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I. Mandate and Information Sciences 

The International Development Research Centre was created by an Act of 

the Canadian Parliament in 1970 "to initiate, encourage, support and 

conduct research into the problems of the developing regions of the 

world and into the means for applying scientific, technical and other 

knowledge to the economic and social advancement of those regions". 

In fulfilling its mandate, the Centre has distinguished itself on 

numerous occasions and in many ways. IDRC is indeed perhaps the 

Canadian institution most widely known among governments and research 
institutions in developing countries (where 75% of the world's 
population live) and among donor and international agencies in 
developed countries. 

Quite deliberately, the Centre has concentrated its funding on direct 

support to research in and by Third World countries while limiting the 
proportion of resources devoted to support of research in Canada and 
within IDRC. 

There are a few donor agencies in other countries, for example the 
Swedish SAREC created in the mid-1970's, whose aid programs to Third 

World research partially parallel those of IDRC in the agricultural, 
health and social sciences. However, none of these national agencies 
have programs which compare with the information Sciences programs of 
IDRC. 

The vert' first power erndowed upon the Centre by the Act is the power 
"to estabiish, maintain and operate information and data centres and 
acilities for research and other activities relevant to its 

objects". The Centre responded to this mandate by estabiishing the 

information Sciences Division and its programs as one of the four 
foundation program divisions. 

Like the research programs of the rentre, the information programs 
have been targeted primarily towards funding Third World 
institutions. Since its inception in 1971, the Division has supported 
257 projects in 67 countries with a total value of $50 million. A 
detailed breakdown of distribution by IDRC Regional Office and country 
is presented in Annex 1. These activities comprise some 13% of Centre 
funding to Third World countries. In addition, there have been 6 

collaborative projects, involving links between developing country and 
Canadian institutions, supported since 1981/82 when IDRC introduced 
its Cooperative Programs. Five of these projects were initiated in 

1984/185. 
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II. Information Sciences and Development 

The most fundamental resources which countries possess to forge their 
destiny and to achieve maximum socio-economic benefits over the 
long-term for their people are the human and natural resources of the 
country. The principal value components of the human resource are 

knowledge and work which combine to affect or create secondary 
resources (food, economic, information, political, spiritual, 
infrastructure, etc.) that together constitute development and 
contribute to the achievement of satisfactory human conditions for the 
populace. Food is the most essential and immediate daily need in many 
developing countries. However, both in the short- and long-term, this 
need can only be met by using information and applying knowledge. 
Thus information and knowledge are key ingredients in the development 
process that can be used for immediate action, can be duplicated, can 
be stored for later use, can be lost or can even be destroyed. These 
are also the ingredients of the information sciences. 

In its most elemental form, information is data. Knowledge is 

communicated and stored outside the human mind in the form of 
information or data. Our underst and i ng of information and our 
capabilities for managing it have evolved very rapidly in the past few 
decades, particularly in the developed countries. "Information 
Science" is, therefore, flot an established discipline, but rather a 

mssion-oriented activity which draws upon many related fields such as 

library science, computer science, statistics, and communications. 
information sciences, which are as much arts as sciences, concern 
themselves with the many facets of marc errent of information and data 
for the con,nication of existing knowledge and the creation of new 
kncwle 3e. 

While the focus of information sciences is largely upon the inter- 
relationships between information and knowledge, the ultimate 
objective is action. 

Information 

Knowledge 

Action 
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III. Information Sciences Program of IDRC 

The breadth of the information sciences, and certainly in the context 

of the developing world, is enormous. Therefore, choices have been 

made in defining the information programs at IDRC. However, the lines 

are neither sharp nor completely fixed. This is because the need of 

the developing country predominates. If IDRC is approached with a 

proposai for support from a developing country which is meaningful and 

within the means of IDRC, it will be given due consideration. 
Nevertheless the program does consist of several main lines which can 
perhaps best be presented as a matrix. This pragmatic matrix can be 
used to broadly classify the projects of the Division. 

