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ABSTRACT: Inadequate funds and skills,
poor access to databases and information
technologies, and isolation of information
workers in the National Agricultural Re-
search System (NARS) provide strong
reasons for networking among NARS and
International Agricultural Research Cent-
ers (IARC) libraries. Pre-requisites for
library and information networking include
a clearly defined problem shared among
the potential participants; evidence of
strong self interest in the network; a
commitment of resources such as person-
nel and facilities; representation in the
network by trained personnel; and strong
leadership. Planning for networks begins
with a clearly defined and agreed set of
objectives. Guidelines on choice of net-
work participants, the kind of resources
that are possible to be shared, the role that
new information technologies could play,
and the possible role of IARCs are
discussed.

RESUME: Face aux ressources tech-
niques et financiéres insuffisantes, au
pauvre accés aux bases de données et
aux technologies en information, ainsi
qu'a l'isolation des spécialistes de l'infor-
mation dans les Systémes Nationaux de
Recherche Agricole (SNAR), les bibli-
othéques des Systémes Nationaux de
Recherche Agricole (SNAR) et des Cen-
tres Internationaux de Recherche Agri-
cole (CIRA) ont de bonnes raisons pour
se mettre en réseau. Pour installer un
réseau d'information et de bibliothéques
il faut, au préalable: un probléme claire-
ment défini et commun a tous les partici-
pants potentiels, un intérét évident pour le
réseau, une prise d'engagement au niv-
eau des ressources humaines et tech-
niques, une représentation au sein du
réseau par une personne qualifiée, et un
dirigeant puissant. Au début de la planifi-
cation d'un réseau, il faut définir des
objectifs clairs, acceptés par tous les
participants. Cet article présente les lignes

directives pour la sélection des partici-
pants d'un réseau, les différentes res-
sources qui peuvent étre mises en
commun, le réle que pourrait jouer les
nouvelles technologies en information,
ainsi que le réle potentiel des CIRA.

RESUMEN: Los recursos financieros in-
adecuados, las capacidades poco desar-
rolladas, el acceso deficiente a bases de
datos y tecnologias de informacion, y el
aislamiento de los especialistas en infor-
macién del Sistema Nacional de Investi-
gacion Agricola (SNIA) son buenas ra-
zones para establecer una red entre las
bibliotccas de los SNIA y las de los
Centros Internacionales de Investigacion
Agricola (IARC). Hay varios requisitos
previos para crear una red de bibliotecas
e informacién: que los participantes po-
tenciales comparten un problema clara-
mente definido; que exista un gran interés
propio en la red; que haya un compromiso
de recursos, como personal e infraestruc-
tura; que la representacion en la red sea
con personal capacitado; y que haya una
marcado liderazgo. La planeacién de una
red comienza con una serie de objetivos
claramente definidos y aprobados. Se
discuten las pautas para escoger los
participantes de la red, el tipo de recursos
que posiblemente se puedan compartir, el
papel que las nuevas tecnologias de
informacién puedan desempenar, y el
posible papel de los IARCs.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG: Unzureichende
Mittel und Fahigkeiten, schlechter Zugang
zu Datenbasen und Informationstechno-
logien sowie die Isolation des Infor-
mationspersonals im National Agricultural
Research System (NARS) sind zwingen-
de Grunde fur einen Verbund zwischen
NARS und den Bibliotheken der Interna-
tional Agricultural Research Centers
(IARC). Voraussetzungen fir einen Biblio-
theks- und Informationsverbund sind u.a.
einklar definiertes gemeinsames Problem
unter den méglichen Teilnehmem, Grinde
fur ein starkes Selbstinteresse an dem
Verbund, die Bereitstellung von Mitteln
wie beispielsweise Personal und Einrich-
tungen, die Reprasentation des Verbun-
des durch ausgebildetes Personal und

eine starke Leitung. Die Planung fur einen
Verbund beginnt mit einer Reihe von klar
definierten und abgestimmten Zielen. Rog-
eln Uber die Auswahl der Netzteilngehmer,
die Art von méglicherweise zu teilenden
Mittein, die Rolle, die heute Information-
stechnologien spielen kénnten und die
mogliche Rolle von IARCs werden disku-
tiert.

