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ABSTRACT: 

T/fI'{Jllghollt hi story, allY period of 
illtel/eetllal progress has beell lIIarked by 
tec/Illienl ndm r! ce wllich ill tllm lias lerf to 
sigllij icalli growt/I ill illforlllt1tioli . 
J-/07P e11eJ', as fht! app/ieatioll of each 
tt!c/ /I/Ology l!eCOllleS 7Pirfesprearf, the lI ser's 
I7IJility to rfeal wi tIL illforll/atioll all tpll ts 
rl'a ches a breakrf071'1I POillt , alld lI ew 
tec/lIlologies art! rfe7't!ioped to ill trorfllCt! lIew 
le ve ls of call trol allrf orgallisatioll to 
illlpr071r.: accessibility to stored kl1owlt!dge 
alili rr.:cords. Although there is II111CIt talk 
of illfor1llatio11 society, it is ollly whell 
iliforillatioll is available allrf access i/JIe that 
we call experience its profolll/(/ effect on 
society. The paper eXl7l1lilleS SO l11e of the 
CO ll1111 011 stornge 1lledia OIL wlticlt 
iliforllll7lioll is storr.:d alld the need to 1llake 
it 1ll0re accessill/e. 

INTRODUCTION 

A c ri ti ea I ex amination of th e 
evoluLio l ~ _l ry processes that have taken 
pla ce in th e fi e ld of informa tion 
gen eration, diss emi-nation and 
re trieva l clea rly shows that there has 
been some significant technologica l 
d evelopments that have led to the 
growth in information. Gradually, we 
have moved away from the era where 
we recorded our heritage on palm-leaf 
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or animal skin, e tc., through th e 
printing era which involved th e 
wid es prea d diss e mination of 
knowledge in the form of boo ks, 
journals, newsle tt e rs, etc. to th e 
computer era where large amounts of 
information are recorded and stored on 
compact easy-to-handle devices. 

According to De So11a Price, as research 
became increasingly specialised, and 
timely dissemination and ease of access 
became more important, the role of the 
book changed from being a first report 
to that of being a formal record of the 
aggregate knowledge in the field. The 
journal was introduced in response to 
the growth, and as the size of the 
journal literature also grew in turn, the 
absb'acting and indexing journals were 
introduced to facilitate access to the 
primary information. With time, itwas 
not possible to comprehensively carry 
out many searches efficiently as a result 
of the growth in size of these 
abstracting and indexing journals [1]. 
This led to the development of 
computer-based information retrieval 
systems and its attendant tools to 
facilitate easy reb'ieval. 

As the application of each technology 
became widespread, the user's ability 
to deal with the information outputs 
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reClched a breakdov\'n point and new 
tl~ c hn () lll gies Wl're developed to 
introduce 11L' W levels of contm l ,lnd 
org,l ni s,ltion to impnwl' clCcl'ss ibjlit~ , to 
sturL'd knowledgl' and reco rds . TIll' 
eml' rgenn' of electronic databJsl's has 
!L'd to th e developn1L'ntut dppropriate 
search too ls dnd intelligent gd teW<1Ys, 
a nd eve n th o u g h th ese t()(l ls ,H e 
functionilll~' powerful , the USl' r is still 
filcl'd with Vilst information reso urce 
w hic h is difficult to chilrt, and for 
whic h precis io n riltlll'r th ilt reca ll­
o ri ented too ls arc necess<HY [2]. Thus, 
thl' g lobill informiltion industry 
buoyed by the ever-widl'ning horizon 
o f the technologic-{11 fronti er continues 
to Cl bsor b nl'W d eve lop m e n ts in 
proCl'ssing, s to ragL', rdriL'va l and 
dissemination of informa ti on and thcse 
,He ha ving far-reaching impilct on th e 
informil tion l' nvironmen t. I nforma tion 
supplv, tr,lnsfer, and USl' are n ow 
taking place within a const,1Ilt s tate of 
flu x ,1lld i1I"l' shaped by the intl'r,K ti o n 
of co mrn erc ia l, eco nomi c, tec hno­
logica l, (1nd social forces. The 
tcc hn o log il's ha ve given us a bL'llL'r 
ch,lIlce thiln we ha ve evcr had before 
to shape ou r future, and now we arc 
witnessing unpreced entl'd ove rlnad of 
informati o n in th e form of print ed 
rnater ials, radi o, te lev ision cove1"(1);e, 
and th e Internl't . Info rmilti o n is 
generated in immeils urilble qUilntities 
and it is very difficult to com e to te rms 
with what is available, where it is, and 
whether it is ilccessibIc to polenti ,11 
us ers. For u s in th e info rmation 
industry, the greatest challenge facing 
us todilY and in future is how to 
manage the scale and speed of change 
taking place in the global environment. 
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THE CHALLENGE 