Aspect 

National Information 

Information Networks 

information Technology 

Research on Information 1 

U G r 0 
C C 
C F- r- 
C C 

i-? ! U U F- 
C 

en 

N f--- C C C n C O C 
- 025 O r +J 

t1) N LU rC 
U F E 
C O 1- 
G) r C 

L) 4- 
U O C N N -+ 

Firstly, it is important to note that the Division supports 
i nf ormtati on about research far more often than research about 
information. This is a matter of Third World priorities. When one's 
access to information is very limited on account of limited resources 
and yet the potential impact of more information is tremendous, one 
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chooses to use resources to increase the flow of information rather 
than carry out fundamental research. Unlike many developed countries 
where information overload and noise are the problems, information 

scarcity and inaccessibility are still the principal problems in most 

of the world. 

Secondly, the first priority of any country is to know and effectively 
use the resources which it already possesses, whether this be people, 

minerais or information. The Division has, therefore, supported 
activities which assist countries to organize and use their own 

information resources. This is normally done by putting in place an 

information system or an infrastructure for managing information, 

ensuring that it is input, stored, transmitted and output to the user 
community which it is intended to serve. The principle applies 
whether the information concerns published or unpublished documents 
(bibliographic); maps produced from remote sensing and other data; 

population data used for various planning purposes; marketing and 

trade information; registers of research activities, researchers or 
research institutions; instructions on where to get and how to appiy 
new or old technologies; or devisions of state. All are examples of 
information systems supported through Division projects. 

In a few cases, these information systems fit neatly into a 

comprehensive national information plan. This is the case with our 
projects in Jamaica and some of the other isiands of the Caribbean. 
in most cases, however, there is no national information plan and the 
information system is aimed at a particular sector of science and 
technology information, such as agriculture or of socio-economic 
information, such as demography. Over the vears, more than a third of 
the information projects of IDRC have involved support to agricultural 
information services in the Third World. More than a tenth have 
involved population information. 

Thirdly, nations are not information islands, not even the 
superpowers. Information sharing is crucial for development. Whether 
it is the art of making paper or gunpowder, our system of counting or 
methods of dyeing textiles, a large part of the knowledge originated 
elsewhere and has been enhanced many times over by others. The 
information systems that are supported in Third World countries must 
provide rapid information conduits to the systems of other countries 
for information exchange. Hence, network linkages are an integral 
part of most IDRC projects. 
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A variety of network types have been supported, the selection of which 
depends on the requirements of each situation. For the case of 

information centres which specialize in the collection, analysis and 
dissemination of all of the world's information concerning a narrow 
research topic of importance to the Third World, the centralized star 
network is preferred. IDRC has helped to create international 
information centres on subjects like cassava, grain legumes, dates, 

camelids (alpacas, llamas, etc.), coconuts and ferrocement. A 

researcher anywhere in the world can access the information on the 

desired topic through the relevant information centre. 

The decentralized star network structure has been used in cases of 

sectoral international and regional information networks. In the 
global Agris information network, each participating country reports 
the agricultural literature published in that country to the central 

database in Vienna. The information is then pooled and distributed on 
tape to the country nodes. IDRC's main goals have been to assist each 
country to deal with its own agricultural information effectively and 
to access the information of other countries through the outputs of 
the network. The experience has been mixed, with the success rate 

generally higher for strengthening local information handling capacity 
than increasing rapid accessibility to the agricultural information of 

other countries. 

Reoional information networks have been more successful in this 
respect. One reason for this is that often regions have more factors 
in common (eg underdevelopment, economic structure, trade) to bind the 
members. Another is that a larger proportion of the relevant 
iterature is Qenerated and aublished in the Tnird World countries 

than is the case for global networks wrere tne developed countries 
ov'ershhadow `hoir partners. Some asoe .ts of the group dynamics are 
similar to these found within Canada when looking at inter-provincial 
relationships from the federal and regional perspectives. 

