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ABSTRACT:

Throughout history, any period of
intellectual progress has been marked by
technical adoance which in turn has led to
significant growth in information.
Howewver, as the application of each
techinology becomes widespread, the user’s
ability to deal with information outputs
reaches a breakdown point, and new
teclinologies are developed to introduce new
levels of control and organisation to
improve accessibility to stored knowledge
and records. Although there is much talk
of information society, it is only when
information is available and accessible that
we can experience its profound effect on
society. The paper examines some of the
common storage media on which
utformation is stored and the need to make
it more accessible.

INTRODUCTION

A critical examination of the
evolutiorary processes that have taken
place in the field of information
generation, dissemi-nation and
retrieval clearly shows that there has
been some significant technological
developments that have led to the
growth in information. Gradually, we
have moved away from the era where
we recorded our heritage on palm-leaf

or animal skin, etc., through the
printing era which involved the
widespread dissemination  of
knowledge in the form of books,
journals, newsletters, etc. to the
computer era where large amounts of
information are recorded and stored on
compact easy-to-handle devices.

According to De Solla 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
abstracting and indexing journals were
introduced to facilitate access to the
primary information. With time, it was
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 retrieval.

As the application of each technology
became widespread, the user’s ability
to deal with the information outputs




C. Entsua-Mensah

rcached a breakdown point and new
technologies were developed to
introduce new levels of control and
organisation to improve accessibility to
stored knowledge and records. The
emergence of electronic databases has
led to the development of appropriate
search tools and intelligent gateways,
and cven though these tools are
functionally powerful, the user is still
faced with vast information resource
which is difficult to chart, and for
which precision rather that recall-
oriented tools are necessary [2]. Thus,
the global information industry
buovyed by the ever-widening horizon
of the technological frontier continues
to absorb new developments in
processing, storage, retrieval and
dissemination of information and these
are having far-reaching impact on the
information environment. Information
supply, transfer, and use are now
taking place within a constant state of
flux and are shaped by the interaction
of commercial, economic, techno-
logical, and social forces.  The
technologies have given us a better
chance than we have ever had before
to shape our future, and now we are
witnessing unprecedented overload of
information in the form of printed
materials, radio, television coverage,
and the Internet. Information is
generated in immeasurable quantities
and itis very difficult to come to terms
with whatis available, where it is, and
whether it is accessible to potential
users. For us in the information
industry, the greatest challenge facing
us today and in future is how to
manage the scale and speed of change
taking place in the global environment.

THE CHALLENGE

Much has been said and written about
what has become known as the
information or knowledge-based
Society in which capital-intensive
industries depends on the production
and cfficient use of information.
Information in all its forms is a basic
pre-requisite for the functioning of
modern societies, and as society
becomes more information intensive
the need to improve on the handling
skills to make it more accessible
becomes more imperative. For, the way
we produce, process, and trade in it
constitutes the most pervasive change
of our time since it has become a key
resource and the dominant element for
producing wealth. According to Kisil,
one of the challenges posed by the
developments  in the  global
environment is the concept of universal
service and how the “right to
communicate” is evolving in the digital
world where the basic
required by the citizens are becoming,
more extensive and complex [3]. Thus,
behind the evolving notion of the
emerging information society lies the
absolute conviction that speedy
adoption of digital information
infrastructure and the establishment of
links with the global information
networks would promote a nation’s
socio-economic development.

services

Consequently, the dream of most
developing countries is to build the
requisite infrastructure that will not
only serve as the basis to enable them
leap-frog into this emerging society, but
also, to facilitate the publics” universal
access to global information networks.



But according to Parks, this whole
concept of universal access carries an
implicit theoretical assumption that the
key to the successful realisation of the
information society lies in the adequate
provision for the widest public,

access” to information technologies

[4]
INFORMATION AVAILABILITY

Today’s world relies increasingly on
adequate supply and rapid flow of
information, and every section of the
community, regardless of its location,
social condition or level of intellectual
achievement do at one time or the other
feel a need for accurate, timely and
useful information. Although
information is transmitted in many
ways, it is the publication of various
kinds that are still the main vehicle.
After all, information is not better, not
superior, because it comes out of a
computer than if it were present on a
printed page, or if another person told
it. The problems of quality, accuracy,
reliability 1s just as mach present in
computerised electronic information
services as they are in other format.
Quite apart from the print format,
information may be available in several
formats (e.g. microform or electronic
such as magnetic tapes, CD-ROM,
floppyv disc, online systems, etc.).
Notwitlhistanding the format on which
the information may be available, it is
the content that is of primary
importance and not the technology. The
microform, for example, is the generic
term used to cover all forms of micro
images which may either be
transparent or opaque, It refers to all
records of human readable documents
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that require magnification devices for
reading or viewing. It is one of the
important media for storing recorded
knowledge.

