
- ScientiJi~ Informa fiioion for Deueloping A Countries 

Information is one of the basic com~nodities of our 
c;vilisatiou. Curreat and relevant information 
coucerurng any problem is essentral for decision-makers 
lor  acconio  any freld. The total exchange of information 
includes cultural, economic, scientific and technical 
oomponents. I n  our :r,creasingly technically-based 
civilisst~on, Sclentzfic and Technical Information (ST1) 
is a key elemcnt for progress and development. 

ST1 in its widest sense can be defined as  "infor~nation 
on the slatus, progress and results of research develop- 
nzent and other scie ntiflc act,vity, and on the applrcatio~l 
of such results, together with any other inforniatron 
of potential usc in any scientific or tech~~ological 
activity ." 

I t  rs a rccognised facL that national eco~iomies are 
dependant to an ever-increasilig extent on the applicatio~i 
of ssie,zt~fic and technical knowledge. Therefore, the 
system by which ST1 is disseminated in a country plays a 
signifrcanl role in  furthering growth processzs. STI, as a 
major resource should be given the same importance 
as other factors in the ecoliomic growth of a nation. For 
rapid development, information on relevant research 
and tech~lologies should be readily available to research 
and development personnel, scientists, technologists, 
lndilstriallsts and administrators. Developing countries 
are constantly urged to  channel more of their resources 
rnto Increasing the output of scientific research. 
But, ~t rs just as important to utilize finallcia1 resources 
on the maximum utilisation of existing STI, as i t  is to 
spend on f~lr ther  research. 

Some countries notably the developed couutries 
have realised this fact and have taken steps to  
l~nprove th.e handling and dissemination of information. 
New and more sophisticated techniques and methods 
of librarianship, bibliography, retrieval of material, 
reproduction, and computerized on-line databases have 
been developed to provide iin~nediate search capability. 
Although ST1 is an  international resource, the existing 
worldwide scientific information systems have thus 
evolved in  s ~ x h  a way that the greatest benefits are  
to the more advanctd countires. The less developed nations 
which require ST1 rzlost o r  furthering growth processes 
are therefore: placed at  a disadvantage. Instead of a free 
flow of organistsd luforniation from the affluent to  the 
developing countries, an  'information gap' has thus been 
created. The gap between a developi~lg country 
and the more developed world is increased by its 
inability to cultivate an awareness of cufrent ideas, 

ure to  techniques, materials and ~ ~ e t h o d ~ ,  and to its fa'l 
introduce -them quickly and effectively into opesation. 

One of tlze rnaill problelns of inlormation specialists 
world ovej is the cver-ir~cieasing speed with whrch 
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information (especially STI) Is being generated. Tile 
rate a t  which ST1 is produced today is so great that 
according to  De Solla Price "Any young scientist stand ill^; 
now and looking back at the elid of his career upoil a 
normal life,span will find that 80 to 90 per cent of all the 
scientific work achieved by the end of his period will 
have taken place before his very eyes and that only 
10 to 20 per ccnt will antedate his experience."l I t  is 
estiinated that a t  present some 2 million documents 
and articles, 50,000 journals and over 30,000 books on 
science and tech~iology are published yearly. 

The exponential growth of science literature is 
I1lust;atsd by the fact that Chemical Abstracts i n  1930 
contained 54,000 abstracts and in  1962 some 165,000. 
The number increased to over 200,000 by 1970. One of 
the reasons for tlic flood of literature is that the 
results of scientific research are published nol o~ily for the 
cornlnunication of information but also for priority and 
prestige reasons. This siluation has made it linpossible 
for any individual to scan and remember all of the 
literature that has a reasonable probability of being or 
use later. 

The generators of Inforl~~ation are mainly the 
developed countries. This flood of data creates problenis 
relatiag to assembling, storage retrieval and disseniination 
to make i t  available to the user. The 'i~iformatioi~ 
explosion' has grown to such phenomenal proportioiis 
that i t  cannot be handled by co~~vent io~ ia l  ' ,  

libraries and other agencies. New methods and 
technologies have evolved such as 011-line data processing 
by computer for the rapid tra~is~nission of i n f o r l ~ ~ a t i o ~ ~ .  

'The computer is seen as the only ~iielllod of copillg 
with the continued expa~lsion of knowledge: there 
are, for instance, over 400 new chemical compounds 
repoyied in  the literature every working day'.2 
Dzveloping countries are dependant for much of their 
requirements of STI. However, much of the niodern 
iechno!ogy needed for establishiiig co~nputerized 
services is either too expensive 01- does not meet the 
requiremeats of the less developed natioas. Thus, 
these c o ~ ~ n t r i e s  lacking modern Cechilology are faced 
with tlle econo~nic irnpossibllity of individuals or 
organisatlons retrieving current atid relevant literature 
on any topic. 

Togeihcr with the problerns caused by tile 
infornlation explosioll is thc growi~ip isolation of users 
and seekexs of EnTornlafioi~ i n  the developing countries. 
Personnal contact betwecn scientists at  conferences and 
other foriilal and infornzal gatherings plays a significant 
role in the disseminati,on of STI. lnadeqiiate 



rilla~ieial rcSoarces to attend regional and intermtiorial 
conferelices deprive our scie~itists of this avenue of obtaining 
current information. 

