
BmLIOGRAPHIC CONTROL: THE INTERNATIONAL 
CONCEPT AND THE NATIONAL EFFORT 

By Mrs. C. Kwel 

. This paper discuss the importance of bibliographic control, espe­
c;ially in the case of a developing country like Ghana where various con­
straints are encountered in the attempt to provide excellent bibliographic 
services. Recommendations are made for the improvement of bibliogra­
phic control. 

lntroduc.tiOD 
, Bibliographic control s imp 1 y 

means the controlling or monitor­
ipg of publications or other biblio­
graphic material for effective use. 
It is a means by which publications 
could be identified and made avail­
able as and when the need arises. 
Since the advent of printing and its 
resultant appearance of published 
material in large quantities, libra­
rians have been concerned with the 
ways and means by which the 
bibliographic record of the material 
published could be controlled. 
Librarians h a v e developed, as 
Anderson puts it "an assortment of 
bibliographic tools with their pur­
pose to supply answers to a variety 
of questions: to identify the pub­
lished works of one author, editions 
of one work, publications of one 
country, the location of publications 
in one country, publications on a 
particular subject, works printed 
during a particular period."l 

What Is Universal Bibliographie 
Control? 

Universal Bibliographic Control 
(U.B.C.) is a long·term programme 
for the development of a world­
wide system for the effective con­
trol and exchange of bibliographic 
information, so as to make univer­
sally and promptly available, in a 
for m which is internationally 
acceptable, basic bibliographic data 
on publications issued in all copun­
tries. 2 It is, therefore a network of 
component national parts, coveTing 
a wide range of library and publi­
sher activities, integrated at the 
lntemational level to form a global 
system. U.B,C. presupposes that 
each country should identify and 
record its literary output in a way 
that would facilitate international 
use; and this came into being as a 
result of the realization by the 
International Federation of Library 
Associations and Ins tit u t io n s 
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(I.F.L.A.) and UNESCO that the 
thirst for information has become a 
universal phenomenon which should 
be quenched adequately. I.F.L.A. 
with the support of UNESCO 
therefore, established U.B.C. and 
included it in their main policy 
objectives due to the importance 
accorded it. It is the aim of U.B.C. 
to make available to information 
specialists, or a certain category of 
information users, wherever they 
may be, the means of access to 
publications and items of informa­
tion recorded in all media. 

Standardization 

To stimUlate the flow of biblio­
graphic information and facHitate 
its comprehension throughout the 
world, I.F.L.A. introduced the In­
ternational Standard Bibliographic 
Description (I.S.B.D.) which is an 
internationally accepted code for 
selection of entries and headings of 
all materials which have their place 
in a library. At its meeting of Cata­
loguing Experts held in Copenha­
gen in 1969, a working group was 
sci up to consider the description 
of monographic publications. Con­
sequently the I.S.B.D. (M) was pub­
lished in 1974. This specifies the 
requirements for the description 
of monographs, assigns an order to 
the elements of the description and 
specifies a system of punctuation 
for the description. I.S.B.D. (M) 
aims at meeting national and inter-

national demands, serving the needs 
of the reader and producing a 
standardized form of catalogues for 
exchange and resource sharing. 

After I.S.B.D. (M) I.F.L.A. estab­
lished I.S.B.D. (S) for the descrip­
tion of current printed serial 
publications. lS.B.D. (S) aims at 
owning the maximum descriptive 
Information for a whole range of 
bibliographic activities, such as the 
distinctive 'litle'. 

