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UNIMARC : 
French particularities

• Both cataloguing and exchange
format

• For many public as well as academic 
libraries

• Not without small adaptations…
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History…
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UNIMARC in France : 
a (quite) long story

• Goes back to 1982 : LIBRA
both library software and union catalogue 

– for public libraries (created and operated by the Ministère de 
la Culture)

– using UNIMARC as a cataloguing format for shared 
cataloguing

• 1980s, 1990s : expansion of UNIMARC
– also supported by the Ministère de la Culture for cataloguing
in public library local catalogues

– exchange format used by the Bibliothèque nationale and 
other bibliographic data providers 
� impulse for many libraries to make it their import and input 
format
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When UNIMARC had "rivals" 

In the 90’s, many academic libraries and 
some public libraries began to work in 3 
main networks using other formats :
• INTERMARC (internal format of the national
library) in the BN-Opale network

• SIBIL in the SIBIL network

• USMARC (some academic libraries were 
members of OCLC network)
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UNIMARC 
at the dawn of 21th Century

2000s : UNIMARC is the cataloguing format
chosen for the Sudoc 
(Système Universitaire de DOCumentation – since 2001 
- cf. http://www.sudoc.abes.fr )

• union catalog for academic libraries (former
participating in one of the previous networks or in no network)

• operated by ABES (Agence bibliographique de 
l’enseignement supérieur = Bibliographic Agency for
Higher Education)

• uses UNIMARC for both bibliographic and 
authority records

• for holdings : a national « UNIMARC-like » format
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Focus on the Sudoc 
(UNIMARC as used daily by ca. 150 
French libraries as « full members » - and
also occasionnally by more than 1000 
libraries participating to the serial union 
catalogue)
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Here is the homepage of
Sudoc online catalogue



UNIMARC Users Group 2nd Meeting, Florence 2008 – UNIMARC in France

Sudoc database : input format 
(bibliographic record), as displayed in 

the professional system

Non UNIMARC fields and/or subfields, 
converted into standard UNIMARC in 
exchange files (adaptations due to the 

underlying system)

Linking entries (4xx fields) : 
« standard subfields » technique, in 

general use in France

Multiscript record 
(repeated fields linked 
by $6 and $7)
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Sudoc : standard UNIMARC export 
format (bibliographic record)
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Sudoc : holdings data

Sudoc : national format for holdings data

cf. 
http://www.abes.fr/abes/DesktopDefault.aspx?tabid=201

Pica fields
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Nowadays…
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The French national 
holdings format

• defined in the last 90s

• 2 parts :
- field 995 (defined in 1995) : for libraries 
exchanging not only data but also items 
for example, country libraries deposing items in local
libraries for a limited time

- a set of fields beginning with 9xx (1998) : for 
exchanging data between all kinds of libraries

• Used by nearly every library exchanging 
data

� implementation of UNM holdings format when defined a few 
years later would have been uneasy.
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UNIMARC as an exchange
format (1)

• The Bibliothèque nationale de France
–uses INTERMARC as a cataloguing
format

–and UNIMARC (B and A) for exchange 
purposes (every library can download 
these records)

BnF ’s export formats :

http://www.bnf.fr/pages/zNavigat/fram
e/infopro.htm?ancre=normes/no-
acuni.htm



UNIMARC Users Group 2nd Meeting, Florence 2008 – UNIMARC in France

UNIMARC as an exchange
format (2)

• Sudoc : records are exchanged in 
UNIMARC but also in MARC 21 
format 

Some libraries previously members of OCLC network still 
have USMARC softwares ; when changing systems they
often move to UNIMARC (more training courses ; 
difficulties to know both UNIMARC for creating records in 
the union catalogue and USMARC for managing records 
in the local catalogue)
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UNIMARC as an exchange
format (3)

• Many national commercial bibliographic
data providers
– use UNIMARC as their only exchange format, 

– or as one among their exchange formats.

