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PRICRITTIES IN THF DEVELOS EHT OF LHFORMATION SYSTEM IN AFVICA

I. INTRODUCTION

1. So far, little attention has been siven by the majority of African countries
to the formulation of nolicies, the organization and allocation of resources and
the design of structures for a systematic control of the national wealth in
information. It is the intention of this paper to point out certain sreas that
require immediate action, which if carried out within a reasonable spai of time
will enable information and documentation activities to pick wup.

2. In attempting to identify pnriorities, one often has at his disposal the
accunizlated experience of past action serving as a juide for reassipgning priorities
or for drawing up altogpether new directives, The case of information and documenta-
tion does not benefit from such an apnroach because it is essentially new to
developing Africa. This does not mean that that there have been no entities that
have performed the task of information and documentation wori in Africa. In fact.
a combination of public, university, school and specialized libraries have been
progoting the use of bibliographic information since colenial times using
conventional methods of gathering, st ring, vprocessin=: and disserminating data,
iloreover, the post colonial pneriod has witnessed tae proliferation of institutionme,
albeit to ar unsatisfactorv degree, tha:i were marcially engaced in the production,
storage and dissemination of nuserical and non-numerical data in the form of
statistical abstracts, re=search bulletirs, etc. lepgardless of their objectives
and functions, these mechanisms have fallen short of »roviding the total information
requirements of present-day Africa partly as =z result of the narrow scope of thelr
target users {(university libraries focusinz on academics or siatistical offices
disseminating results o7 their own work slone} and partly because they have, tiore
often than not, fz2iled to effectively orzanize the nationally produced informatior.
In the meantime, develcpments in the industrialized world have been prosressing

in a direction that has presently resultfed in information and documentation systens
that utilize arproaches, coverage and mechanisms that are significantly different
from libraries and their like. Coupled with ~ivances in telecomsunications and
micro—electronics, it has now become pessible to set up systems that can supply

the total information requirements of a natilon.

3. Although the development of informatior and documentation systems was first
manifested in the industrialized world, its arplicarion in developing Africa poses
a major »roblem mainly due to the drastically differeat social, economic ana

political milieu in which it is interfed to be implemected. In the industrizlizec
countries of the West, the provision of information services is basically maintainad
by the private sector. In the centrally planned economies, ou the other hand,
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the »nrovision of informit’ov ser.i 12e been handled through certralized,
coordinated state apparatuses that cater to 21l type of rational need. The
remaining body of thc iptzrracional cenmunity, i.e. the najority of the develop-
ing world is, even though acvanced in relation to the African rezion, still
experiementing with various types of arrancements. What Africa can learn from
the outside world is thus of limited and probable value. Thereforz, any
identification of priority areas for the develepment of information and
documentation systems is a combination of ideas and immovations imported from
the North on the one hand, and a stratesgy that has yet to be tested for its
suitability to the African situation on the other,

&4, inother important consideration that has to be weighed prior to assessing
priorities in this field is the role information is to play in the development
of Africa in the short anc longterm. A clear identification of its role rmight
be considered as squivalent to identifying the:broad development objectivas
within which information znd documentation systems are going to operate and

the service they are poing to provide towards the attainment of stated zoals.
Given the present congerns, zcals and obiectives of African nations, one could
anticipate tihat the Lagos FPlan of Action would srovide a gsuitable framework
within which short and medium term priorities cap be set for the ezvolution of
information ard docurcstation.systems.

3. This pape r continues to provide priority areas for action, particularly
concerning the planuins for this development of informatiov systems; institution
buildiag measures: purnose of regioral cooperation ir the information field, and
manpower and training srioriiies.

IT1. PRIORITIES

5. A national infornation policy, reflecting the needs of all sectors of the
community needs to be formulated te wuidz the establlzhment of 2 national information
plan whose elements should also be incornorated in the nmational development plan.
Information is an essential mart of a nation's resources and the formulation and
implementa’ of 2 national information solicy should attempt to maximize the
availability and use of the country's information resources as well as promoting

the exchange and sharing of ivnformation with other nations and regions to

complement what is available locally from external sources.