The r e are also the I.S.D.S. 
m a i n I y for the identification 
of serials; the 1.s.B.D. (G) esta­
blished in 1975, which lists all 
the elements required to describe 
and identify all types of material 
likely to appear in a library'S 
collections; the I.S.B.D. (NEM) 
which came into being in 1977 and 
specified the requirements for the 
description and identification of 
non-book materials, such as audio­
visual documents ; the l.S.B.D. (GM) 
which specifies the requirements for 
the description and identification of 
cartographic materials, such as 
maps, plans, charts and atlasses. 
The establishment of the Inter­
national Serials Data S y s t e m 
(I.S.D..S.) , the International Stand­
ard Book Number (I.S.B.N.) . the 
International Standard S e ria 1 s 
Number (I.S .S.N.) and the Inter­
national Standard Bibliographic 
Description for Monographs and 
Serials has thus become the effec­
tiVie machinery for organizing seg-



ments of the V.B.C. system; a pro.. 
gramme which is the most complex 
and highly organized operation so 
far undertaken by I.F.L.A. 

The National Bibliographic A~cy 
The Nat i .0 n a I Bibliographic 

Agency of a country may f.orm part 
of the national library (the library 
which has the duty of c.ollecting 
and preserving for posterity the 
literary .output .of a c.ountry and 
usually stands at the apex of ~ coun­
try's library structure) .or may be a 
separate .organizatiDnal unit within 
a c.ountry's library system. Its func­
tions are: 

1. To prepare the authoritative 
and cDmprehensive bibliographic 
rec.ord f.or each new publicatien 
issued in a c.ountry in acc.ordance 
with accepted internati.onal biblio­
graphic standards. 

2. TD publish thDse records with 
the sh.ortest possible delay in a 
nat ion a I bibliography which 
appears regularly. 

In .order tQ fulfil these functi.ons 
satisfact.orily, the natiQnal biblio­
graphic agency must 

(a) be the cust.odian .of the legal 
dep.osit and thereby have 
access t.o publicati.ons quick­
ly and easily; 

(b) have the right cQmplement 
.of staff with pr.ofessiQnal 
cQmpetence and expertise 
fQr the preparation .of the 
bibliQgraphic records; 

(c) have the QrganizatiQnal and 
financial resQurces tQ pro­
duce the natiQnal bibliQgra­
phy in printed or .other phy­
sical forms; 

(d) have the legislative frame­
wQrk t.o carry .out its func­
ti.ons. 

Additionally the nati.onal biblio­
graphic agency may 

l keep up-t<Hlate an official 
list .of the names .of nati.onal 

authQrs, both individuals 
and gr.oups; 

11. draw up national catalQgu­
ingrules fDr the compila­
ti.on of the national biblio­
graphy in the framewDrk .of 
internationally a c c e pte d 
general principles; 

111. act as a centralized natiDnal 
cataloguing agency fQr the 
preparati.on and distributiDn 
.of catal.ogues tQ .other cen­
tres in the cDuntry; 

iv. hDuse the natiQnal I.S.D.S. 
Centre f.or the recording .of 
serials; 

v. all.ocate I.S.E.Ns t.o bo.oks 
published in the c.ountry; 

vi. keep up-to-date the union 
catal.ogues .of the national 
collecti.on; 

vii. analyse and index the sub­
ject-matter .of nat i .0 n a I 
library materials; 

viiL .operate a programme of 
cataloguing-in-publicati.ons; 



1x. act as a clearing-house for 
the receipt and dispatch of 
bibliographic records; 

x. foster national input into 
international information 
systems. 

BffiUOGRAPIDC CONTROL 
IN GHANA 

Legal Deposit · 

This is the depository law by 
which publishers are required to 
deposit a copy or a certain number 
of copies of any book published in 
a country in specified libraries or 
institutions. 

The purposes of legal deposit are: 
1. The conservation of all docu­

ments published in the country, 
and possi,bly by nationals; 

2. The recording of the docu­
ments published in the national 
bibliography which acts as the vehi­
cle for bibliographical information 
about the country; 

3. The compiling of statistics on 
the national output; 

4. The constitution of a complete 
library stock for the country. 

The Book and Newspaper 
Registration Act of 1961 

(Act 73) as amended in 1963 
(Act 193) enjoins publishers in 
Ghana to deposit a copy each of 
their works in · the following insti­
tutions after registering the said 
publication with the !registrar­
General's Department: 

1. The Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research Head­
quarters Library 

2. Ghana Library Board 
3. The Reg is t r a r -General's 

Department 
4. The University of Cape Coast 

Library 
5. The University of Ghana's 

Balme Library 
6. The University of Science and 

Technology Library 

The provisions in the Act do not 
give a clear distinction between a 
publisher and a printer, thus it 
provides a convenient loophole for 
depository evasions. 