1\1uch hilS bL'en said a nd written about 
wh(1t h <1S become known as thl.' 
information or knowll'dgl' -bascd 
Society in which C<lpita l-inte nsi vl' 
industril's d ept'nds o n the production 
and efficient u sc of infllrmation. 
lnforma tion in all its forms is a basic 
pre- req uisite for th e functioning uf 
m o dl'rn socil'ties, a nd as society­
becomes more infnrmation intensivL' 
thL' lll'ed to improve on thL' h<1l1LlIing 
skills to m ake it m o re accessihk 
becomes more imperativ(' . For, the way 
we produce, process, a nd tr(1de in it 
constitutes the most pervasive change 
of our time since it has bl'conw (1 key 
resource and the dominant element for 
producing wl'alth. According tu Kisil, 
one of the ch a ll e nges posed by till' 
dev e lopm e nts in the g ltl hal 
l'lwironment is the concept of univl'rs<11 
servicl' Dnd hll W the "rig ht to 
commUniG1tc" is evolving in the di git'11 
world wh e re the basic se rvices 
requ ired by thl' citizens arc becoming 
marL' extensive and cnmpkx [3]. Thus, 
be hind th e evolv in g notion of the 
emerging information society lies the 
absolute co nvi ctio n that speedy 
adoption of di g ital informati on 
infrastructurc and the esta blishment of 
links with th e g lo bal informati o n 
networks would promote a nation's 
socio-economic d eve lo pment. 

ConseLjuently, th e dream of m ost 
d eveloping countries is to build tIll' 
requisite infrastructure th<1t will n ot 
only serve as the basis to enable them 
leap-frog into this emerging society, but 
also, to facilitate the publics' univl~ rs(11 
access to global information networks. 



Bu t acco rding to Pa rks , this wh o le 
concept of universa l access carries an 
implici t theoretical assun'lption that the 
key to the successful rea lisa tion of the 
informa tion society lies in the adequate 
prov is io n fo r th e w id es t public , 
"access" to info rma tion technologies 
[4]. 

INFORMAT ION A V AILABILITY 

Today's world relies increasingly on 
ad equ a te suppl y and ra pid fl ow o f 
in fo rma tion, and every sec tion of the 
community, rega rdless of its loca tion, 
social condition or level of intellec tua l 
achievement d o a t one time or the o ther 
feel a need fo r accura te, timely and 
u seful in fo rm a ti o n . A lth o u g h 
in fo rma tion is tra nsn,itted in man y 
ways, it is the publica tion of various 
kinds tha t arc still the main vehicl e . 
Afte r all , in fo rma ti on is no t better, no t 
s upe rior, beca use it com es o ut o f a 
computer than if it were present on a 
prin ted page, or if another person told 
it. The problems of qu ,t1ity, acc uracy, 
re li a bility is jus t as mach present in 
computerised elec tronic informa tion 
services as they are in o ther forma t. 
Q uite a p a r t fro m the print fo rma t, 
information may be available in several 
fo rma ts (e.g. microform or elec tronic 
s uch as m agne ti c ta p es, C D-R O M, 
f lo p py disc, o nlin e sys te m s, e tc .) . 
No tw itlb land ing the fo rmat on w hich 
the in forma ti on may be ava ilable, it is 
th e co ntent th a t is o f prim a ry 
importance and not the technology. The 
m icroform, fo r example, is the generic 
term used to cover a ll forms of micro 
im ages whi ch may e ither b e 
transparent o r opaque, It refers to all 
records of human readable d ocuments 
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tha t require magnifica tion d evices fo r 
read in g or viewing. It is one of the 
important media for s torin g record ed 
knowled ge. 

