraries 
(Agence bibliographique de l’enseignement supérieur, 2020), would have had access to 
this central billing system, which excluded municipal and foreign libraries, among others. 
At UT2J, for example, 32% of the requests made by students and staff cannot be com-
pleted through SUPEB. ILL would have had to maintain another billing system for those 
requests, which would have been time consuming and complex. Secondly, each univer-
sity is allowed to choose its own rates, and no consensus was ever found on the cost that 
would apply in the event of deficit. Finally, those universities whose collections were in 
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particularly high demand argued that this system would result in the loss of significant 
revenues, despite the financial compensation. As a result, this project was abandoned 
and to this day the ILL reciprocity system is still based on local decisions and an informal 
list maintained by one of the participants. 

Organization of free ILL at UT2J 

When the ILL service at UT2J was confronted with the added cost of shipping in 1996, 
a decision had to be made as to whether that new cost should be passed on to service 
users and requesting libraries. Since no one wanted to take the controversial decision of 
having students pay for the ILL requests, it was decided that the service would remain 
free of charge for all service users and that the ILL service would join the reciprocity list 
of libraries providing documents for free. 

For users, participating in the reciprocity system guarantees that books and theses will 
be provided for free, as long as they can be found in a French library. The ILL service 
subsidizes the cost of shipping the document back to the lending library and, if the only 
library able to provide the document has a fee-based ILL service, it also subsidizes that 
cost. As for copies, for a long time it was common practice for service users to pay for the 
price of scanning and printing the material. A standard cost of €3 for a copy of 10 pages, 
and €1.70 for every 10 pages hereafter was applied, except if the lending library prac-
ticed reciprocity: in this case, the article was provided for free to the user. Since this 
happened in 90% of the cases, it was decided in July 2022 to provide all articles for free, 
for an added cost to the service of about €90 per year. The only documents users have 
to pay for are documents that can only be obtained from abroad, because the shipping 
cost is much higher and there is concern that subsidizing these requests would lead to 
an explosion of requests for documents that are unavailable in France, adding too great 
a cost to the service. 

With a view to simple and universal access, there is no need to be a student at the Uni-
versity to enjoy these conditions. All users registered in the library network can access 
these rates, within the limit of three requests per week. It should be noted that only one 
of the other two universities in Toulouse provides its users with free ILL access, and only 
since 2019. 

How much does it cost and save? 

Our ILL service has been working this way at UT2J for many years now, and despite bud-
get cuts and great attention on how public money is spent, free access to the ILL service 
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and reciprocity between us and other libraries has never been abolished because having 
no revenues also means we spend very little money. 

With reciprocity Without reciprocity 

Costs €36,055 €55,233 

Documents provided by 
libraries that don’t 
practice reciprocity 

€1,790 Documents provided by 
other libraries €20,968 

Shipping back documents €19,185 Shipping back documents €19,185 

Shipping documents to 
borrowing libraries €15,080 Shipping documents to 

borrowing libraries €15,080 

Revenues €1,154 €17,258 

Invoices to users (copies 
of articles or documents 
from abroad) 

€778 
Invoices to users (copies 
of articles or documents 
from abroad) 

€778 

Documents sent to 
libraries that don’t 
practice reciprocity 

€376 Documents sent to other 
libraries €16,480 

Total cost of 
service €34,901 €37,975 

Table 1 – Cost comparison With reciprocity vs Without reciprocity 

When it comes to simple calculations, this system is the most cost-efficient for our ILL 
service. Not all costs are easy to identify, but even just taking into account the most obvi-
ous ones, such as shipping, the balance is clearly in favour of reciprocity. 

Using the 2019 data for borrowing and lending requests,
1
 it is possible to make a finan-

cial projection of costs for the scenario in which reciprocity is not the norm, and com-
pare it with actual costs for ILL that year (Table 1, Figure 1).

2
 This projection doesn’t take 

into account a change of fares for users (hence possible revenues), since it is not an 
acceptable option at UT2J to begin charging students for the service. 

1. Statistics from 2019 were preferred to those of 2020 or 2021, since the activity of ILL was greatly impacted by 

COVID restrictions. 

2. The average cost practiced by libraries that are not part of the reciprocity network is 8€ for an original document. 

This simulation was made based on this cost. 
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Figure 1: Cost comparison With reciprocity vs Without reciprocity 

Reciprocity saves us 8.8% of the total cost. With 3,001 patron requests received (and 
2,621 sent once documents available in Toulouse or online are deducted) and 2,060 doc-
uments lent, the average cost of sending or receiving a document is €7.45, instead of 
€8.11 without reciprocity. 