This Act of 1961 is by no means 
adequate in ensuring that every or 
most of the material published in 
the country is deposited in any or 
all of the libraries mentioned~ In 
the first place, the Act does not 
c 0 v e r government publications 
which constitute quite a sizeable 
proportion of all materials publish­
ed in the country. Secondly, there 
is no system through which publi­
cations coming out of presses could 
be adequately monitored and any 
infringements dealt with according 
to the provisions in the Act. Third­
ly, there is no enforcement of the 
Act and publishers sort of 'please 
themselves'. Those who desire to 
register their works and deposit 
copies do so, those who do not regis­
ter or deposit their works either 
through ignorance of the existing 



laws or through sheer apathy go 
virtually scot-free, because the 
penalties for infringement are not 
enforced. 

However, the materials that find 
their way into the libraries men­
tioned are adequately recorded. In 
the early 1960s, attempts were 
made by a National Library Com­
mittee, set up to oonsider the set­
ting up of a national library in 
Ghana, to distribute the functions 
of a national library among libra­
ries in the country. Unfortunately, 
this noble attempt to collect and 
preserve for posterity, the nation's 
literary output flopped, so indivi· 
dual libraries continued to compile 
their own bibliographies, which 
were mostly retrospective. 

The Ghana Library Board, there­
fore started the publication .of the 
G han a National Bibliography 
(G.N.B.) in 1965; for, being one of 
the legal deposit libraries and the 
body responsible for public libra­
des throughout the country, it took 
the initiative in the compilation of 
the bibliography. Responsibility for 
the compilation of the G.N.B. was 
later given to the Research Library 
on African Affairs which is also 
run by the Ghana Library Board. 

The Ghana National Bibliography 
started as an annual compilation 
covering not only pUblications in 
Ghana but also publications by 
Ghanaians outside the country. 
Later, bi-monthly publications start-

ed with the title "Ghana: a current 
bibliography"; this bi-monthly cu­
mUlates into the annual volume. 
The G.N.B. attempts to list all publi­
cations, published in Ghana or 
abroad and written by Ghanaians; 
or publications on Ghana written 
by other nationals. It includes 
books, periodical articles, theses, 
official publications and works in 
the na,tive languages. 

The Research Library on African 
Affairs Assumes the Rol'C of a 
National Bibliographic Agency 

In 1977, UNESCO held an Inter­
national Congress on National 
Bibliographies. At this congress 
the importance of national biblio­
graphies in the pr;omotion of 
national bibliographic control and 
consequently International Biblio­
graphic Control was discussed. The 
Congress which was attended by 
participants from all the six conti­
nents of the world aimed at: 

1. Reaching agreement on mini­
mum standards and/or accept­
able practic.es for the cover· 
age, content and form of 
national bibliographic records, 
taking into account the re­
quirements for their inter­
national exchange; 

2. Reaching agreement on accept­
able guidelines for the pre­
sentation, arrangement and 
frequency of the p r i n ted 
national bibliography; 



3. Discussing and making propo­
sals for the sharing of resour­
ces to assist countries in 
achieving national bibliogra­
phic control, using their man­
ual or computerized methods 
of producing national biblio­
graphies. 