Simil a rly, the CD-ROM techno logy, 
which represe nts a m ajo r s tra teg ic 
thrust fo r the 1980s and beyond, has 
proved to be a very good medium for 
s to rin g, re la ti ve ly ch ea pl y, la rge 
a m o unts of in fo rm a ti o n . Its hi g h 
s torage ca pacity, durabili ty, and non­
re li a nce o n tel eco mmuni ca ti o n s 
network opened the way to prov iding 
e lec tro nic info rma ti o n to th e la rge 
numbe rs o f po te nti a l d a ta base 
sea rchers who had prev io us ly been 
d e nied access thro ugh fin <t ncial and 
technica I restrictions. I t is probably the 
m os t w id e ly av a il a bl e a nd m os t 
access ible co mputerised in fo rma tio n 
sys tem a fter the Online Public Access 
Ca ta logue (OPAC) [5]. 

As fa r as in fo rm<tti o n ava il a bl e in 
electronic fo rma ts are concerned, it is 
the qu ality and appropriateness tha t 
m a ke th e m va lu a bl e and n o t th e 
technology by w hich it is del ive red no 
m a tt e r h o w a d va nced a nd 
sophis tica ted the technology may be. 
fnf o rma ti on ava ilabl e in e lec tro n ic 
fo rm m ay be c lass ified into three 
ca tego ri es : fac tu a l, re fe re nce, a nd 
infor m a l info rma tio n. Fac tu a l 
information refers to da ta, legisla tion 
a nd stand a rd , sc ie nti f ic a nd 
tec hn o logica l, f in a n c ia l and 
co mm e rc ia l d a ta, e tc., which are 
needed to solve a problem. Reference 
information refers to the type tha t d.o 
no t directly give an answer but points 
to where an answer cou ld be found, e.g. 
bibliographi c d a ta bases listin g 
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p ll h i ica ti o ns. TIll' info rma l is ofte n no t 
though t of as Cl d a t" basl' a nd it is nu t 
i n c Iu d c d 1 n f II r m " I li s t in g s (l f 
in formation sou rce (c.g. ekctr(lni~ ma il, 
bu lleti n boa rd s, etc.) w lll'rl' ind iv idu Cl ls 
M ld o rg<lI1i sl1 ti on con t<1c t c<1ch o th e r 
directly and excha nges in fo rl11Cl tion [6]. 

A lthough it \\, ,15 the prin ting p ress th <1 t 
o ~wn ed th e d oo r fo r th e sh a r in g o f 
info rm Cl ti on to il much Ju nTer rL'<1 diIllT 

\ ) \) 