The concept of networks is not new
to the national agricultural rescarch
systems (NARS) of the developing
world. Many NARS participate in
rescarch networks with other NARS
and/or intcrnational centers to pro-
mote collaborative rescarch, exchange
of germplasm, transfer and sharing
of rescarch-based knowledge, skills,
and technology. Inall such networks,
information is exchanged as input o
and output of the rescarch, planning,
policy formulation, decision-mak-
ing, problem solving, and human
resources development processes. Li-
brarics and documentation centers in
the NARS and intcrnational agricul-
tural rescarch genters (IARCs) arc
secn as resources that can be tapped
by rescarchers 1o satisfy their infor-
mation nceds or that of their col-
lcagucs in the network. Librarics are
often the conduits through which
certain types of information flow into
the rescarch network.

Not much has been done to for-
mally nctwork librarics in the NARS
and IARCs. The potential of a well
coordinated international library net-
work with country, sub-country or
regional sub-nctworks to provide
wide and efficient access to certain
types of information nceded by rc-
searchers, planners, policy makers,
extensionists, and academics has not
been fully appreciated and exploited.
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The lack of an understanding of the
valuc of library and documentation
services by policy makers, the diffi-
culty of mcasuring the impact of
library services, and the relatively
low investments that library services
receive in NARS and TARCs as
compared to rescarch arc some of the
rcasons for the lack of attention to the
cstablishment of library networks to
address the information nceds of
NARS and TARCs.

This paper describes the rationale
forlibrary networks inthe NARS, the
kinds of resources that are possible
to be shared, the role that new
information tcchnologies can play in
such networks and the possible role
that IARCs can play in such nct-
works.

The Rationale for
Library and Information
Networks in NARS

A study by the International Scrv-
icc for National Agricultural Re-
scarch (Stoop, 1988), on the impor-
tant linkages that NARS nced in
order to achicve their goals, points
out that in most NARS, linkages that
would cnsurc the regular flow of
information between rescarchers and
cxlension agents, farmers, policy
makers and the public are cither
missing or weak. Since cven a large
research system cannot generate all
the technologies it requires, an cffec-
tive NARS must have the capacity to
borrow both knowledge and materi-
als from the cntire world (Ruttan,
1987). For large countrics, this ca-
pacity to borrow both knowledge and
materials is desirable and comple-
ments the in-country capacity (o
gencerate technology. For small coun-
tries, where resources for technol-
ogy-generation are scarce it beccomes
cssential to be able to borrow. The
capacity of technology gencrators,
intermediaries, and end-users to gen-
erate and utilize information is con-
sidered to be an important clement in
enabling NARS to meet their objec-
tives of technology gencration and
diffusion.

Libraries and information centers

in NARS are set up to provide access
toknowledge in documentary sourccs.
Their objectives are to collect, collate,
process, and disseminate informa-
tion in published or ncar published
documents and other sources of in-
formation. They develop databases,
and provide information retricval,
dissemination, and document de-
livery services, It is well known that
many NARS lack the ‘critical mass’
of resources and skills to fulfill the
objectives with which they are setup.
Many of them cannot function as
effective clements in the information
transfer chain as they are not proac-
tive providers of information to the
rescarch system, for example, as
clements that would facilitate the
borrowing of nceded knowledge and
matcrials in the pursuit of rescarch
thrusts and objectives, and in the
strengthening of linkages between
rescarch and extension, farming, pol-
icy making and so forth.

The “critical mass’ of funds, skills,
information technologics, and other
resources that NARS libraries will
need to effectively contribute to the
rescarch programs of their countrics
is not casily achicved because most
NARS are quite constrained for re-
sources. Also, as pointed out by
another study (Ballantyne, 1991)
managers outside the library/infor-
mation unit determine the size, scope
and shape of the unit, allocating
resources needed for it to carry out
its tasks. Rescarch managers decide
what kind of information service
they require and can afford, and they
setprioritics for service andclicntele.
This level of management often
receives little attention, and informa-
tion specialists operate in an uni-
formed vacuum without the support
and guidance necessary for effective
use of information.

Writing about agricultural informa-
tion in developing countrics, (Harris,
1990) says that isolation—gcograph-
ic, intellectual, organizational and
cultural—are among the most com-
mon problems of information work-
ers in the developing world. This has
profound effects on collection build-
ing, access to journals, documents,

databascs, information technology
products and services, and gray lit-
eraturc. Morc importantly, isolation
could seriously demotivate informa-
tion specialists from giving their
best, thereby perpetuating informa-
tion work to the existing low level of
importance in developing country
agricultural rescarch and in the over
dependence of rescarchers in NARS
on developed country and TARC
information sources, systems and
services.