Similarly, the CD-ROM technology,
which represents a major strategic
thrust for the 1980s and beyond, has
proved to be a very good medium for
storing, relatively cheaply, large
amounts of information. Its high
storage capacity, durability, and non-
reliance on telecommunications
network opened the way to providing
clectronic information to the large
numbers of potential database
searchers who had previously been
denied access through financial and
technical restrictions. It is probably the
most widely available and most
accessible computerised information
system after the Online Public Access
Catalogue (OPAC) [5].

As far as information available in
electronic formats are concerned, it is
the quality and appropriateness that
make them valuable and not the
technology by which it is delivered no
matter how  advanced and
sophisticated the technology may be.
Information available in electronic
form may be classified into three
categories: factual, reference, and
informal information. Factual
information refers to data, legislation
and standard, scientific and
technological,  financial  and
commercial data, etc., which are
needed to solve a problem. Reference
information refers to the type that do
not directly give an answer but points
to where ananswer could be found, e.g.
bibliographic databases listing
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publications. The informal is often not
thought of as a database and it is not
included in formal listings of
information source (e.g. clectronic mail,
bulletin boards, cte.) where individuals
and organisation contact cach other
directly and exchanges information [6].

Although it was the printing press that
opened the door for the sharing of
information to a much larger reading
public, the trend these davs is that a
growing number of publishers are
moving towards preparing collections
of information and printed products in
computer-readable formats. Con-
sequently, with the advent of
computerised information systems the
thinking of some people has been that
the print media industry would
disappear with time. But the truth of
the matter is that we should not
underestimate the dvnamism of such
a media since the cost outlay involved
in investing in computer-based
information systems could be quite
prohibitive for most institutions in the
developing countries which may want
to avail themselves of these
developments. In this regard, any
improvement  to information
availability in the country will greatly
depend on the efficient manner with
which all the stakeholders of the
information industry would execute
their responsibilities. For example, itis
very important for publishers to
develop publishing skills as well as
efficient distribution networks to
match international standards. In the
same vein, it is necessary for the
government to develop the enabling
environment for the private sector to
develop effective book trade channels

that will ensure prompt availability of
materials to the citizens. Similarly, the
libraries, documentation and
information centres, etc. should also
develop effective policies and
procedures for acquiring materials
through purchases, gifts and
exchanges; e¢tc. to ensure that
information is made available to the
users.

In all these, the concept of Universal
Availability of Publications (UAP)
which IFLA enunciated in 1973 and
actively supported by UNESCO, that
aims at making information as widely
available as possible should be made
to work. Unfortunately, for Ghana, the
major problem that has been identified
as militating against the achievement
of this objective is the inherent
weakness in the country’s legal deposit
law. It is this law which makes it
impossible for the country’s libraries to
capture all the materials that are
produced locally, especially the grey
literature. The problem is further
compounded simply because the
libraries have hardly developed local
bibliographic and union catalogues to
enable them to determine which
materials are available locally.
According to Alemna, it is far easier for
these libraries to know what is
available in libraries outside the
country than what is available in the
local libraries [7]. The resultant effect
is that the country is not able to control
its bibliographic output to facilitate
easy access to the information
contained in these products.

INFORMATION ACCESSIBILITY

This simply means making infor-



mation accessible to those who scek it.
Accessibility involves not only physical
availability and cost, but also, ensuring,
that the user can benefit from the
services concerned.  Studies have
shown that people tend to use the
source of information most accessible
to them even though it has been
realised that it might not provide them
with the most complete answer. Tradi-
tionally, the library relies on
bibliographic classification schemes to
arrange books on shelves, while the
catalogue allows the user to find the
required books via a subject or author
index. These are some of the several
traditional tools that could be relied on
to organise and provide access to a
library’s collection because they give
the physical description of the
materials and their location. The
operative concept here is the provision
of effective access to the documents
and it is judged within the context of
the users ability to satisfy his needs in
relatively short time [8]. However,
viewed against the background of the
developments that have taken place
with the introduction of computers in
library operations, it has been realised
that the access points that the card
catalogue provides is woefully
inadequate. With computers the way
information is organised for retrieval
has been greatly enhanced.