The balance is positive mostly because our ILL service borrows more documents than 
it lends, but it is necessary to add the working time saved on preparing invoices, tracking 
payments, checking bills received and paying them to this €3,000 saving, which might 
seem slight considering the overall cost. Indeed, in practical terms, practicing reciproc-
ity means that no invoice needs to be prepared nor bill to be paid. The ILL takes great 
care to send borrowing requests to libraries that practice reciprocity, unless the docu-
ment in question cannot be found in these libraries. This way, the ILL staff doesn’t spend 
its time preparing invoices and paying bills, and the university accounting department 
doesn’t have to be involved in ILL proceedings, all of which are hidden costs when pro-
viding a fee-based service. 

The ILL also has to be on the look-out for unnecessary spending: 
• No document available in another library in Toulouse can be requested through ILL. 

The staff is quite vigilant in checking the Archipel catalogue, as well as the local 
public libraries catalogue and some very specialist libraries before sending a 
request for a document. If need be, the patron is required to go to the local library 
that owns the document instead of requesting it through ILL. 

• No document available online can be provided in physical form, though ILL staff 
make it a point to provide this online document to the service user. 
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• The staff strive to ensure that all requested documents are picked up. Service users 
that don’t come to pick up the requested documents can be excluded from the ser-
vice if it happens several times. 

Overall benefits 

Besides the economic considerations, the library finds many reasons to maintain this 
policy, from the user standpoint, as well as from that of the professional back office. 
Whilst UT2J may only be the 24th biggest university in France (in number of students), its 
ILL service was the 5th busiest in French academic libraries in 2019 (Ministère, n.d.). The 
number of ILL service users has been stable since 2014, with about 740 people using the 
service every year, at a time when a lot of ILL have seen a decrease in their activity, due 
in part to online resources. Libraries now have to compete with SciHub or social acade-
mic networks like ResearchGate, which allow free, if illegal, access to articles. It is essen-
tial that libraries are able to propose a legal alternative to these platforms, with the same 
easy and free access. Unfortunately, copyright laws in France don’t allow for exactly the 
same ease of use, as it is not permitted to send an electronic copy of an article directly to 
the service user, except when software is used that prevents the recipient from viewing 
the entire document online and requires them to print the article to read it. Free ILL is 
a good start, however: it is easy to communicate about the service; it unifies the library 
offer, where there is no fee-based service; it plays a role in providing a positive image 
of the library and what it has to offer, by placing the user in the centre of library policy. 
Finally, it is a good way to raise awareness of copyright laws and also, in a roundabout 
way, to promote open access. As it is, free access to the ILL service is key to explaining 
that the ILL service at UT2J has been able to maintain this level of activity. 48% of ser-
vice users are master degree students, mostly from the field of history. These students 
would have to pay for all their requests themselves if the service was not subsidized by 
the library, unlike most PhD students (12% of service users) and academic staff (13% of 
service users), who would most likely charge the costs associated with their ILL requests 
to their research programme. Finally, free ILL is a lever to ensuring equality between all 
users, and to guarantee that research is possible to students outside Paris, where a lot 
of research material is located. One student once said to the head of our ILL service: 
“Thanks to you, it is possible to write a quality thesis outside Paris”. 

From a professional standpoint, reciprocity allows our collections to be more visible 
and more accessible to other researchers outside Toulouse. In particular, the UT2J 
library houses a national collection of excellence on Spain and Portugal called “CollEx-
Persée études ibériques” (CollEx Persée, n.d.). This collection represents 20% of the bor-
rowing requests the ILL service receives. For other libraries, being able to request these 
documents for free guarantees that this national collection of excellence, for which the 
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university receives special funds, is accessible to everyone in the country. It is a way 
to promote our collections and to be able to rely on the national network of academic 
libraries to develop our acquisition and conservation policy. 

Conclusion 

The UT2J ILL service can rely on several decades of experience to justify the need 
for free ILL with other libraries and for library users. This economic model allows for 
ease of access, ease of communication with patrons, better visibility of our collec-
tions on a national level, and saving public money, whether they be direct savings or 
in terms of human resources. If practicing reciprocity between libraries is quite wide-
spread and develops to include international sharing (HERMES project (HERMES, n.d.; 
Lomba et al., 2023) or NILDE network (Guerra, 2023; NILDE network, 2017) for example), 
access to a free ILL service for users is less common. However, several French university 
libraries have moved to this economic model in the last few years, such as the University 
Toulouse III Paul Sabatier in 2019 (Bibliothèques de l’UT3, 2019), the University Lyon 2 in 
2020 (Bibliothèques de l’Université Lumière Lyon 2, n.d.), or the University Savoie Mont 
Blanc in 2022 (Bibliothèques de l’USMB, n.d.), hence proving the viability of this model. 
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