p u bl ic, the tre nd these d avs is tha t a 
grow in g numbe r of pub'li s he rs a rc 
mov ing towards prq1'Hing co ll ectio ns 
o t in for mntio n ,1lld print l'd produ cts in 
cO ll1 p u tc r- rL'<, dabl e fllr ma ts. Co n ­
sequ L' ntl y, 'vv'l th th e a d ve nt o f 
cum p u te risl'd i nfo rmil tio n svs tcms the 
think ing of snme pcop le ha~ been tha t 
t h e print m e di (l indu s tr y wo uld 
dis<1p pecu w ith time. But th'e truth of 
t h l' m a tte r is th a t we s h o u Id n o t 
underesti m <1lL' the d y na mism of such 
C\ medi a si nce till' cost O ll tlay invo lved 
in in ves tin g i n corn p utc r-b i1se d 
inform <1 ti o n system s co uld be qui te 
proh ibi tive for most ins titu tions in the 
deve loping countries w h ic h m ay wa nt 
tel (lva il th e m se lvcs of - th ese 
d evelo pme nts. In thi s rega rd , an y 
im p roveme n t to i n fo rm a ti o;, 
ava il abili ty in the country w ill g rea tl y 
d e pend on the e ff icien t m a nne r w ith 
w h ic h a ll t h e s ta ke h o ld e r s of th e 
inform a ti on industry wo uld execute 
their respo nsib ilities.- Fo r exa mple, it is 
vcry im porta nt fo r p u b li s h e rs to 
d evelop publishing skill s as we ll as 
eff ic ient di s t r ibuti o n n e tw o rks to 
ma tch interna ti onal s tanda rds. In the 
sa m E' ve in , it is n ecessa r y fo r th e 
govl' rnment to d eve lo p the enabling 
en v ironment for the priva k secto r to 
d eve lo p effec tive book trad e channe ls 
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th llt will ensu re p ro mp t ava ila bili tv of 
mate rials to the ci tizens. S imi la rl v: tlw 
libr a r il' s , docul11e n t<ltio n - and 
in fo rma tio n cent res, de. sho u ld also 
d eve lop effec ti ve po l icies and 
p rocedures fo r acqu ir in g m ateria ls 
thro u g h pu rc h ases , gif ts i1nd 
exc h a n gl's; etc. to e n s u re that 
in fo rnl <l ti on is m ad e <lvailab le to th' 
use rs. 

In " II these, the co ncep t of Uni versal 
Ava il a b ility uf Pu b lication s (UAP) 
w hich IFLA enunciated in 1973 and 
ac ti ve ly su p ported by UNESCO, that 
a ims at m aking in fo rma tion as wid ely 
avai la b le as possible sh ou ld be maJe 
to wo rk. Unfortuna tely, for G ha na. the 
majo r p roblem tha t has been iden tified 
as milita ting aga inst the achievemen t 
o f thi s o bj ec ti ve is th e inh e re n t 
wea klll~ss in the cou ntry's lega l deposit 
law. It is thi s law w hic h m akes it 
imposs ible fo r the counh'y' s libra ries to 
ca pture a ll th e m a te ri a ls th a t a re 
p roduced loca ll y, especia lly th e grey 
lite rat ure . T he p rob lem is furt h er 
co m po und e d s im p ly because t h e 
libra ries have ha rdly deve loped local 
bibliographiC a nd unio n ca ta logues to 
e n <lb le th e m to dete r mi n e w h ich 
ma te ri a ls a rc availa ble locall y. 
According to Alemna, it is fa r easier for 
th l'se li bra ri es to k n ow w h at is 
ava il a bl e in li bri1r ies o ut s id e th e 
country tha n w hat is ava ilable in the 
loca l li bra ries [7]. The resul tant effect 
is tha t the coun try is no t able to con trol 
its bibliog ra phic o u tput to fac ilita te 
easy access to th e in for m atio n 
conta ined in these p roduc ts. 

INFORMATION ACCESSIBILITY 

This s impl y m ean s m a king il1 fo r-



m ,l tion ,lCcess ibl e to those who seck it. 
Accessibility involves not only physical 
aYil il ilbility and cos t, but ,llso, ensuring 
thilt the uscr CCln bcnefit from the 
serviCL~s concerned. Studies ha ve 
shown that p eo pl e te nd to U s ( ~ thl~ 