Among the recommendations 
adopted was one which states, 
"UNESCO and other appropriate 
institutions should be asked to 
assist in the establishment of pilot 
schemes for national bibliographic 
agencies, or in the production of 
national bibliographies and in the 
organization of national, regional 
and international seminars and 
training 'workshops for these."3 

In pursuance of this recommenda­
tion, the National Library of Nige­
ria took the initiative and organized 
a seminar on bibliographic control 
in Mrica in Lagos in 1978 under 
the auspices of UNESCO. Partici­
pants fro m Angola, Botswana, 
Burundi, Gambia, Ghana, Liberia, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone and 
Togo attended this seminar and 
with the help of European and 
Nigerian experts the librarians 
were introduoed to the Interna­
tional S tan dar d Bibliographic 
Description (I.S.B.D.) and the In­
ternational Serials Data System 
U.S.D .. S.). These two systems were, 
at the time, being used only by 
Nigeria and Tunisia. 

The Seminar decided to launch 
'Afribiblios' as the official bulletin 
for information and communication 
on Bibliographic Control and Stand­
ards which was to be published 
quarterly by the National Library 
of Nigeria. Consequently, another 
seminar was held in Dakar, Sene­
gal in 1979, under the auspices of 
UNESCO, and was attended by three 
more African countries. The parti­
cipants, after describing the biblio­
graphic situation in their countries 
since the Lagos seminar, did some 
practical work on I.S.B.D. and 
I.S.D.S. under the guidance of 
experts. 

The seminar also decided to con­
stitute itself into a standing con­
ference, so the African Standing 
Conference on Bibliographic Con­
trol (A.S.C.C.B.I.C.) cam e into 
being. An Executive Secretary was 
appointed and he was charged with 
the task of organizing the confe­
rence. He was also to work towards 
the gradual introduction of biblio­
graphic control in Africa . 

Before the Lagos conference, how­
ever, there had been a workshop on 
International Standard Bibliogra­
phic Description U.s.B.D.) in Iba­
dan in April 1975. This workshop 
signalled the awareness to African 
bibliographic con t r oland the 
Ghanaian librarians who participat­
ed in it organized an I .S.B.D. work­
shop in Accra in July, 1975 under 
the auspices of the Ghana Library 



Association. Among the recommen­
dations made by the participants of 
the A c c r a workshop are the 
following: 

i. Noting that there is need for 
uniformity and harmoniza­
tion in bibliographical prac­
tices throughout the country 
in order to conform to inter­
national standards, all libra­
ries in Ghana should consi­
der, seriously, the adoption 
of I.S.B.D. 

ii. As a first step, the Research 
Library on African Affairs, 
should introduce immediate­
ly I.S.B.D. elements in the 
compilation of the Ghana 
National Bibliograph)t. 

iii. In order to facilitate the 
contribution of entries in 
compilation of Union Cata­
logues of Ghanaian publica­
tions, and other union lists, 
I.S.B.D. should be adopted 
in dealing with all publica­
tions issued in this country, 
in all libraries. 

iv. The Ghana Library Associa­
tion, or any existing agency, 
should interest publishers 
and printers in the applica­
tion of I.S.B.N. and I.S.S.N., 
to publications emanating 
from this country. In this 
regard, the necessary docu­
mentation should be assem­
bled for the information of 
the interested parties. 

v. It is Important that the con­
cept of a national library 
in Ghana should be taken up 
once again with the proper 
authorities, since the deci­
sion that the functions of a 
national library could be 
shared among existing libra­
ries, has not worked success­
fully in practice. There are 
also many other functions 
that are yet to be developed. 

vi. A national library would 
assume the leadership in 
constantly initiating innova­
tions in bibliographic prac­
tices for oilier libraries to 
adopt. 

vii. The proceedings and final 
recommendations of the 
workshop should be widely 
circulated within the coun­
try to all types of libraries, 
including those not repre­
sented at the workshop, for 
possible action. 

The Ghana National Bibliography 
and I.S.B.D. 

