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Ms Petrina G. Amonoo, Chief Librarian, ECA, welcomed participants to the meeting, saying that she was looking forward to an exciting session discussing new trends in digital and virtual libraries.

Ms Amonoo stated that the objectives of the meeting were to provide the opportunity for experts to consider technical issues related to the development of digital libraries and associated virtual library and knowledge, and to contribute to African institutional capacity building in the area of development information.

She expected that the discussions would stimulate the development of projects focusing on digital libraries in Africa, highlight the need for Africa relevant research and development on digital information delivery for national development, and provide general frameworks, models and opportunities for the acquisition of concrete technical knowledge for the effective creation and management of digital libraries and electronic information networks.

She further clarified the outcome of this meeting are expected to generate material for the preparation of a technical handbook to assist librarians and information specialists working on the development of digital libraries and associated virtual library and knowledge services.

Following the draft work programme, Ms Amonoo then called on all participants to introduce themselves and asked for nominations for a technical liaison.  Professor Kingo Mchombu, University of Namibia volunteered for this role.

In his opening remarks, Mr. Justin Chisenga, FAO , said that in the context of AVLIN and taking into account the discussions on digital libraries from CODI III, he wanted to share the activities that FAO were undertaking in this area.

Presentation 1

Title: Open Access Initiative: Agriculture Context (see attached)

Presenter: Justin Chisenga, FAO, Ghana

Mr Chisenga introduced the presentation by saying that the Open Access Initiative is applicable in numerous fields and gave an indication of what was happening globally in this area.

While users are looking for full-text documents, most databases contain only bibliographic references.  Most literature is still in print format and difficult to locate, while copies do not always end up in the organization’s library.  Additionally, high subscription fees for journals, as well as intellectual property considerations, presented barriers to access.  Finally, libraries are often hesitant to move away from paper journals and into online journals due to uncertainty as to permanent access in case they cancel their subscription.

The Open Access movement represents an effort to provide materials free-of-charge (except where there are intellectual property considerations).  Mr Chisenga defined open access as “barrier-free online access to literature… without financial, legal or technical barriers”.  The advantages of using the open access model are accelerated research, enriched education, bridging the digital divide, and giving authors, countries or institutions new visibility, readership and impact.   Several projects of this nature exist, including the Budapest Open Access Initiative (BOAI) and the Open Access Initiative.

He expressed the hope that users would publish their materials on AVLIN in this way, stating that if the institutions involved do not embrace open access there will be sharing problems.

Examples of Open Access mediums include open archives and open access journals.  An archive can be set up for publishing papers not found in journals.  For example, the University of Johannesburg provides an online open access journal, while the BOAI allows for self-archiving, where authors upload documents to the system themselves.  This is termed the “green” model.  Another model, termed the “gold” model, involves converting articles already published in journals to open access for free access.

The Open Access Initiative develops and promotes interoperability solutions that aim to facilitate efficient dissemination of content.  Repositories of online materials are operated locally by participating institutions, while the centralized system harvests and aggregates the metadata.  The metadata requirements for this system include unqualified Dublin Core and XML structured records.

The Initiative emphasizes the use of Open Access Software, which Mr Chisenga considers to have a future in Africa since it is free-of-charge and downloadable.  However, it also requires technical skills to customize the software.

The Open Access Initiative could be promoted through research institutions, institutions funding research, institute libraries, promotional committees and publishers.

The FAO AGRIS initiative is an example of an initiative promoting Open Access.  This used to be based solely on bibliographic information.  However, it now also allows for full-text documents when these are available.  This initiative provides: capacity building through AGRIS/IMARK; AGRIS tools; establishment of e-repositories in AGRIS resource centres; and, web services to allow open archives to be available online.

Mr Chisenga concluded by stating that if AVLIN is to succeed, we will need to encourage participating institutions to set-up digital repositories and adopt the concept of Open Access which would allow them to link up to resources in various institutions.

Presentation 2

Title: The AGRIS Network: AGRIS New Vision (see attached)

Presenter: Justin Chisenga, FAO, Ghana

Mr Chisenga stated that the intention of the presentation was to examine how a network ended up with problems and how this was restructured to address these problems.  The issues necessitating the restructuring were technical in nature.

This initiative was established in 1975, with members agreeing that this should be adopted in 2002.  AGRIS initially operated in a system whereby members produced sheets that were sent to a central coordinating unit.  There was usually one national coordinating centre, which meant that the quality of the participation varied based on the quality of the centre.

As the project moved online, new opportunities presented themselves.  New technology has allowed for de-centralization; greater diversity of participating organizations; strengthened capacity building; a focus on full-text documents; and, the use of web-enabled tools.  FAO acts as coordinator, maintaining the website and metadata.

Presentation 3

Title: AGRIS Application Profile (see attached)

Presenter: Justin Chisenga, FAO, Ghana

This presentation discussed the why, what, how, where and the future of AGRIS.  Mr Chisenga introduced the presentation by stating that the major issue within a collaborative environment is how to integrate the various resources involved.  If an institution has set up its own repository, how can we ensure the systems can talk to each other?  What standards should be used?  