IDRC generaily encourages networks with an established mandate and 

objectives and a sarong coordinating centre whether in the centre or 
elsewhere in the network. Some of the information networks, however, 
are rather loose and informai and are of the ring or web type. This 
is not surprising in light of the iimited resources and infrastructure 
in the Third World. Phone cails, telexes, and travel outside the 
country, let alone data communications, ultimately involve foreign 
exchange which is at a premium. 1DRC support for these costs, though 
not tremendous in absolute ternis by Canadian standards, has a major 
inpact on linking Third World institutions and people to each other 
through meetings and through telecornmunications. 
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This type of network structure is also appropriate for situations 
where there is no single member institution with a regional mandate or 
in subject areas where the information is primarily of national or 

local interest. Examples of such networks supported by IDRC are RELIC 
(Latin American Trade Information Network) and RIALIDE (Information 
Network of the Latin American Association of Development Financing 
Institutions). 

P erson-to-person communication among members of informai networks or 

"invisible colleges" and communication at topical meetings are 

essential and effective means of transmitting information and 
knowledge directly. But for handling and exchanging information in 

large quantities, other media and tools are essential. Information 
technologytay 5e as simple as a filing system or catalogue card, 
though in our carrent age of "high technology", one tends to think in 

Canada of computers and telecommunications. Information handling 
requires technology. The questions of importance are: 

- Which technology suits my situation best? 
- How do I get the technology? 
- -ow do I Cake it work? 
- Do the benefits of the technology yieid a profit or a loss? 

It doesn`t matte, whether the technology is paper and pencil or 
magnetic disk and ci.,i puter. The questions must be asked and 
answered. Bccth tec hnoleq ies foret important components of 

support, --,d ts . 

The c the ïnfr :T,ation Sciences Rrograms w-th respect to 

information c no'cgy îs up,n the effective transfer and use of 
exi sti na te tr t_ es to the be;;ef i t of Thi rd Worl d countri es. 
Developr.ent cf r;c t._cbrology is not a T,ajorobjective, although 
test i ng, re 3-_k o ng and enr,ancement of exi st i ng technology to meet 
local needs is ,J DDc;rted. The modest resources offered by IDRC 
prajects !the ûv=r je project size is about $200,000 over 21 years) 
and the high costs of 7.any rew technologies prevent IDRC and Third 
World couritries frûT being highly active in sonie areas of high 
technology. t-swe ver, nany examples cari be given of how our support 
has contributed to advancement of local information technology 
frontiers. One of the mort prorinent areas is the adaptation of 
computer technology to allow Third World users to operate in local 
languages. In South-East Asia, a proiect involving the production of 

a regional bibliography led to the introduction of technology for 
printing multilinq.ual output in English, Malay and Thai (which uses 
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non-Roman characters). A small project is under development in 

Ethiopia to adapt firmware and software to handie Amharic. Activities 
have been supported concerning Chinese, Arabic, Aymara and several 

other languages. 

On a limited basis, the Information Sciences program also supports 
computer software development in developing countries, mainly for 
low-cost mini- and microcomputers. However, in the great majority of 
cases, Third World institutions are encouraged to adopt standard 
software, rather than undertake new development. 

One project in Africa has supported the adaptation and development of 
microcomputer software for the analysis of agroforestry land use 
systems in Third World countries. The tool is used by agricultural 
extension services to advise farmers on best strategies for 

intercropping with perennial tree crops. 

In another case, we have cooperated with the Commonwealth Secretariat 
to jointly sponsor the development and testing of a microcomputer 
applications package based on standard database management software. 
The tool will assist small Third World countries to manage external 
debt information and to identify options and make projections for 
national firnanciai planning. 

Efforts in the field of telecarnnunications have so far looked 

Pr-O arily ait the feasibility of technclc,gy application. Studies on 
the application of computer conferencing, on linking international 
agrf_ultural research ,entres in Thirû World countries w?th each other 
throU r data telec 'im r cations, and on satellite Cv':i' urtications ln 
de'. s ïC'p nq cOuntrl es have been supported. 

Thcse projects have research on information as the principal 
objective usually concern either technology enhancernent or testing, as 

just described, or co+~zmmunication research. An exampie of the latter 
is a study being rade of the Creole language and its rote and impact 
in the Caribbean. 