One way out of the situation
caused by inadequate resources and
isolation is to cstablish formal library
and information networks in which
NARS of a region become members
along with IARCs and other inter-
national agencies. Some networking
is already in place with exchanges of
onc kind or the other taking place
among librarics in NARS, TARCs,
and so forth but the accent is on the
development of formal networks with
clearly defined responsibilitics, roles,
and agreements that would cnable
rescarchers in NARS and TARCs
better and more predictable access to
information than if cach NARS or
IARC acts on its own. Further, such
networks could enhance the skills,
capacitics, and capabilitics Of NARS
to handle information and manage it
more cffectively. Such networks would
obviously nced policy support of the
senior management of the participat-
ing NARS and 1ARCs, the commit-
ment of library and information pro-
fessionals, and the financial support
of donors to underwrite sct-up and
somcoperational costs until the NARS
and IARCs can begin tosustain them.

Library and Information
Networks in NARS

Pre-requisites for Networking —
Several writers have spoken of pre-
requisites for successful networking,
Hailu, (1989) uscs an adaptation of
Plucknett and Smith’s (1984) list of
pre-requisites for rescarch networks
as being valid also for information
nctworks. These arc:

« The problem should be clearly
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defined and an agenda for action to
be drawn up.

= The problem should be widcely
sharcd among the potential partici-
pants.

* There should be evidence of
strong sclf interest in participating in
the network.

» Traincd personncl should repre-
scnt participating members and con-
tribute to specific tasks and network
coordination meetings.

* Strong leadership comprising of
a steering committee and a full time
coordinator. All participants must be
involved in the decision making
process affecting the activitics of the
network and be trcated as cqual
partners.

Some of these pre-requisites may
not always be met by librarics in
NARS, such as presence of well
trained personnel who would be in a
position to contributc to specific
tasks. The identification of such gaps
in participating institutions and the
alleviating of these would be very
much part of network development
work, orapre-ncetworking phase, and
strategies may be suggested in the
network project document to address
such gaps.

Given the low status of the library
and information professionals in many
NARS, it is perhaps useful to add
another pre-requisite to those listed
above for successful NARS library
nctworks, that is, the explicit com-
mitment of the top managements of
the differcnt NARS institutions that
librarians/documentalists would be
provided the requisitc policy, man-
agerial, material and financial sup-
port to be able to effectively partici-
pate in the nctwork. Commitment of
librarians and information personncl
alonc is not cnough since they are not
decision makers within their NARS
unlike their counterparts in rescarch.

Another uscful view of the de-
sirable fcatures for a successful nct-
work is that of Atherton (1977).
These are:

* Organizational structure that pro-
vides for fiscal and lcgal responsi-
bility, planning and policy formula-
tion. This presumes that there is

commitment, operational agreement
and common purpose among partic-
ipants.

» Collaborative development of
resources, ¢.g. union catalogs.

« Identification of nodes that pro-
vides for role specialization as well
as for geographic configuration.

« Identification of primary patron
groups and assignment of responsi-
bility for information service to all
within the network.

« Establishment of a communica-
tion system designed to carry the
desired message/document load at
cach level.

» A central bibliographic record
that provides for location of nceded
items within the network.

« Switching capability for inter-
facing with other networks.

« Guidclines for selection of what
is to be placed on the network.

» Evaluation criteria and proce-
dures to provide feedback from users
and operators.

« Training programs for users and
operators.

It can be scen that the two sets of
pre-requisites, one from researchers
and the other from an information
scicntist, have many common fac-
tors. Some of the desirable fecatures
in Atherton’slistarc obviously meant
for the developed world and for usc
with modern computer-communica-
tion systems. Ncevertheless, the gen-
eral principles behind these two lists
arc worth remembering when plan-
ning networks.

Network Objectives - Needs will
vary from region to region and
therefore specific objectives of net-
works will also vary. However, the
overriding rcason for sctting up li-
brary and information networks is to
censure the coordination of efforts and
sharing of resources to better satisfy
information nceds of users in a
subject arca and/or geographic re-
gion of mutual concern to network
members (Hailu, 1989).

Although this may be obvious, it
is important to stress that the plan-
ning for a network must begin with a
clearly defined and agreed set of

specific objectives. A typical sct of
objectives may be as follows:

« Every participant should have
accurate information on the holdings
of the other participants, and that this
is kept updated in an on-going manncr.