source (If info rmiltion mos t access ible 
to th e m eve n th o u g h it hils b ee n 
n'Cllised thelt it mi ght no t provide th em 
with tIll' most complete a nSWl'r. Tradi­
tionillly, the libr ,H Y re li cs o n 
biblingr<1phic classifica tion schemes to 
ilrrclll gl' bOl)ks o n s he lves, 'v"hile the 
c<lta log ue allows the USl' r tu find the 
rl'L]u ired books v ia a subject o r author 
index. T hese arc so m e of th e seve rClI 
traditionill too ls th ,lt co uld be relied on 
to organise ,l nd provid(' accc~ ss to il 
librnry's co ll ec ti on lwca use they give 
the ph~/ si c al d escr ipti o n of th e 
m at e ria Is and tIll' i rI o ca t i () n . T he 
l)~lL'rative concept he re is the prov ision 
of effec tiv e access to th e docume nts 
a nd il is judged within the context uf 
th e use rs <1bilitv to satisfy his needs in 

- -
re la ti vc\v short tinll' [H) . Howe ver, 
v ie \ved agLl insl lllL' b,lCkgruund of th e 
d evelopments that ha ve t,lke n plil ee 
vv ith the introductio n o f computers in 
library operations, it has been reCl lised 
that tlw access po ints th a t th e ca rd 
c atalogue prov id es is w o efully 
inadl'L]u ate. With compute rs the way 
i nforJllat ion is orgclllised for retri eva l 
hilS bl'l 'n I' rcil tl v enh a nced . 

,) -

A n ed rly response lo the problem of 
informatio n ove rload ,1Ild increas ing 
co mplex ity of information rich sources 
was th e d eve lopment o f Union 
Ca talog ues [9) . These allowed users to 
search either an integrated ca ta logue 
cLl mp ose d of a numbe r of linked 
da ta bases, or th e individua 1 data bClsL's. 
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Thus, access to information WClS g rea tly 
enhanced hv the productio n of union 
ca talogues which listed the stoc ks u / 
p a rti c ipa tin g libr aries. U ni o n 
ca ta logues a rc tried and true ml'thnLis 
that h,lVe provided (>ffcclive, efficient 
dnd enhanced service to library USl'rs. 
and arc based on library ca talog ues. 
They ha ve ti g ht authority and subject 
contro ls, w hich g rea tly aid retri eva l. 
A lthou gh they have traditionally bee n 
s uccess ful in integratin~ print sources, 
e fforts are be in g m<ld e to in c lud e 
elect ronic SOUI"CL'S in lin e with 
d eve lopments in e l t~ctronic publishing . 

Essenti ,llly, there are two wavs through 
whi c h one can obtain information 
elec tronica lly and these ma y ei the r be 
throu g h the use of ones own co mputL'r 
syste m locally o r through online 
services. In th e C<lS(' nf th e fnrnll~ r, 

access to informa tion could be in the 
form o f mu gnl'tic m ediu uS computer' 
diskettes or optical m edia such as CD­
ROl\·1. Libraries are now becomin g 
more l'lectronically based and arc now 
accessible from re mote loca tion 
throu gh netvvorks. I t is throu gh the use 
of n e tvvo rk tec hn o log ies that a rc 
acce lerating the d evelopment towards 
n e w fo rms of information and 
knowledge distributi o n. Onlilll' 
services allow u se rs to o btain 
in formatio n throu g h a hpstof systems. 
In fact, O nlin e Publi c Access 
Ca talogues (OPAC's) have bee n th e 
major developments that have brought 
the l1L'ncfit o f au toma tion directly lo the 
use r by making accessible to the m the 
library s tocks. However, one majo r 
drawback of this form of access is the 
re liance on teleco mmunication 
network, and in situations where 
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countries have problems with their 
telecommunication systems, th en 
accessibility to information is grea tly 
denied. This has been compounded in 
recent times with the advent of the 
Interne t technology that has brought 
abou t some major changes in the 
co mmunication patterns of use rs. 
According to Lyons, the widespread 
availability of g lobal information 
systems like the internet carries with it 
the promise for the genera tion and 
sharing of information at a degree of 
complexity and persuasiveness that are 
unimaginable until recently. 
Information is posted on the NET that 
would otherwis~ only be available to a 
res tricted group: if its existence were 
known at all. The major i.1dvantage of 
the Internet is the possibility to access 
and disseminate information and share 
research facilities more quickly on a 
large scale and in a more interac tive 
way [10]. 