• On another hand : some library software 
are so-called « UNIMARC », but based on 
MARC21 systems and features 
(the fields have got UNIMARC names but, for example,
there aren’t non sorting characters for titles : the
information for sorting is given by one indicator)
� discrepencies can happen when exchanging data
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Coordinating UNIMARC in 
France : the CfU
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France, the PUC and the CfU

• France has been one of the standing
members since the creation of the PUC 
(1991)

• A national equivalent to the PUC was 
formed in 2000 : the Comité français de
l’UNIMARC (CfU)
– To help the French representative to the PUC 
(also moderator of the CfU) in preparing and 
analysing proposals of change

– To identify the needs of French UNIMARC users
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Composition of CfU

• Consists of members representing :
– Bibliothèque nationale de France

– ABES

– Ministère de la culture

– academic libraries

– public libraries

– association of library software users

– library school

– software providers

– bibliographic data providers

• Has one permanent specialized sub-group 
on sound recordings and music
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Role and activities of CfU (1)

• Several meetings each year

• No fundings, no financial gestion 

• Work on formats evolution :
– Elaboration of proposals for change

– Analyse of foreign proposals
discussion in CFU meetings � opinions carried to the
PUC by the French representative

– Validation of new fields (xx9, x9x, 9xx) or
subfields for national use
• 029 National thesis number

• 359 Table of contents

…/…
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Role and activities of CfU (2)
…/…

• Translation of UNIMARC updates / new
editions
Published on BnF website and in print

• Promotion of UNIMARC formats in France
– through seminars,

– and an Internet site : http://cfu.enssib.fr

• In connection with other bodies
(expert groups on cataloguing standards, etc.)

• The CfU does not provide training in 
UNIMARC 
(but some members, as individuals, are teachers)
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The CfU Website

• http://cfu.enssib.fr

• Hoster : the French national library 
school (since July 2006)

• 2 parts : 

–Public part to gather information on 
UNIMARC and promote UNIMARC

–« Private » part for CfU members, used 
as a working space
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Public part : gathering information 
about UNIMARC for promoting it and 
providing help.

What’s new :

Short 
presenta-
tion of CfU

Characte-
ristics of the
new edition 
published

Announce-
ment of the 
present
meeting

Access to 
the 3 main 
parts for 
the public

Identifica-
tion for 
CfU 
members
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Public part 
1°
Links to external online resources about UNIMARC :

- official sites
- use in France (holding 
format, BnF export 
format…)
- organizations 
proposing training in 
UNIMARC
- mappings to other 
standards
- UNIMARC guidelines 
on IFLANET
- …
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Public part
2°
Publications for use in France :

- French translations of 
formats (hosted by BnF)
- special fields for use in 
France ("9" fields)
- presentations held in 
meetings
- results of a survey of 
UNIMARC record 
providers
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Public part
3°
Questions and answers

Each question entered is 
sent by e-mail to all CfU 
members, who discuss it ; 
when they agree on an 
answer, one member 
enter it and both question 
and answer become 
visible on the website
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Professional working space : 
3 main parts also

Working
space for 
translations

Reports (CfU and PUC 
meetings reports)

Other matters : mostly proposal for evolution
(divided into bibliographic/authorities formats, 
French/foreign proposals…), but also various 
document (PUC meeting papers, invitation to this 
user meeting..)
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Professional part : the working space for translations

Link to 
"references
" : rules for 
translation, 
division of 
work…

Link to " Errata " :
Shared file for 
pointing misprints or 
errors discovered 
during the translation, 
then submitted to the 
PUC

One webpage for each set of files to be translated 
(update B 5 is finished but still can be accessed)

Each field is attributed 
to 2 CfU members : 
one translates and 
share his doubts with 
the 2nd in order to 
settle the problems 
together

New French 
translations 
(uploaded by 
the persons on 
same line in 
next column)

Prev-
ious
trans-
lations

To 
add 
a 
co
mm
ent

English 
official 
versions

Translator 
of each field 
("owner" of 
the previous 
column –
but 
everyone
can
download
every file)
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Thank you !