The probl~lils confroilti~lg developing cou~ltrics 
in obtalnrog necessary ST[, therefore are due to a variety 
of causes. The flow of informati011 from generator 
to user too, is hindered in many developing countries. 
The reason for this bottleneck is that the existing infor- 
mation handling systems such as libraries and 
docutne~ltation centres are often dispersed and poorly 
coordinated. Lack of trained and speciatized manpower, 
tccllnical knowhow and equipment are major setbacks. 
Raising the level of educatio~l In the field of infor~natics 
and the transfer of informatioil technology 
are clependaiit on the available, often meagre, finallcia1 
resources.Direct transplantation of informationtechnology 
fro111 the advanced countries is also not advisable wl~en 
the infrastructure of the existing in£ormation systc~n is 
unabie to assi~nilate and maintain them. 

I n  recent years, the problems confronting developing 
cou~itrles in obtaining necessary ST1 has attracted the 
altcntioil of inter~latiollal organizations, both 
gover~tinenfal and non-governmental. The National 
Technical Tnforination Service (NTIS) was formed .by the 
U.S.Goverunlent to disseminate ST1 to less developed 
countries. The NTIS has a large range of secondary 
abstracting and indexing services orientated towards 
~iational and internatio~lal developnient. Although the 
NTIS is pri~icipally in the Ainerican region, i t  has also 
been extended to the African and Asian Regions. 

In 1967, UNESCO and ICSU (International Council 
of Scientific Unions) u~~der took a joint study to resolve 
tlzose problems and consequently in October 1971 
the UNISIST program~l~e was launched by the 
UNESCO nlember states. The UNISIST Report (1973) 
states that 'The devclopil~g countries need coordi~~ated 
internat3onal assistance to develop their national 
information systems, in a compatible fashion, to train 
their i~lformation specialists, teachers and managers, 
dlld to seek and adapt new co~nrnunication and 
information handling techniques to their specific needs'. 

Onc of the ~ilain f~~nctions of the UNlSIST 
prograrnnic is to stimulate infolx~atiou flow particularly 
to the benefit of the developing countries. The 
prograrnine does not directly provide ST1 to users but 
acts as a catalyst on the development of information 
systems and by technical and financial assistance projects. 
The activities of UNTSIST help countries to establish 
their own information infrastructures through developing 
infor~llation systems and databanks and through the use 
of modern techniques. The need for a high-level 
national focus to coordinate i~iformatioll activities both 
on a national and international scale was established 
by UNlSIST. The lack of a coordinating focus for 
ST1 within any country leads to the development of 
mutua.lly inconlpatible and heterogeneous internal 
informatio~l systems and to wasteful duplication of 

~ s a u r c ~ s .  It J ~ Q  laadti to delayed appl~cation of the 
resuits of research and causes serious information gaps 
bclween countries. 

S o ~ l c  countries already have a llatio~lal focus for 
STI while others are moving towards the establishment 
of one. The government of India recognising the 11eed 
for a planned integrated infor~nation system established 
the National Tnformatio~l S istern for Science and 
Technology (NISSAT). NIS d AT coordinates information 
facilities available in the country at regional and at 
sectoral Icvef (Agriculture, Industry, ctc.). 

UNESCO sponsored a consultancy mission to Sri 
Lanka in 1968 to advise on the establishment of a 
national sciontific doculnentatjon centre. The report 
on this mission stated that 'in respect of ST1 
the analysis of the resources of existing libraries in tbc 
country and the possibilities for their further develop~nenl 
towards filling the needs of the future, has indicated 
the urgent necessity for rapid development in this fieId 
if i~ldustrial and agricultural development is not to be 
seriously hampered'. 

The Cabinet in 1969 approved the proposal of this 
mission to establish such a centre and the Natiotlal 
Science Coutlcil of Sri Lanka was nominated as the 
natjonal focal point for scientific information activity. 
Within the National Sc ie~~ce  Council, the Sri Lanka 
Scientific and Technical Information Centre (SLSTIC) 
was establislled to scrve as a clearing-house for ST1 
and to wordinate information activities among the 
national Scientific and Technical libraries. 

Con~iderilig the problems existing in developiilg 
countries to obtain STI: the ever-increasing flood of 
scieutific literature i s  ail incrc:asirtg; numbax of languages, 
the lack of trained docume~ltalists and other personnel, 
poor coordination and disorganization in existing 
facilities, limited resources and the lack of information 
teclluology, the establishment of a national inf~rmotion 
centre is a difficglt but all important undertaki~~g. 
Accordittg to UNESCO ''there is no doubt that there is a 
relatianship between the possesslou of ci\rreiit sciei~tiric 
information and economic progress. Although no 
systenlatic evaluation or study of thk pay-off from 
~nformation SYS~QJIIS Iias yet been made, it is accepted 
that technological change i$ observed to occur in 
information rich areas;. This change brings to those 
that ~ f f ec t  it, greater productivity per man liour 
expended and a mere stimulating working environment 
that induces more chai~ge."3 
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