« Participants should agree on a
minimum level of service o cach
other. Depending on the strengths
and weaknesses of the different par-
ticipants, there may be nced for
bilateral or multilateral agreements
on shared services and norms.

« Participants should agree to act
in a coordinated manncr in acquiring
information resources of common
interest.

« Participants will cooperate in
sharing their expericnces and that
training and development of person-
ncl will be coordinated.

» Participants should use agreed
standards in the description, pro-
cessing, storage and communication
of information,

The above list is by no mcans
cxhaustive but only illustrative of the
kinds of goals or objectives that may
be thought of in networking. Within
cach of the above mentioned goals,
the participants, could be more spe-
cific in spelling out types ol holdings,
services, standards, and so forth that
would be the focus of networking
activitics. For instance, participants
may decide to give high priority 0
cnsuring that a common database of
scrials holdings is built and kept up
to date so that the sharing of such
resources is better facilitated. Simi-
larly, participants may decide to
dclincate the subject focus of net-
working, for cxample, information
on specified crops which are impor-
tant in the region.

Network Participation — The
push for networking often comes
from a center which is already very
active. This is seen for instance in the
rescarch networks, many of which
have come into being as projects of
IARCs. This is understandable be-
cause such organizations accumulatc
cxpericnce that point to gaps which
can be filled cost-cffectively via
networking. Somectimes there is a
tendency to cxclude organizations
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that are not in a position to contribute
to tasks identified as important. No
organization a priori should be barred
from participating in anetwork. Such
a step is counter (o the very purposc
of nctworking. All potential organi-
zations should be invited to partici-
pate in the network and the decision
1o participatc or not, should be left to
the individual organization. Even so,
once 3 network is established and
begins to produce useful products
and scrvices, all relevant organiza-
tions in the rcgion, should receive
information about the activitics and
achicvements of the network.

Itisimportant for the network also
to decide what information resources
of participating organizations will be
shared. For instance, an agricultural
university or college has to provide
service to a large number of students
and faculty, and therefore they may
not be able to participate cffectively
in inter-lending of their publications
to others in the network. On the other
hand, thcy may be in a position to
provide cataloging data to the nct-
work by virtue of their larger acqui-
sitions program. Simifarly, thcy may
be in a position to provide cxpertise
and facilities for training programs or
on-the-job training of professionals
from other network participants.

In planning the membership of a
network, it is important to look
carefully at the differcnt kinds of
users necding access to agricultural
information, and to cnsure that or-
ganizations in which such users work
arc also involved in the planning and
devclopment of the network. Thus in
a Ministry of Agriculture, therc may
only be a small library serving essen-
tially the policy, decision making,
and regulatory personnel of the min-
istry. The network must examine
how it can augment the resources and
services of such a library and also
how such a library can contribute its
resources or expertise to the network.

Sharing of Resources — Database
Development. Resource sharing is
possible only if each participant has
knowledge of the availability and
holdings of resources with other
participants. The creation and main-

tenance of databases describing the
resources is an important activity of
the network. Each of the participants
in the network will nced to be
responsible for contributing infor-
mation on their resources 1o a central
or nodal member who would then
cnsure thatallinputs are received and
added to a database. Such a database
would then be made accessible to
others in the network using the best
possiblc access mode. Responsibility
for the creation and upkecep of differ-
cnt kinds of databascs may be shared
between members of the network.

The different kinds of databasces
that are possible to be developed ina
library and information network arc
as follows: union catalog of scrials
holdings; union catalog of mono-
graphs including non-conventional
literature; and union catalog of other
types of materials, such as patents,
and theses.

In addition o the above mentioned
databascs, there may be special re-
Sources existing in a participating
library (such as information on a
particular crop or discasc). A data-
base of information on such special-
ized resources may also be planned
as a nctwork resource although this
may not be commonly accessible 1o
all members, Howcver, knowledge
of the availability of such a databasc
and responsibility to provide access
to or services from such a database is
an cssential part of networking.