The purpose of AGRIS is to exchange information.  However, different record structures and applications are a constraint as records from different institutions are often not compatible.  This is a consideration for AVLIN, as it is likely that the project will have members using different systems.

Another constraint is different content designations used to describe the same bibliographic concept, for example, subject headings.  There are also different cataloguing rules and languages to consider.

The AGRIS Application Profile (AGRIS AP) consists of metadata drawn from one or more namespaces that is optimized for local use.  It is the middle layer which allows users to choose among proprietary applications while permitting each new database to map to AGRIS AP.  When data is being exchanged using different standards, the middle layer sorts out how the systems interact with each other.  This allows users to choose which application they wish to use while giving allowing them to exchange information.

Future plans for AGRIS AP include: selecting AGRIS resource centres in Africa; promoting the use of this in-house; promoting use of AGRIS AP with other agricultural producers and providers; exporting and storing information in XML and RDF; proposing AGRIS AP for AGRIS Open Archives; and, continual updating of AGRIS AP based on feedback.

Presentation 4

Title: Information Management Resource Kit: A Partnership Based E-learning initiative (see attached)

Presenter: Justin Chisenga, FAO, Ghana

The FAO’s Information Management Resource Kit (IMARK) was set up in response to requests from member states for appropriate tools and methodologies for information management and training.  The target audiences are information specialists, scientists and academics, technical professionals and policy and decision makers.

Through modules and on-line communities attached to each module, this programme intends to build capacity at the national and local levels and to share agricultural information more effectively, increase awareness, understanding and skills, and to supplement face-to-face training and capacity building activities.

IMARK is currently offered on CD-Rom, although plans are underway to offer this in downloadable format free-of-charge online.  Copyright of the whole product rests with FAO, although the original providers of information retain the copyright over the individual elements they contributed.

IMARK supports learners through an online community for each module, which allows the community to continue to learn after each session finishes.  Learning combines face-to-face training with a multi-media training kit.  IMARK is provided to trainees prior to the face-to-face training so they can acquire basic knowledge of the subject first.

FAO hires out for subject matter experts when they do not have the expertise in-house.  Any organization or individual with a valid contribution can participate, with partners being responsible for the quality of the inputs they provide as well as for any associated learner or user support.

Partners can contribute to this in the following ways: developing training modules; hosting workshops; subject matter expertise; providing existing training manuals and non-proprietary tools and applications; financial support; testing of training modules; translations; and, dissemination.

Mr Chisenga presented a technical demonstration of the “digitization and digital libraries” component of IMARK.

System requirements were deliberately kept at a minimum (Pentium 1 computer with 2 megabytes of RAM, or Windows 98) so that users from most institutions can use this.  The system is printable in pdf format and customizable to meet the user’s training needs.

The lifeline of a module is as follows: creation of an outline; identifying partners and materials; drafting the module plan; consultative workshops with subject matter experts; commissioning of authors; peer review by FAO and other subject matter experts; instructional design; lessons produced; translation; and, localization.

In conclusion, Mr Chisenga stated that while AVLIN was required to build capacity, the coordination unit may not have the resources to do this for all AVLIN members.  A mechanism needs to be found to do this, and using IMARK tools would be one of the best approaches.

Ms Petrina G. Amonoo then opened the floor for questions and answers.

Mr. A. Alemnu, University of Ghana asked, in reference to the linking of AVLIN to IMARK, whether it would be possible to a have “train the trainers” session to reduce the burden on AVLIN.  Mr Chisenga responded that this was possible.  IMARK is like Open Source in that it is free-of-charge with no restrictions.  FAO sends copies and PowerPoint presentations to allow users to learn.  FAO could provide anyone requesting this with the IMARK modules and give them the green light to use this, as long as it is not for sale.

Mr. A. Alemnu asked how copyright worked with this system.  Mr Chisenga responded that as long as you do not make copies which you intend to sell, unless this is to recover the costs of purchasing the CD, than users can enjoy unrestricted access.

Olufemi Adeluyi, NITDA asked whether this could be downloaded onto an organization’s intranet system.  Mr Chisenga responded that he had not looked into this, but since FAO is planning on making this web-based it should be able to run on the intranet as well.

Mr. Felix Ubogu, Wits. University said in response to the Open Access Initiative presentation that African libraries should not leapfrog into Open Access without having mastered online catalogues first.  The focus should be on developing primary accessibility, and African librarians should strategize on where libraries currently are on the continent and where they should be going.

Mr Chisenga responded by encouraging libraries to focus on their own repositories rather than leapfrogging into the latest technology.  Not all libraries have the capacity to fully utilize IMARK.  Libraries without this capacity should still be encouraged to look into the policy issues.  CDS-ISIS, which a number of institutions adopted in the 1980s, can still be searched using AGRIS since this allows for diverse platforms to share information.

Mr. Stephan Akintundo, University of Jos asked for further clarification on hiring course developers.  Additionally, he wanted to know if the information on IMARK should remain general or if it should form part of a certificate programme.