The principal goal and impact of IDRC's information programs is to 
buiid the capacity of Third World countries to develop and use 
information more effectively for research and problem solving. In 

many cases, the capacity can be measured as information output (number 
of answers, documents, records, transactions, decisions, etc.). In 

sonie rases, the capacity can be measured as infrastructure (computer 
power acquired, information collected or purchased, organizations or 

networks established, etc.). But the must valuable and lasting impact 
is upon the human resource, in enlarging the indigenous pool of skills 
and talents for information management and problem-solving. By 
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investing a fraction of the money that is consumed annually for 
training Canadians in information management, Canada, through IDRC, 

has helped to build a small cadre of information specialists in half 

the nations of the world. A higher degree of self-sufficiency is the 
long-term goal of developing regions. By creating and enriching their 

training infrastructure, it is possible to multiply the output in 

terms of human resources several fold. Therefore, where appropriate, 
the Division also supports efforts to establish regional training 
programs in information. 

IV. The contributions of the Ontario community 

The Canadian, and more specifically, the Ontario community, are active 

partners in assisting IDRC to address the information needs of the 

Third World countries. Many organizations have been generous in 

making their experienced and talented staff available to serve as 

consultants and experts to Third World institutions. This applies to 

the universities, for example, Waterloo in the field of remote sensing 

and cartography, Guelph in information sciences and telecowmunica- 
tions; to provincial agencies such as the Ontario Centre for Remote 
Ser,sing; to private industry in several fields includirig micro- 
graphics, software, and image analysis; to non-goverrimental 94encies 
litre CODE (the Caradian 0rgani z at i on for Devel opinent through 
Educat ion f; and to federal agencies, for examale, Statistics Car aia, 

an Centre for Occu ational -ealth and Safety, Canadian institute 

for Scientific and Technical Information, Canada Centre for Remote 
_ensinq, and Public Archives. The Universities and othe institutionS 
rave ! vided forma'; arid `r-service training to num,eroUS ceVelrjoirng 
country rec ip e n t s of our projects. 

Altnough the cooperative links with Ontario Institutions have always 
been strong, the n,;mber of projects involving institutional 
ccooeration between developing country and Ontario institutions 
worKing tcwards co:mon or shared objectives was small until recently. 
This is due partiy to the fact that our projects more often involve 
irrplemmentation of information systems than research. Few Ontario 
institutions exceot the universities are mandated to contribute to and 
participate intensively in development projects in the information 
field. Where research is involved, for example, in the cartography 
and remote sensing part of our program, collaborative projects have 
been more readily established. Last year, more than 10% of our 

projects involved Canadian institutional collaboration which is in 

fine with IDRC's current policies. 
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The recipients and IDRC value highly the coopération and assistance 

offered by Ontario institutions and individuals, irrespective of 

whether the form is information, a consultancy, institutional 
involvement or goods. Whenever needed by our recipients in the Third 

World, we will continue to seek the cooperation of appropriate 
Canadian institutions. 

V. Relationship to Workshop Themes 

The themes of the workshop on "Information Systems for Development" 
and the questions which it addresses relate closely to various 
components of the Information Sciences programs. 

How can information systems lead to more effective use of information, 
especially research information, in planning, in research, in 

decision-making, in development? 

How can the Canadian and Ontario experiences be applied in the Third 
World, taking examples from health and safety information and other 
subject fields? 

Can emerging technologies in computers and telecommunications offer 
solutions at manageable costs for developing countries to make quantum 
jumps in their information handiing capabilities? Which? How? 

dces the Ontario community have to offer? Want to offer? 

A^_,wers to these questions are of importance to all wo-ksboos in tne 
snar. doesn`t Iratter whether the research concerns resources 
and t^e envircnment, rural deve Coent, eriergy, disease, or socle other 
priority topic, bettes information f'ow through butter information 
services and systems certainly corrtributes to more effective research 
and gr eater impact on develooT;ent. 
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