An important resource in miny
NARS librarics is their collections of
locally gencrated information, such
as reports, papers and so forth, pro-
duced by rescarchers, policy makers,
ministries, consultants, donors, and
cxtension departments. These docu-
ments contain valuablc location-spe-
cific information and are not usually
published. They constitute the bulk
of the so-called non-conventional
literature. Access to such informa-
tion can be greatly improved if
NARS libraries can build databases
describing such literature. Such data-
bases could be extremely useful to
the local research staff in planning
their rescarch and in problem-solv-
ing or policy formulation. Such a

resource would be very valuable also
to IARC scientists who arc often
starved of location-specific informa-
tion. Given that in a region, there is
a great deal of similarity in such as
crops grown and problems faced,
such databascs if mutually accessible
to othcr NARS in the region would
contribute greatly to the sharing of
rescarch expericnee in the region. A
nctwork of NARS must carcfully
cxamine the potential of building a
common databasc of such informa-
tion for possible usc by participants
in the network. Onc example of such
a nctwork is RESADOC in West
Africa.

There may be participants who
have access to databases outside the
network. Knowledge of such access
to cxternal resources is also part of
networking.

In addition to the well known
bibliographic databascs mentioncd
above, there is potential for the
developmentand sharing of informa-
tion on on-going rescarch in the
diffcrent NARS. Such databascs arc
similar 0 FAO’s Current Agricul-
tural Rescarch Information System
(CARIS) database. Such databases
could in fact be created from the
regions’ input into CARIS.

Another important non-bibliog-
raphic source of information is statis-
tical or time-scrics data on arca under
cultivation, production, yicld, cx-
port, priccs and so forth. Such data is
often unpublished especially in small
countriecs and accessible only in
reports submitted to different depart-
ments of the government. Access (o
such data is vital for economists,
statisticians, and policy makers not
only within a NARS but also in
international cengers and in other
NARS. A network should cxamine
how and to what extent access to such
data can be provided in the network.

Other databases that could be
shared are of germplasm/herbarium
collections, dircctories of subject
specialists, and of specialized insti-
tutions, and specialized laboratory/
testing facilities useful in agricultural
rescarch. Librarians have special skills
to build not only bibliographic data-
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bases but also non-bibliographic oncs
and therefore the potential for such
databases being shared in a NARS
library network is real although this
may not have been achieved in
practice.

The advent of CD-ROM has en-
abled NARS centers to subscribe to
databases and other refercnce mate-
rial on CD-ROM. Knowledge of the
availability of such resources among
network participants is an important
part of nctworking. Also, responsi-
bilitics of providing services based
on such resources necds to be ad-
dresscd in networking.

Where scveral libraries in the
network have interest in one or more
CD-ROM products and where the
telecommunications infrastructure al-
lows it, it may be cost-effective 10
think of mounting thc CD-ROM
databases on a central scrver to be
remotely accessible from sites in the
participating NARS. The cost of
subscribing to thc CD-ROM pro-
ducts and the maintcnance of the
central system could be shared by the
participants in the network.

Information and Document De-
livery. The actual delivery of the full
text of needed documents is another
arca of cooperation that is nccessary
to be addressed in a library and
information nctwork. In fact the
end-uscr, judges the success or fail-
urc of the network by the efficicncy
with which it can deliver documents
to him. In this area of nctworking as
in others, there is necd for well
defined responsibilitics and agree-
ments between network participants.
Fortunately photocopicr technology
is widely available in the dcveloping
world. Similarly, the usc of telefac-
similc machines is on the increase.
However, the network plan will nced
to sece how NARS libraries should be
equipped to be able to respond
quickly to document delivery re-
quests from others in the nctwork.

Since efficient document delivery
is critical to the success of a nctwork,
therc may be need to build linkages
with other nctworks, information
systems, or clearing houses as part of
the network development plan with

the cost of such linkages being
shared. Onc of the members may be
given the responsibility to coordinate
the acquisition of services from the
chosen system or clearing house. It
may be possible to identify a donor
to help in establishing and using such
asystem, including underwriting costs
of such use, with communication
costs, photocopy or fax charges, for
example, until such a time that this
can be taken over by the members.

Resource Building. The valuc of a
nctwork for information profession-
als and cnd-users is dctermined by
the range and quality of sharable
resources, the speed of transactions
for cxample, scarch of common
databascs, requests for photocopics),
and the responsce time, such as the
elapsed time between the request for
a service and its fulfillment. A nct-
work may coordinate its clforts to
maximize its access o primary and
sccondary information sources, and
tools to handle such sources. For
instance, participants may decide to
take part in cooperative acquisition
of scrial publications bascd on the
speed and casc with which such
resources can be shared, and on the
willingness of participants to make
sacrifices for the common good of
the network,

Human Resources Development
and Sharing of Skills. Some of the
most valuable resources in a network
may be skills. Networking can facil-
itatc the sharing of skills among
participants through short-term con-
sultancics, sccondments, and train-
ing programs.

