
SCIENCE & INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 
FOR THE 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

T he division of the world into 
developed and developing 
countries is the outcome of 

technological advances generated and 
used in a few countries mainly belong­
ing to the north half of the globe. 
Through technological development 
these countries have achieved 
industrialisation which has led them 
to dramatic improvements in the liv­
ing conditions, where as the develop­
ing countries are still striving to achieve 
fundamental milestones of well being 
for them, which have long been taken 
for granted in the industrialised coun­
tries. 

Information is a much sought 
after and a highly valued commodity 
these days. Information is defined as 
the knowledge that resides in the hu­
man brain, in all electronic and writ­
ten records, and potentially, in physi­
cal artifacts.1 According to a Unesco 
study prepared by the International 
Institute of Communication, "Infor­
mation is seen as a collection of many 
heterogeneous goods and services that 
together comprise an activity; this 
information actively includes all the 
resources used for production, pro­
cessing and distribution of informa­
tion goods and services". 

The whole world is moving to­
wards an information society. Hence 
we have to equip ourselves to trans­
form the country into an information 
society which may be called an infor­
mation public which uses information 
for improving economy, creating 
competitive products and to be an 
effective citizen of the country. The 
world has become increasingly 
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dependent on information for its eco­
nomic growth as well as the quality of 
individual lives. Information has be­
come the glue that holds the society 
together. 

On the other hand information 
society will have a physical infrastruc­
ture to transfer information. But this 
will create a new problem, i.e. a new 
stratification of society, those who have 
and have no access and facilities. The 
electronic revolution, combined with 
the communication technology has 
made the production, transmission and 
processing of information the fulcrum 
of all the national and international 
economic and social life. 

These developments have put even 
a greater distance between the develop­
ing and the developed world. Theoreti­
cally this should have been a greater 
equalizer or leveler in our split-level 
between the developed and developing 
countries. However the fact that in­
formation gap between the sides is wid­
ening very much is not only due to the 
continuous addition of information to 
the data banks and data bases in the 
industrialised countries, but also due to 
the substantial exchange of informa­
tion among them Large volumes of 
valuable data for economic growth as 
well as for scientific research and devel­
opment move continuously at a high 
speed among these developed countries. 
Such data collection and exchange 
is almost non-existent in and among 
developing countries. 

In the developed world, use of in­
formation is fairly extensive and becom­
ing increasingly popular. For many in 

the West information is accessible only 
with a telephone call or computer ter­
minal away. They have access to in­
formation services, either free or fee 
based. International corporation have 
set up their own information collec­
tion and processing systems. In con­
trast, in developing countries the use 
of information in modern sense of 
meaning is non existent. The vast 
majority of the people do not know 
where the information is available and 
how to access them. Often they do 
not know where to turn when they 
have information. 

A few developed countries today 
dominate developing countries. Con­
trol of information and the fast de­
veloping communication systems have 
made it possible. Developed countries 
and Transnational Corporations have 
access to information in developing 
countries through remote sensing sat­
ellites and computerised data banks. 

In order to break through this 
situation developing countries have 
called for a variety of changes. Their 
attempt in industrialisation and socio 
economic development has resulted in 
the emergence of newly industrialised 
economies in Asia. Easy access 
to specialised and on-line retrieval 
systems has placed a powerful tool in 
the hands of government decision­
makers, researchers and businessmen. 
Their main concerns have been on 
human resource development, research 
and development (R&D) and indig­
enous technology development for 
transforming natural resources to con­
sumable products. Many attempts 
have been made to develop the 
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capacity to generate, collect, organise 
and use national information and to 
access scientific and technological 
knowledge and expertise 

Challenges of the Future 

The major challenges informa­
tion scientists will face in the late 20th 
century are the following: 

0 determining the extent to which 
information systems can be 
made easy for non-specialists to 
understand and use; 

0 devising ways in which infor 
mation systems can assist indi 
viduals and groups, including 
governments, to solve problems; 
and 

0 furthering understanding of 
human thought processes in or 
derto develop universal intel 
lectual networks to serve and 
advance both the individual and 
society 

The library is only one of sev­
eral alternative sites for information 
storage and services. There may be 
other systems based in information 
banks, archives, switching centers, or 
organizations such as schools and busi­
nesses. 

Information service is one of the 
fields, which is rapidly progressing and 
will continue to do so in the 21* cen­
tury. Hence the Scientific and Tech­
nical information workers must base 
their work on S & T information and 
be geared to the needs of the society, 
taking into consideration that the ful­
fillment of user's requirements as their 
key function. They also should aim 
at providing deep processed informa­
tion to the decision-makers of all 
strata. This kind of information ser­
vice is of high added value. 

