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Collaborating to Meet the Needs
of Researchers in Africa

Social and technological devel-
opment depend vitally on access
to reliable scientific and techni-
cal information. And timely ex-
change of data is crucial for sci-
entists and scholars to remain
current in their disciplines.

In the past two decades, key
repositories of this information

—research libraries and their .

collections—have deteriorated
significantly in many African
countries, heightening the isola-
tion of researchers across the
continent.

Economic conditions have
made budgets for journal sub-
scriptions negligible in many
cases, and some libraries now de-
pend almost solely on donors
for acquisitions. To help meet
those needs, AAAS ships more
than 1 ton of scholarly jour-
nals each month—representing
nearly 200 titles in science and
the humanities—to about 150
universities and research institute
libraries in sub-Saharan Africa.

These are current journals do-
nated at little or no cost to AAAS
by the publishers, mainly societ-
ies affiliated with the Associa-
tion. (The project does not ac-
cept archival collections.)

Commenting on the effective-
ness of the initiative, one librar-
ian in Nigeria wrote to AAAS:
“This programme has given our
library afacelift. The current titles
from AAAS have brought our
patrons, who hitherto had been
on the run, back to the library
once more.”

Since the African libraries
project began in 1987, AAAS
also has conducted studies and
collaborated with African insti-
tutions on meetings to address
issues related to information ser-
vices, most recently a conference
at the University of Zimbabwe
on “Survival Strategies in Afri-
can University Libraries: New
Technologies in the Service of
Information.”

Today in the United States,
the escalating cost of scholarly

journals is spurring many libra-
ries to cancel nonessential sub-
scriptions and replace them with
electronic databases and doc-
ument-delivery services.

tance. The project will evaluate
how well CD-ROM can supple-
ment journal subscriptions and
at what cost.

The universities of Addis
Ababa, Dar es Salaam, Ghana,
Ibadan, Malawi, Zambia, and

e-mail but rather are asking how
they can get up and running—
and soon,” said Amy Gimbel, di-
rector of the Sub-Saharan Africa
Program. AAAS is compiling a
user’s guide to electronic networks
in Africa as well.

The AAAS program

Although access to
on-line databases is not
yet feasible for most Af-
rican researchers, “CD-
ROM is an exciting al-
ternative for African li-
braries faced with daunt-
ing responsibilities and
extremely limited fi-
nancial resources,” said
Lisbeth Levey, director
of the African libraries
project.

One medical librarian
in Africa, shortly before
acquiring a CD-ROM
workstation, described her uni-
versity as characterized by “de-
pleted library resources, a shat-
tered economy, and an anxious
staff”; today, the library conducts
MEDLINE searches for health
professionals across the country,
using e-mail to receive requests
and transmit results.

AAAS ships more
than 1 ton of
scholarly journals
to African
libraries each
month.

“Even after CD-ROM searches
are completed, full-text docu-
ments are difficult for many Af-
rican universities to obtain be-
cause of cost or lack of local avail-
ability,” Levey said. To help ad-
dress that problem, AAAS has
launched a 3-year pilot project,
in partnership with seven Afri-
can universities and three U.S.
foundations, that couples provi-
sion of CD-ROM databases in
the sciences and social sciences
with document-delivery assis-

Hands on. CD-ROM demonstrations at the University
of Zimbabwe in October 1992.

Zimbabwe are participating in
the project. Earlier this month,
librarians and end-users from
those institutions met in Dar es
Salaam, Tanzania, to lay the
groundwork, discussing such top-
ics as recordkeeping, document
delivery, and long-term sustain-
ability of CD-ROM. Follow-up
meetings will include one on
collection development in the
new electronic era and a final
workshop to present study results
to senior African university ad-
ministrators and donors.

AAAS works in other ways to
boost access to scientific and
technical information in sub-
Saharan Africa.

Electronic networking, al-
ready integral to the normal con-
duct of science in the developed
world, holds great promise for
reducing the information gap for
African scientists and scholars.
Recent workshops in Accra,
Ghana, and Nairobi, Kenya,
sponsored by AAAS brought to-
gether university officials, tech-
nical experts, and researchers
from African institutions to ex-
plore ways of bolstering com-
munication through this impor-
tant technology.

“African university leaders
no longer question why they need

also keeps policy-mak-
ers, development spe-
cialists, and others in
the United States in-
formed on issues con-
cerning science in Af-
rica through regular fo-
rums and publications.

On 10 May in Wash-
ington, D.C., the sev-
enth in a series of public
meetings will focus on
“capacity building.”
Leading African sci-
entists and educators
will discuss African-led
initiatives in policy and higher
education to strengthen science
and technology in the region,
and keynote speaker Thomas
Odhiambo of Kenya, president
of the African Academy of Sci-
ences, will describe the African
Foundation for Research and
Development, now getting un-
der way.

Activities of the Sub-Saharan
Africa Program are funded by
grants from the Carnegie Foun-
dation of New York and the Ford
Foundation. The University of
Malawi’s participation in the
CD-ROM project is supported
by a Rockefeller Foundation
grant to the university for library
automation.

For more information, con-
tact Amy Gimbel via Internet at
agimbel@aaas.org or Lisbeth
Levey at llevey@aaas.org. Or call
the program offices at 202-326-
6730.

The name of Lewis P. Lip-
sitt, winnerof a 1993 AAAS
Mentor Award for Lifetime
Achievement, was mis-
spelled in last month’s “In-
side AAAS.” We regret the
error.—Ed.

SCIENCE e VOL. 263 ¢ 25 MARCH 1994

1785