An important activity in network-
ing may be human resources de-
velopment. In some nctworks the
first phase may be devoted primarily
to the training of professionals and
others in participating institutions as
a foundation for futurc services. In
subsequent phascs, there may be the
need for training in specific arcas,
such as the use of a software package.
The network plan, based on an
inventory of skills available and
those nceded, would indicate the
kinds of training programs and their
timings.

Information Technology
in Library Networking

Computer-communications  net-
works, such as thosc that allow
remote access to computers  and
databascs, cnable dat/file transfers
between computers or a terminal and
computer, and messaging between
remote end-users, have played a sig-
nificant role in library and informa-
tion networking in the developed
world. Most of these networks use
leascs or dial-up telephone lines and
packet-switching technology. The
speed and reliability of these net-
works has steadily increased over the
years, The costs of data communica-
tions per unit of data transmitted has
steadily fallen. The availability of
library management softwarc per-
mitting local processing as well as
access o remote host computers has
cnabled librarics to be linked to-
gether in distributed computing net-
works. Such systems provide many
advantages in the sharing of catalog-
ing data, rapid access to union cata-
logs, automated inter-library loan
management, messaging, download-
ing of data from remotc hostcomputers
and so forth, Clica/Server technolo-
gics which are becoming available
now will cnable inter-networking
and uscr-fricndly access to a variety
of information resources across net-
works and cven continents. The
availability of coopcratively pro-
duced cataloging and other bibliog-
raphic databascs on utilitics such as
OCLC (Onlinc Computer Library
Center) is an added dimension of the
capabilitics of library networks in the
west. Optical storage media (CD-
ROM, WORM) and the possibility of
providing remote access (o these is
yet another option that is being tricd
in networks, not only for reference
databases but also for full text data-
bases. The digitizing of text for
transmission across nctworks, al-
though experimental at present, has
great potential for rapid document
delivery.

The principal concem in devel-

oped country library networks has
been to minimize costs of processing
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several thousands of books and other
documents acquircd by a library,
participate in cooperative acquisi-
tions programs t0 minimizce avoid-
able duplication, and at the same time
permit wider and easier access to
informational matcrial for library
patrons than if each library acted on
its own, In many developing coun-
trics, however, the objectives of
networking is not to manage the
plenty (by comparison) as in the
developed countrics but really to
share the little that the institutions
can acquire with their limited re-
sources and access to foreign cx-
change.

Given these realitics, the short-term
technology options for most NARS
library nciworks would be stand-
alone microcomputers, local arca
networks based on microcomputers,
CD-ROM, and low-end microcom-
puter-based, computer-mediated com-
munications systems. It would be
necessary for apex centers in the
NARS orinanetwork to be equipped
with bigger computers, and telecom-
munication links to allow access to
external systems. It will be quite
some time before librarics in NARS

centers in Asia and Africa can begin
to usc packet switching systems
beceause of high costs and the lack of
trained personnel to utilize such
facilitics.

The availability of microcomput-
crs at affordable prices and frec-of-
charge, public-domain software, such
as Micro CDS/ISIS, has undoubtedly
been a boon to many small NARS
librarics. Database development in a
NARS library network could begin
by agreeing on common standards
for their bibliographic databases.
Each library could then create its
database on a stand-alone microcom-
puter which is contributed to a nodal
center where it is consolidated and
distributed to all members. Each
member would have a copy of the
total database, for cxample union
catalog of scrials. This would have o
be kept up to date and cach NARS
member could take the responsibility
to contribute 1o this task. Such a
scenario is possible if cach of the
participating members is provided
with a microcomputer and if the staff
of such centers are given training in
using the software and agreed stand-
ards for database development. Sim-
ilarly, the building of specialized
microcomputer-based databases from
aglobal agricultural database such as
AGRIS for use in an individual
library or in a nctwork is an option
that can be explored by NARS. The
development of capabilities to use
CD-ROM products within individual
NARS would have to be given very
high priority, given that more and
more products including full-text
databascs and multi-media products
arc becoming available on CD-ROM.

The importance of using inter-
nationally accepted standards for bib-
liographic description and structuring
of NARS databascs cannot be over-
emphasized. Adherence to standards
would cnable NARS librarics to be
compatible with other systems, cna-
bling casicr interchange of data and
information for mutual benefit.