Mr Chisenga responded to the first question (course developers) by stating that FAO hires out where they do not have the subject expertise.  An instruction design expert then looks at the subject matter expert’s contribution and turns this into workable modules.  Regarding the second point (certification), Mr Chisenga stated that a number of universities were trying to adopt IMARK as a certificate course.

Ms. Sarah Kagota, EAC asked how Open Access Software can be integrated with existing systems.  Mr Chisenga responded by saying that AGRIS AP allows different systems to speak with each other.

Ms. Aida Opoku-Mensah, ECA greeted the participants, and posed two questions.  The first involved the cost of adopting the standards and initiatives.  The second covered how the interface for the Open Source initiatives would be handled.

In response, Mr Chisenga said that the cost could be very high, especially in a developing environment.  Included in this would be the training costs for using the software.  He sees a future for Open Source software in Africa, although this also requires training for individuals to adapt this to the organization’s needs.  Libraries should not be restricted from using its own software, but a common interface should be in place for sharing.

Professor Kingo Mchombu, University of Namibia responded by asking what the costs were of not being involved in terms of hours worked.

Ms. Ellen Tise, University of Western Cape said that the real challenge is getting the content to make full use of Open Source.  It is often very difficult to get content within an organization, and Ms Tise asked how an environment could be created to get this information.  Additionally, she stated that after obtaining software, technical expertise was needed to make this workable.

Mr Chisenga responded by stating that funding is often a problem.  Open Source can be downloaded but that skills to adapt this are required.  At FAO, all documents that are to be published officially go into a database after being cleared which makes it easier for them to obtain documents.  Still, policies on this are often put into place but not enforced.  As a result, experts in Africa are not always visible.

Mr. Ubogu said that the problem is a lack of knowledge as to how to create visibility.  The question of document distribution to libraries is one area that AVLIN should look at.  ECA could create a policy framework to send to the heads of institutions – this would add weight to the proposals.

Ms. Opoku-Mensah said that Open Source is good due to flexibility.  She cited the example of Addis Ababa University, which is using Open Source to develop an Amharic e-government platform.  International standards do not always cater to African needs.  She raised the point of maintaining cultural heritage of content, and concluded by asking at what point we could convert our content into economic value.

Ms Amonoo called on Abraham Azubuike to introduce the digital library development manual on the agenda.  Mr Azubuike stated that the ECA Library was mandated to elaborate on content for a manual on imperatives for digital development in Africa.  He asked the meeting to consider what would be the key topics covered if we needed 10 chapters in this area that would best serve the needs of Africa.

Professor Mchombu suggested that one possible way forward would be to adapt tools we now have to meet our needs.  This would avoid re-inventing the wheel.  

Mr. Ubogu asked what the assumptions were for this project and suggested using the issues that were discussed previously, such as ICT challenges for libraries in Africa.  Ms. Tise seconded Ms. Opoku-Mensah’s comments that we should have a purpose in building capacity, rather than doing it for itself.

After further discussion, Mr. Akintundo suggested the following areas as possible chapters: training; support; documentation; workflow; lifespan of digitized records; policy; follow-up on implementation; and, copyright.

Professor Mchombu asked Mr Chisenga what shape he considered the document should take.  Mr Chisenga responded by saying that we need to identify what we want to do, see what we can cover and see whether this has been covered elsewhere.  Quite a lot has been written on digital libraries, although Africa is unique in that the approach taken would be different.  For example, IMARK modules are reusable.  FAO would not want to reinvent these if ECA wanted to use several old modules for training.

Ms Tise said that from her experience, staff learn better when they have examples and case studies.  Case studies from Africa are unique.  We can learn from the experiences of past projects.  Mr Chisenga added that the group could identify issues, look at case studies and see how these were done.  This would differ from the standard manual  - for example, when choosing standards the manual could look at how a group like DATAD did this.

Ms Amonoo said that she believed the IFLA Africa Section should be directly involved.  The manual can be absorbed both into IFLA and ECA contexts and put into context of the WSIS process.  Ms. Tise thought this could a possibility to consider.  Ms. Kagota said that, for sustainability and coordination, ECA is in a better position to undertake this.

Professor Mchombu said that a case study document that is workable and builds on existing knowledge should be the way forward.  Looking at who is doing what and where is very important in Knowledge Management, this should also serve as a reference guide.

Mr. Garoma Daba, African Union added that copyright should not be an issue since most full-text websites do not present copyright materials.  Also, copyright as a limited lifespan.  Finally, we need to find local solutions for our cultural initiatives.

Ms Amonoo said that librarians do not do enough to protect heritage as we are supposed to do.  When we join associations such as IFLA, we should pledge to keep heritage in the country.  In calling for libraries to protect cultural heritage, the WSIS Geneva Plan of Action calls libraries the “memory of humankind”.

Professor Mchombu enquired about the timeline of this project and said that the group should have a breakdown of activities working backwards from the due date, including timeline and responsibilities.  Mr Chisenga seconded this by stating that we should make a plan as soon as possible or else this would fail.

Mr Azubuike said the manual was required to be finished by the end of December 2005.  Ms Amonoo suggested having a small caucus discuss this issue later in the week.
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