INSTITUTION BUILDING

7. The functions of all rafional documentation centres and libraries should
be coordinated throup: & centr2l body to form a national ifnromation system or
network. The creation, or where a suitable mechnicm airzady exists, its
designation as the central body resnonsible for the formulatioa of policies and
the implementation of the nationai documentation centre is essential. In fact,
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what hasg br*en indicated in the previcus parssrash cannot be attaired unless an
axisting institu jon that perforrs a significant inforuation and docurzatafion
sctivity irs charsed with the slanuing task

bodies, naticnal science
institutes, erec. are all

£, Hational ressarcl: couneiis, matlioral plse
councils, natiocal libraries, develooment research
rocnective cerdidates to serve 25 core institutions untii ths national documeta-
ion « Aﬂfre L5 esiablished to take ceatrol of ihe responsibhility.  Ancther

liern: could oﬂ the ongau;za*“on of a qational committeefcouncil at a high

o ‘

t

encompassing a vismificent proporatior of concerned
o thius latier spoproach would evidently delay the execution
rogranmaes cud loosen che institutlonalized nature that is desired

cosor 2f the Insticution to be responsibie for imitrating action and
ﬂftabli 1ing the national information and documentation centre that will when fully
operationa, be respeousible for ceordinating the systen of spacialized informatior
and docimentaticn centres, librarios, etc. 1s extremely crucial and shall be,
preferabiy, dealt with at high level in gpovernment. Tts seiection should be based
on the availabiiity of kinowledoeabie resource pervsons. infrastructural facilities
and financial and wateriil resources which ir can wmake available to the mational
documzantation ce2ntve vntil sucik time that the is2tter ls iatesrated within the
netional budger and/or iaternationzl assistance is made available to it.

14, Although naticnal legislacion affecting information and documentation servicas
i3. to s greater or lesser degree, avu411hle in zost Ayvican count :ba, ics '
strengthening wnd enforcement should be considered at the earii

to compiemens whai it co Le dong Iv the area of policy formulaticn, »lanning and
instituiion bueilding.

SUB~RICICHAL AND REGICLAL COSFTRATIOCH

11. it is appavent xhat inforuatior and documentation activities comrete with
other pressing —atioaal ﬁri rities for the aliocation of budgetary resources. As
a result, availsbilicvy of funds. marnpower ard other resources have reazined
insufficient to mainta’n existing services, not o mention their expansi
re-vitalization »f saxistine centres or the creation of new ores to coordinste

the national information and documentation activitizs can, therefore, succeed only
if its financial cutlays ce not over-hurden the national budgzec.

12, Gae straztesy that ecna be recommended to keep the costs of these systems {at
i t

S
least, their initial «osts; is to share those faciiitlies that are by their nature
prone to hish intrizl imvestmenrs v those aspacts that reguire hishiv gualified
e ) 5 "3 s M

manpowe ¥
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processing technologies that rzaauire both significant investments and professionaily
traired staff. Therefore, the tvromotion of cub-rerionsl and regzional cooperation

in the information field =hall Lz peared, primavrily, towards the sttainment of

this objective. ' :

13, This argument is even more valid if seen in the context of nmddern information

14, However, the pursuit of this advantage should not end up in an over
centralized oner ation that deprives coorerating systems from evolving local and
indiseneous capabilities.

15, The same reasoning {i.e. the sharing of expensive facilities so as to reduce
cost of operations} can be extended to the national level where a number of public,
university and specialized libraries as well as sectoral/institutional documentation
centres benefit from one central facility and a team of professionzlly trained
practitioners (documentalistsg, information scientists, systems analysts).

HANPOWEE. AND TRAINIAG

14. Aualified manpower is generally accepted as being a very important elemeit
in the buildin: up of national infrastructures. In the loug term the supply of
this important element should be ruaraniteed by intearatinc requirements for
information manpower in the national educational structure zt universities ov
equivalent institutions of higher education as well as by effectively organizing
middle level training institutiops. This long term availability of wanpower 1is
in turu dependent unon a satisfactory investipatior of =zxisting professional and
non~professional personnel. The survey of available naapower can then be related
in terms of number and sualitv to the needs indicated in the national information
plan. The surveys should take into account national and international resources
so that assistance can he mohilized to enable at least the minimum essential
facilities for basic traiaing to be developed at national or regional level.

17, The national programmes should not only include inmitial coyrses and advanced
studies but also specialized courses to »rovide for continuine education and
training. Training personnel to use applied technology (including computers,
reprography, telecommunications) in the field of information should be included

in programmes for professional education.

18. In the short term the most pressing shortage is that of hichly qualified
practioners who can initiate and subsecuently manace national, sub-regicnal and
regional systems. The shortage is not mainly of gualification since each country
possesses a few outstanding librarians and other practiorners. Rather, the
shortcoming seems to be in the area of professional information scientists who
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are well acquainted with the divers. aspects of sodern informaticn and documentat: on
systems. In other words, the knowiedge of this cazegory of stalZ should encompass
documentation work, computer science and user sarvices for non-bibliographic

informaticn, etc.

19. At the medium level, there is an urgent peed to upgrade the potentials of

existing information workers to enable them to cffectively meet the challence v
posed by the relatively new approaches, coverage; processing methods and dissemina-
tion mechanisms to be used by the national, sub~regicnal or regional systems.
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