Another attractive option for NARS
librarics is the usc of low-cnd, micro-
computer-based clectronic mail sys-
tems that usc existing voice grade

telephone lincs. Examples of such
networks are the Fidonet and Greenet
networks using communications soft-
ware such as Frontdoor and Pro-
comm. These are relatively inex-
pensive 1o set up with one center
acting as the Central System and
others becoming nodal centers but in
a position to communicate multi-
laterally via the central system.

Role of IARCs in
NARS Library Networking

The information facilitics of IARCs
are quite conscious of the need to
work more closely with the library
and documentation centers in the
NARS in the provision of and access
to information in the different arcas
of specialization of the IARC’s. In a
meceting of information specialists of
the IARCs and NARS held at ICRI-
SAT Center (CGIAR, 1989) there
was a strong recommendation that
IARCs should explorc with other
international information centersand
systems (for example, AGRIS), and
NARS, the establishment of regional
information nctworks that would
build on existing resources and ad-
dress the following issucs:

« collaboration between and among
IARCs, NARS, and regional agricul-
tural information programs,

= strengthening links between the
above mentioned three types of in-
formation programs and rcscarch
networks.

« the human resources and infra-
structure needs national agricultural
information systems,

Subscquent to these recommen-
dations, IARCs in Africa, West Asia
and North Africa(WANA), and Latin
America have “taken initiatives 10
work in a more intcgratcd manner
with NARS librarics.

IARC information systems are
alrcady active in mecting needs of
NARS rescarchers in arcas/crops of
IARCs mandates. IARC information
facilitics have the following com-
parative advantages:

« They arc relatively well funded
as compared to the NARS.

« Their staff are well trained and
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possess cxcellent professional and
technical skills.

+ Mostof them have access to new
information technologies.

* Most of them already posscss
cxtensive resources in their arcas of
specialization.

* They arc alrcady linked to sev-
cral external agricultural information
systems and services.

» They utilize tried and tested
tools for information handling.

« Their information products and
services are uscful to several NARS.

IARC information systcms also
have the following drawbacks. The
narrow specialization and rescarch
focus of JARCs and hence also that
of their information systcms mcans
that they alonc cannot respond to the
very broad information needs of
NARS. Also, IARC budgets for in-
formation work arc declining.

TARC information facilities could
play the following roles in NARS
library networks:

» A ‘linkage’ or mediating role. In
this, IARCs could be the link be-
tween NARS and developments in
the information world since IARCs,
by virtue of their international char-
acter, arc abreast of happenings that
could be relevant to NARS. Some
IARCs alrcady perform a linkage
role, for instance when they dis-
tribute and support softwarc useful to
NARS.

* A ‘laboratory’ rolc. In this role,
IARC:s could provide on-the-job ex-
posure for professionals of NARS
librarics in specific areas. Such cx-
posure could have a beneficial cffect
on the confidence of NARS informa-
tion personncl.

* A ‘catalyst’ role. In this, IARCs
could provide a neutral forum to
discuss issues together with backup
resources and skills. Similarly, IARCs

can provide the technical or pro-
fessional lcadership in the develop-
ment and standardization of tools
useful to NARS information nct-
works. It is possible also to think of
joint projects of IARCs and NARS
for improving capabilitics for infor-
mation handling in the NARS.

= A‘delivery’role. IARCs alrcady
provide dclivery of services to NARS
rescarchers. Integrated use of IARC
databascs and scrvices with those of
NARS would cnable rescarchers quick
and wide access to a broad spectrum
of information.

* An ‘advisory’ role. Expertisc
and skills in IARCs could be used by
NARS nctworks in better planning,
organization and management of the
network.

* An ‘cducational’ role. The pool
of trained information specialists in
the IARCs could be uscd in training
and cducation programs uscful in the
building of library and information
nctworks in NARS.

Conclusion

Networking as a method of bring-
ing together diverse units with vary-
ing nceds, strengths, and weaknesscs
to serve a common goal has bcen
successful in some places and has also
notlived up to cxpectations in others.
A key ingredient. in successful net-
works has been a strong commitment
of those responsible for the design,
implementation, management and use
of these networks. The onus of making
NARS library nctworks successful
lies squarcly on the shoulders of
NARS information specialists who
can count on the support of IARCs
and other actors in the agricultural
information ficld.
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