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GENERAL ARTICLES 

Weed knowledge is growing 

E. McLay 
Principal Librarian , Queensland Agricultural College, Gatton, Queensland 4343 

Weeding out the useless and retaining the useful requires skill. In every area of 
knowledge sources of information such as journal articles, papers, research reports, 
published conference proceedings and books are proliferating like weeds. To be able 
to ident ify relevant and useful items quickly and accurately it not always easy, and 
locati ng pertinent details and information without wasting time or energy is often 
difficult. The twin problems of being able to pluck out what is useful from the mass 
of current information and retrieve it when it is required may be solved to some extent 
by using indexing and abstracting services. 

Indexes and abstracts are prepared by a 
number of organi zations and institutions 
to gi ve the user easy access to sources 
of spec ific information. Indexing ser
vices list only the bibliographic details 
of each citation, whereas abstracting ser
vices also provide a summary of the main 
thrust. theoretical basic. methodological 
approach or principal findings . Indexes 
often cover a wide range of journals and 
other sources but lack content descrip
tion. whereas abstracts often cover only 
a small part or the possible range of jour
nals but provide cons iderably more 
information. 

Both indexes and abstracts may usu
ally be searched by subject or by author, 
and some also make provision for geo
graphic searc hing. Some differentiate 
between broad and narrow subject areas, 
and most include cross references , par
ticularly between common and scientific 
names. Updates are usually published 
each month or quarter, then accumulated 
into annual indexed volumes. 

Despite the conven ience of these ser
vices and the ease with which they may 
be used, a generous amount of time must 
still be allocated for undertaking a man
ual search. However, if the indexing or 
abstracting service has been placed in a 
machine-readable data base, computers 
may be used to perfonn the search. From 
terminals located in many libraries or 
institutions throughout Australia links are 
established with a host computer which 
directs an inquiry into a requested data 
base . The computer will locate any word 
or group of words from the title , the 
abstract , rhe index terms, or all of these, 

but the computer will not think. The in
quirer has to decide exactly what is re
quired, and then adapt the request to su it 
the computer. Any library or organiza
tion which is equipped for search ing data 
bases will also have a trained operator 
who will arrange an effective search 
strategy. I f an overseaS data base has 
been chosen, $50 to $ 100 could be spent 
to obtain 50 to 150 citations. More ci
tations, or hits , may be possible , but ir
relevant material will almost certainly 
be included due to the lack of precision 
in the search strategy. Using an Austra
lian data base is usually cheaper, but is 
generally restricted to Australian jour
nals only . 

Whether an index or abstract is 
searched manually or by computer , the 
accuracy of the search will always be 
governed by the quality of the service 
chosen. Every service selects some jour
nals (for example, the best 500 titles 
covering a certain subject area) . and ex
cludes others. If your topic was men
tioned in an excluded journal , or no 
papers have been written, then no cita
tions will be retrieved. However, many 
authors like to publish in the most re
spected journals and those titles are more 
likely to be included in the coverage of 
an indexing or abstracting service, so the 
chances of scoring a useful hit are rea
sonably high. 

Weed Abstracts, compiled by the Weed 
Research Organization of the Agricul
tural Research Council and published by 
the Commonwealth Agricultural Bur
eaux, contains abstracts of articles from 
more than 650 periodical pubHcations as 

well as including some books and other 
literature . Each monthly issue of Weed 
Abstracts is divided into sections cov
ering major topics concerning weed 
sc ience and weed control. Each issue 
also has an author, species and subject 
index. The monthly indexes are accu
mulated into annual indexes for each 
volume. To locate a paper manually the 
searcher may scan the abstracts in the 
appropriate sections or may consult any 
of the indexes. Each index will refer the 
searcher to abstract numbers located to
wards the front of that issue or annual 
volume. At the abstract number will be 
found a citation which lists the author, 
title and publication details of the item , 
indicates the language in which the item 
is written, and states the author's oc
cupationallocation or postal address. The 
abstract is a precis of the paper being 
cited, its main experiment and results, 
or its theme. The same type of search 
may also be conducted lhrough a com
puter linked to the CAB Abstracts data 
base. 

Many researchers and practitioners fail 
to maintain a current awareness of their 
subject because they scan neither index
ing nor abstracting services and do not 
modernize their existing knowledge . The 
journal literature, particularly , may be 
scanned fairly easily by skimm ing each 
issue of appropriate indexes or abstracts 
as it arrives, using broad subject head
ings to locate relevant sections. Retro
spective literature searches should be 
made before commencing new research 
or preparing information, either by using 
a manual search when the topic is im
precisely defined and requires assess
ment or searcH-strategy redefinition as 
the search is being perfonmed, or by using 
a computer search if the search topic is 
very specialized. 

Like weeds, the proliferation of papers 
and publications cannot be kept under 
control without an allocation of time and 
effort . 