An carly response to the problem of
information overload and increasing
complexity of information rich sources
was the development of Union
Catalogues [9]. These allowed users to
scarch cither an integrated catalogue
composed of a number of linked
databases, or the individual databases.

Information availability and accessibility

Thus, access to information was greatly
enhanced by the production of union
catalogues which listed the stocks ot
participating  libraries. Union
catalogues are tried and true methods
that have provided effective, efficient
and enhanced service to library users.
and are based on library catalogues.
They have tight authority and subject
controls, which greatly aid retrieval.
Although they have traditionally been
successtul in integrating print sources,
efforts are being made to include
clectronic sources in line with
developments in electronic publishing,.

Essentially, there are two wavs through
which one can obtain information
clectronically and these may either be
through the use of ones own computer
svstem locally or through online
services. In the case of the former,
access to information could be in the
form of magnetic media as computer
diskettes or optical media such as CD-
ROM. Libraries are now becoming
more clectronically based and are now
accessible from remote location
through networks. Itis through the use
of network technologies that are
accelerating the development towards
new forms of information and
knowledge distribution. Online
services allow wusers to obtain
information through a host of systems.
In fact, Online Public Access
Catalogues (OPAC’s) have been the
major developments that have brought
the benefit of automation directly to the
user by making accessible to them the
library stocks. However, one major
drawback of this form of access is the
reliance on telecommunication
network, and in situations where
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countries have problems with their
teleccommunication systems, then
accessibility to information is greatly
denied. This has been compounded in
recent times with the advent of the
Internet technology that has brought
about some major changes in the
communication patferns of users.
According to Lyons, the widespread
availability of global information
systems like the internet carries with it
the promise for the generation and
sharing of information at a degree of
complexity and persuasiveness that are
unimaginable  until  recently.
Information is posted on the NET that
would otherwise only be available to a
restricted groupi if its existence were
known at all. The major advantage of
the Internet is the possibility to access
and disseminate information and shage
research facilities more quickly on a
large scale and in a more interactive
way [10].

Admittedly, the major key to the
Internet’s rapid growth has been the
free and open access to information
that the available tools provide. For
example, the Telnet is commonly used
to access a wide variety of publicly
accessible services such as library
catalogues, Campus Wide Information
Systems and other databases, while the
Listserve and the Electronic mail
provide alternative and sometimes
more effective means of information
distribution through electronic
conferencing [11]. One significant effect
of this is that researchers can now
access information resources from all
over the world without entering the
library. This development has even led
to a situation in the USA where at the

California State University, the
administrators drew up plans for their
new campus without including a
library building. According to the
Chancellor, Barry Munitz, the money
for the library building could be spent
on technology for getting information
via computer [12]. Well, it is these
developments that could be
devastating for the library as an
information provider unless it gets
actively 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

¢) Developing a common vision
of the future of information
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 information to a
much wider reading public [13]. The
coming of the age of radio and
television made it possible for ideas
and printed 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



opportunities this will greatly depend
not only on transfer of technology, but
also, on enhancing human capability
to ensure the best use of the
information technologies. For, itis only
when these conditions have been
satisfied that the emerging information
society would attain its ultimate goal
of empowering the citizens through
access to, and use of knowledge. In this
regard, the concern of information
professionals should be to ensure that
they provide effective access to
information since most people are
denied access, all because, either they
cannot afford it or that, the information
is only available in formats they cannot
use. The technologies certainly offer
attractive solutions to the problems, but
if these solutions were outside the
reach of those who are supposed to
benefit, then the likely consequences
would be complete alienation of the
very people they are supposed to assist
meet their information needs.

The unfortunate situation is that in
most developing countries the
mechanisms for providing these
information infrastructures have been
developed and earmarked for the
major urban market. Therefore, the
question that needs to be answered is
how to provide access to information
to people in the rural communities. A
simple answer to this question is that
in countries where there are rural and
community libraries these could be
developed into tele-centres and serve
as information access points to the
wider communities. The staff manning
these tele-centres should be familiar
with the information technologies and
sources to enable them to be in a
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position to teach the people how to
make use of these resources.
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