5 & T Information services in Sri 
Lanka 

The establishment of Sri Lanka 
Scientific and Technical Information 
Centre (SLSTIC) at the National 
Science Foundation (Formerly 
NARESA & NSC) had a major im­
pact on the dissemination of 'S 
6 T information in Sri Lanka. 
SLSTIC started using computers for 

information processing in 1978, fol­
lowed by four more information cen­
tres by 1984. Presently 50% of the 
special libraries in Sri Lanka are using 
computers at least for their house keep­
ing activities. Some of them are also 
using CD ROMs and Internet to en­
hance their services and to get current 
information. 

There has been a great deal of 
interest in utilising new information 
technologies among S & T libraries in 
the recent past. As a result of this many 
of them are using E-Mail facility for 
the exchange of iruformation. In addi­
tion CD-ROM technology is also 
widely used instead of on-line databases 
which are not affordable due to high 
cost and low budgets. The Internet, 
which is fast becoming very popular 
among scientists and researchers, has 
forced information managers to rethink 
about their services. Although all 
major Universities are connected to 
Internet through 64kbps lease line, the 
libraries of these Universities are still 
not connected to the Information Su­
perhighway, But many of them have a 
website having at least the basic infor­
mation about their services. SLSTIC 
has been able to provide an online da­
tabase on research funded by NSF and 
International Irrigation Management 
Institute (EMI) has its catalogue online 
on Internet (http://www.cgiar.com). 

Sri Lanka Scientific & Technical 
Information Centre (SLSTIC) 

NSF (former NARESA) estab­
lished the Sri Lanka S & T Infor­
mation Centre (SLSTIC) in 1979. 
SLSTIC was identified as the national 
focal point for dissemination of S &T 
information. Hence SLSTIC estab­
lished the Sri Lanka S & T Informa­
tion Network (SLSTINET) which has 
a membership of more than 100 S&T 
libraries. SLSTINET was developed 
as the umbrella network of all national 
S & T information networks in Sri 
Lanka; namely: 

• AGRINET - Agriculture 
Information Network 

• HELLIS - Health Literature, 
Library & Information Systems 
ENLINET - Environmental 
Library Network 

Q TECHNINET - Technical 
Information Network 

Q The key objectives of 
SLSTINET are: 

* to support and build an 
effective information infra 
structure in the field of S & T 

* to take the lead in the 
organisation of information 
ontheS&Tsubsetofthe 
national information super 
highway 

* to help end users to define 
their needs, learn to use the 
available system and gain 
access to the information need 

* to share resources available 
at member libraries 

To achieve these objectives 
SLSTIC developed a Computerised 
Information Network for the ex­
change of S & T Information with 
SLSTIC as the pilot co-ordinating site 
funded by SAREC (Swedish Agency 
for Research Corporation in Devel­
oping Countries) in 1995. SLSTIC 
has developed the mechanism to store, 
access, retrieve and utilise information, 
which in turn has helped to develop 
its resources, services & activities. 
SLSTIC has been able to enhance 
its services utilising Information Tech­
nologies with the help of this ongo­
ing foreign funded project 

Resources 

A Local Area Network 
(LAN) running on Novel 4.1 has 
been fully implemented with fifteen 
workstations with five multimedia PCs 
on the network with a server. All the 
workstations are configured to access 
the Novel Server (through IPX) as well 
as the Internet (through IP). 

Internet on-line 

NSF Local Area Network is 
connected to LEARN (Lanka Edu­
cational Academic and Research 
Network) hub at the Sri Lanka 
Telecom (SLT) through a 64 kbps 
leased data circuit providing on-line 
connectivity to the Internet 
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Webserver "VIDYA" provides an 
online database of all the research co­
ordinated by NSF. A remote access server 
is being configured to provide access to 
remote R & D institutions in Sri Lanka. 

Network Access 

All the members of the NSF staff 
have been assigned with access facilities 
to the Network with exdusive work space 
on the network. 

Users can log into the Novell server 
and they can easily select any CD data­
base or local database (maintained by 
NSF) or Internet facilities such as the E-
m.iil, Gopher, FTP, Telnet and the 
WWW. Remote network access is pro­
vided through a dial in router. 

Data Base Development 

Instead of building up a compre­
hensive collection of books and periodi­
cals SLSTIC pays more attention in de­
veloping a collection of reference books 
which are not available in other network 
libraries. As the national Information 
Centre SLSTIC's main emphasis is to 
collect, process and disseminate S & T 
information among local users (Scien­
tists & Researchers). To fulfil this 
SLSTIC has developed the following 
data bases. 