Admittedly, the major key to the 
Internet's rapid growth has been the 
free and open access to information 
that the ava ilable tools provide. For 
exa mple, the Telnet is commonly used 
to access a wide variety of publicly 
accessib le services such as library 
ca talogues, Campus Wide Information 
Systems and other databases, while the 
Listserve and the Elec tronic mail 
provide alternative and sometimes 
more effectiv e means of information 
distribution through e lectronic 
conferencing [11] . One significant effect 
of this is that researchers can now 
access informa tion resources from all 
over the world without entering the 
library. This development has even led 
to a situation in the USA where at the 
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California State University, the 
administrators drew up plans for their 
new campus withou t including a 
library building. According to th e 
Chancellor, Barry Munitz, the money 
for the library building could be spent 
on technology for ge tting information 
via computer [12]. WelL it is these 
dev elopments that co uld b e 
d evastating for the library as an 
information provider unless it ge ts 
ac tiv ely involved in the changing 
reality. In the opinion of Perryman, 
libraries can work to prevent this from 
happening by: 

a) Strengthening and expanding 
the traditional values of co­
operation and resource 
sharing; 

b) Providing access to new and 
developing formats, and 

c) Developing a common vision 
of the fu ture of informa tion 
technology [13] . 

CONCLUSION 

Throughout history, any period of 
intellectual progress has been marked 
by technical advance, and it has been 
widely recognised that the invention 
of the printing press opened the doors 
for the sharing of informa tion to a 
much wider reading public [13]. The 
coming of the age of radio and 
television made it possible for ideas 
and prin ted text to be widely shared in 
a more dynamic form. Although there 
is much talk of information society, it 
is only by developing the use of 
information that we can expect to 
experience its profound effect on the 
nature of the society. As to whether 
humanity will benefit from these 



opportuniti es this will grea tly depend 
not only on transfer of technology, but 
a lso, on enhancing human ca pability 
to en s ure th e bes t u se o f th e 
info rmation technologies. For, it is only 
w h en th ese co nditi o n s have bee n 
sa tisfi ed tha t the emerging informa tion 
society would a tta in its ultima te goa l 
of empowe ring the citi zens th ro ugh 
access to, and usc of knowledge. In this 
regard , the conce rn of in fo rma tio n 
p rofeSS iona ls should be to ensure tha t 
th ey prov id e e ffe c ti ve access to 
in fo rm a ti o n s ince m os t p eo ple a re 
denied access, all because, either they 
cannot afford it or that, the informa tion 
is only ava il able in formats they cannot 
use. The technologies ce rta inly offer 
a th'ac tive solutions to the problems, but 
if these so lutio ns w ere outs ide the 
reach o f those who are supposed to 
benefit, then the likely consequences 
would be comple te alienation of the 
very people they are supposed to assis t 
mee t their information needs. 

The unfo rtuna te situation is tha t in 
m os t d eve lopin g co untries th e 
m ech a ni s m s fo r prov idin g these 
info rma tion infras tructures have been 
d eve lo pe d a nd ea rma rked fo r the 
major ur ba n m arke t. Th erefo re, the 
question tha t needs to be answered is 
how to prov ide access to info rma tion 
to peo pk in the rura l communities. A 
simple answ er to this ques tion is that 
in countries where there are rural and 
community libraries these could be 
d evelo ped into tele-centres and serve 
as info rmation access p oints to the 
wider communities. The staff manning 
these tele-centres should be familiar 
with the information technologies and 
so u rces to enable them to be in a 
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pos ition to teach the peo ple how to 
make use of these resources. 
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