Not long after the National 
Library Workshop on I.S.B.D. held 
in Ibadan and the Accra workshop 
which took place in July 1975, the 
Research Library on African Affairs 
ado pte d International Standard 
Bibliographic Description in the 
compilation of the Ghana National 
Bibliography. In 1978, under the 
patronage of the Ghana Book Deve-



lopment Council, a series of meet­
ings were held with representatives 
of the Ghana Publishers' Associa­
tion and the concept of I.S.B.N. was 
introduced and explained to them 
for acceptance. The Research Libra­
ry became officially recognized as 
the national I.S.B.N. agency and 
guidelines were provided by the 
International I.S.B.N. Agency in 
Berlin followed by the provision of 
a country number 9964 and com­
puter print-outs of International 
Standard Book Numbers. To date, 
over 80 Ghanaian publishers have 
bee n registered and assigned 
I.S.B.N.s 

In 1980, Ghana was invited 
through the Ghana National Com­
missiol} for UNESCO to become a 
member of the International Serials 
Data System (I.S.D.S.) within the 
framework of the U.N.I.S.I.S.T. 
programme. The function of the 
I.S.D.S. is to establish and maintain 
an international register of serials 
in all branches of knowl,edge. This 
will help in promoting the use of 
International Standard Serial Num­
bers which identify the serial 
whenever information on any serial 
is needed to be recorded or com­
municated. The Research Library 
was chosen by the National Com­
mittee for Information and Docu­
mentation to initiate action towards 
participation in the I.S.D.S. pro­
ject. Unlike the I.S.B.N., procedural 
matters connected with the setting 
up of I.S.D.S. Centre operated at 

governmental level with the media­
tion of the Secretary-General of 
UNESCO, so the Research Library 
finally became the LS.D.S. Centre 
for Ghana, with the approval of the 
Ministry of Education, in 1981. 
I.S.s.N.s were allocated to Ghana­
ian journals by the International 
Centf'e till this year when the 
Research Library started allocating 
I.S.S.N.s to Ghanaian serials. 

Problems of the National 
Bibliographic Agency 

The work of the National Biblio­
graphie Agency is severely hamper­
ed by the following factors: 

1. Lack of money to carry on the 
day-ta-day work of the agency. 
For instance, the publication 
of the current bibliography is 
delayed unduly due to lack of 
funds to buy imputs, like paper 
and stencils and funds to repair 
machines, like typewriters, etc. 
A current bibliography which 
does not appear regularly limits 
its usefulness and becomes a 
retrospective bibliography by 
the time it is published. 

2. Owing to the fact that the 
Research Library comes under 
the ambit of the Ghana Library 
Board, financial resources of the 
Board determine how much 
could be allocated for the work 
of the Agency. The Agency 
therefore becomes virtually im­
possible to maintain if the Libra-
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ry Board is allocated very limit­
ed funds by 'the Government. 

3 . Scarcity of professional libra­
rians, bibliographers and docu­
mentalists specifically assigned 
to bibliographical work. 

4. Absence of a national library 
and union catalogues recording 
the holdings of all libraries, 
archives and other information 
sources making it difficult to 
satisfy both national and inter· 
national request on time. 

5. Government and public apathy to 
bibliographical work. 

6. Lack of transportation facilities 
for the collection of the national 
imprint. . Transportation is a 

' . . must, especially in our circum· 
stances where inadequate legal 
,(}eppsit provision hampers aecess 
to published material. 

7. The developing state of publish· 
ing, printing and the book trade. 

Recommendations 

I would like to suggest that in 
order to enhance the work of the 
National Bibliographic Agency and 
improve upon bibliographic control 
in Ghana, the National Bibliogra· 
phic Agency should form part of a 
national library to allow most of 
the functions undertaken by a 
bibliographic agency to be perform· 
ed more satisfactorily. This reo 
quires of us, as librarians, to 
explain the role such as agency 
plays in the control of the national 

literary output to 'the Government. 
We owe it as a duty to ourselves 
and to posterity to see to it that our 
nation is not left behind in the for· 
ward march to bring information 
to the doorsteps of those who need 
it. 
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