0 UNILIST Union list of pe­
riodicals available in Sri Lankan librar­
ies 

0 SLSTEP Directory of S&*T 
Personnel in Sri Lanka. 

O SLSI Sri Lanka Science In­
dex (indudes local Pamphlets, Reports 
and Seminar proceedings on S & T). 

O DBOSR Ongoing research in 
Sri Lanka (updated every year). 

O SLSTIC SLSTIC library col­
lection 

0 RGRA S&T research spon­
sored by NSF (this is now online on 
Internet - Vidya) 

O FLORA Data base on plants 
exported from Sri Lanka 

O C O M M E D Community 
medicine database 

In addition to these databases ar­
rangements have been made to survey 
present status on climatic informa­
tion in Sri Lanka and to develop a 
database on databases. 

Users at NSF can access the infor­
mation through a menu which makes it 
easy for them even without networking 
knowledge. Users of the library can ac­

cess these databases through a general ac­
count. Two workstations are available for 
this at the library. 

Services 
Retrieval of information through CD-
ROMs 

CD ROM technology is being ex­
tensively used for information repackag­
ing on the request of researchers and sci­
entists. 

Membership at SLSTIC 

Presently a membership scheme has 
been introduced. This includes three types 
of membership: 

Institutional Membership 
Personal Membership 
Student Membership 

In addition, a remote search ser­
vice was also initiated for the benefit of 
those who do not have on line access at 
present. Presendy requests for searches on 
these databases are accepted from the re­
mote membet Institutes through a gen­
eral E-mail account and the search results 
transferred via E-mail. 

Publicity through Internet 

NSF home page at the NSF WWW 
server (http://www.naresa.ac.lk) is 
maintained by SLSTIC. This page con­
tains a comprehensive description of all 
the activities of NSF. Since NSF is the 
only S&T institution online on the 
Internet for the moment, it has undertaken 
to publish home pages for other S&T in­
stitutions in Sri Lanka and at present is 
keeping brief pages for 16 institutes. NSF 
also maintains home pages for the follow­
ing member Institutions on its server: 

• Alcohol & Drug Information 
Centre 

• Birth Research Unit 
• CISIR 

IntsiTMrt utsr 

Coconut Research Institute 
Geological Survey & Mines 
Bureau 
National Aquatic Resources 
Agency 
Sri Lanka Association for the 
Advancement of Science 
Sri Lanka Institute of 
Architects 
Sri Lanka Standards Institute 
Sri Lanka Library Association 

Activities 
Workshops and Seminars 

Workshops/Seminars and demon 
strations for the scientific community is 
an ongoing activity organised by SLSTIC 
These are aimed at creating an awareness 
about the services available at NSF among 
the scientific community. Seminars on re­
trieval of information through CD 
ROMs and Internet, is also a continuing 
activity to update the knowledge of Sci­
entists and Information Officers on the 
utilisation of new technologies. 

In addition to these, SLSTIC has 
been appointed by UNESCO as the Na­
tional distributor of CDS/ISIS software, 
which is being used by the majority of 
Sri Lankan libraries for library automa­
tion. As the national distributor of this 
software SLSTIC has been actively en­
gaged in publishing handbooks to assist 
the users. Presendy the following publi­
cations are available: 

CDS/ISIS Simplified manual 
Common Bibliographic Format for 
CDS/ISIS 

SLSTIC also has been able to pro­
vide an integrated library automation sys­
tem "PURNA" to enable the libraries us­
ing this software to develop their data 
bases. This package was introduced only 
in November 1997 and to date about 
35 libraries are using it. 

contd. on page 19 
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Despite the high literacy rate en­
joyed by Sri Lankans, the dominance 
or English language material in the case 
of the Internet, for example, would 
pose a big challenge. Mass availability 
of local language material to interact 
with Information Technologies is a key 
determining factor of the local com­
munity participation. Though local 
language software of customer needs. 
The availability of locally originated 
material will be the next critical deter­
minant. It is hard to find a CD (for a 
CD ROM) carrying local material, lo­
cal technologies, information about Sri 
Lanka, useful data bases etc. 

Almost every day expansion of 
the national power grid as well as the 
fast growing telecommunication net­
work are encouraging. The growing 
trend of the PC market shows how 
people, especially young groups, tend 
to welcome computers. This trend has 
not been limited only to the city elite. 
Even in areas like Ratnapura and 
Batticaloa, similar trends can be seen. 
The question remains how to exploit 
these trends to advocate the develop­
ment of the community as a whole? 
How to obstruct the potential further 
disparity between the haves and have-nots? 

A recent survey done in the 
Ratnapura district shows that the ru­
ral community awaits the arrival of 
basic facilities such as computers and 
laser printers, before Internet and CD 
ROM databases. The simplest prod­
ucts of Information Technology, such 
as improvement of the outlook of the 
leaflets distributed at a tuition class it­
self is an important contribution. A 
lot of parents showed an interest 

9%) in gaining more information 
about the available education oppor­
tunities for their children. Though 
people in very remote villages are sen­
sitive to having Information Technolo­
gies, they are very skeptical about In­
formation Technology becoming an­
other means to intensify their exploi­
tation by private-sector entrepreneurs. 

Nevertheless, rational choices 
have optimistic solutions. To reap the 
benefits of Information Technology 
for us, it may not be essential to have 
computers at every home. It is a choice 
between imitating the western world 
or selectively localizing the appropri­
ate forms of Information Technology. 
Rather having local centers (similar to 
agency post offices) equipped with 

computers, fax machine, telephone con­
nection along with a printer, scanner 
and a photocopy machine, would en­
able the provision of Information Tech­
nology services to the local pockets. 
Hence the burden of heavy capital in­
vestment and the recurrent expenses on 
an average person could be substituted 
with a system of charging for services. 
Ongoing pilot project at Sarvodaya 
Movement to introduce Information 
Technology to the rural people shows 
encouraging results. It shows that ex­
ploring the potential of Information 
Technology to bring about answers to 
the poor segments is a true promise, 
not a misleading illusion. Nevertheless, 
a lot of homework is required to con­
vert the promise into a reality. Identi­
fying new partnership types such as 
NGO-Private sector - where NGO pro­
viding community mobilizing expertise 
to popularize the technology and pri­
vate sector company drawing financial 
and technological resources, is a pre­
requisite. Ideal partnership situation 
would be NGO - Private Sector along 
with a University. With the need of 
more research to further customize the 
presendy available raw-technologies the 
Universities has a big role to play. ICT 
(Institute of Computer Technology) at 
the University of Colombo, Media 
Center of Open University are very 
much in favour of this connection. The 

Eresent project at Sarvodaya is a com-
ined effort together with ICT and 

CeyCom Global Communication Lim­
ited. Such combined effort is essential 
to find our own rhythm in the usage 
of technology for the benefit of mass 
community. 

Information Technologies, by 
their very nature have the capacity to 
mingle with any nation, any culture or 
any society to meet the demands of 
their overall needs, starting from their 
basic food production up to automa­
tion of the office or factory environ­
ment. Yet moving a nation to explore 
this potential will not be a simple chal­
lenge. The degree of our success as a 
nation to adapt to Information 
Technology rather than subscribing to 
western packages, while preserving 
the inherited virtues as a historically 
long outstanding nation, will certainly 
decide our place in the tomorrows 
global society. 

conttifrom page 15 
Future Plans 

SLSTIC has planned to develop 
a Wide Area Network (WAN) among 
SLSTINET libraries using the 
dial-in facility, so that the other S & 
T Institutes will have remote access 
to the resources available at SLSTIC 
Already the dial in server has been con­
figured and telephone lines acquired. 

LAN along Vidya Mawatha: 
SLSTIC also intends to expand its 
LAN by Unking up with the Research 
Institutes in NSr's locality (along 
Vidya Mw.) through fibre optic lines. 

Conclusions 

Although there has been some 
developments in the field of S & T 
Information services during last two 
decades, more emphasis should be 
placed in the establishment of a Sci­
entific Literature Services Centre with 
the following objectives: 

* To coordinate the informa­
tion systems and services, developing 
their areas of strength, identifying 
and correcting deficiencies in the ser­
vices, fulfilling gaps, and interacting 
productively with the regional and in­
ternational information systems and 
programmes 

* To provide relevant, reliable 
and timely information ana data at 
a reasonable cost to the research 
community, development planners, 
industrialists, entrepreneurs, extension 
workers 

* To ensure effective and effi­
cient sharing of knowledge and ex­
pertise available globally for the attain­
ment of national development goals 

* To establish ana maintain at 
a national level documentation, dis­
semination and exchange of research 
output and non conventional litera­
ture materials 

* To promote networking and 
resource sharing 

* To publish reference tools rel­
evant to the needs of the national re­
search 

Information has been and will 
always be a major source of power 
when it is used only. Otherwise, it is 
like a thought that remains stillborn. 
One has to Know what information is 
available, where, in what form and how 
to access it. It is important to know 
not only how to collect, process but 
also how to use information, which 
are the inseparable components of 
todays information theory. 

"'Information Science," Microsoft 
Encarta 98 Encyclopedia. © 1993-1997 
Microsoft Corporation. 

1 
Economic Review June-December 1998 19 




