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Guest Editorial 
by Peter lacso 
University of Hawaii 

THE POTENTIAL OF CD-ROM FOR DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

M uch has been wri tten about the poten t ial that CD -RO M databases offe r to li brari es 
wh ich cannot affo rd the ro ut ine use of onl ine services. These art ic les have focused largely 
on reference databases. There is a far greater po tent ial and, until now, an untapped market 
fo r C D- ROM dat abases w h ich suppo rt co l lec t io n deve lo pm ent, ca ta log ing and th e 
produ ctio n of uni on catalogs. This most promising new market fo r CD-RO M, I believe, is 
in the dev elop ing co untries. 

OC LC, RLl N, W LN and Utl as have bee n avail able, but most ly for the we ll - funded, 
affl uent l ibraries, predominantly in the We st. In the dev elopi ng co untries, both the cost of 
the o nl ine searching and the te lecommuni cati on requ irements have been prohibiti ve. 
M ic rocumputer hardw are and software has been avai lable for a few years at an affordabl e 
pri ce, but "dataw are" was not really accessib le . This has hampered l ibrary aut omat ion. 
LC/M A RC, CANM ARC, and CON SER record s o n magn eti c tape s are b lessin gs for thos e 
l ib rar ies w h ic h have m ainfram e co mp uters, but th ey are not fe asible opti ons for 
deve lo p ing co untries, w here access to mainframe computers is not commo n. 

Furthermore, the set-up and main tenan ce of mainframe-based central cataloging and 
acq u isiti on manage ment system s requi res a num ber of hi ghly-skilled programme rs and 
systems analysts, again a scarce resource. On the other hand, CD -ROM and oth er PC­
based services would require merely DOS-l iterate per sonnel. 

CD -ROM is the ideal med ium for developing co untries, where l ibrary tech ni cal and 
informat ion serv ices are usually very central ized due to scarce resources. Nat ional level 
coord i nat io n o f book pu rc hases and ser ials sub scr ip t io n is very co m mo n in thes e 
co untr ies. The cre at ion of union cat alogs of books and peri odi cals' is a top prio rit y in 
order to make the best use of imported do cuments. Prin ted versions of union c atalogs 
bec o me o bso lete the moment they are pub l ished, and are cost ly to rep rod uce and 
d istribute. M any li brari es would only be interested in on e or two sub ject f ields, but the 
prod uct ion of vario us subsets of union catalogs is onl y feasible by computer. 

Abs tracting/ index ing databases on CD-ROM are ve ry useful for develop in g countries, 
but CD-ROM databases w h ich supp ort coll ecti o n developmen t and cataloging are far 
more relevant. Where the abstract ing/ index ing databases require rather frequent updating, 
cata log records are histori cal and fairl y stati c, therefore very adequate for di stributi on on 
laserdi sk. CD-ROMs do not become obsol ete even if the y are upd ated onl y yearly, since 
retrospective co nversion (recon) projects cal l for historical records, and recon requests are 
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" ot as time-sensiti ve as those for creati ng subject bib li ographies . Furthermore, what is a 
new acquisit ion for a devel oping cou ntry may be a publ ication as,much as fi ve years o ld, 
making it very li kely that its bibliograph ic record is ava i lable even on a not-so-current CO­
RaM catalog. 

Even a singl e copy of one of the cataloging-suppor t CD -RO M databases cou ld bri ng 
dramat ic improvem ent to th e centrali zed techn ical serv ices of a develop ing coun t ry. 
Bib l iof i le, Lasercat, Supercat, CD-CATSS and Lasersearch offer m il l io ns of b ibl iographic 
records. These databases differ in many of their features. Some of them offer a broader 
source by prov id in g records not only fro m the Li brary of Co ngress, but also from the 
Br it ish Lib rary, the Na t ional Li b rary of Canada, and f ro m the users o f their o n l i ne 
bibl iographic utilities. Some provide an impressive cho ice of access poi nts in addi t ion to 
the commonly used b ibl iographic ident if iers. O ne may have better record edit ing faci li ties 
than the others, or more f lexible outpu t features. The quest ion is not whether to pu rchase 
(or license) these types of CD-RO M databases but w hich one to bu y. 

From the cataloging-support of CD-RO M s, a central agency (preferably within a nat ion al 
li brary) could prov ide list catalogs, bibliographies and/or machine readable records for al l 
interested l ibraries in a given coun try at a very reasonabl e, pred ictable, fi xed cost. M aking 
b ib l iograp h ic reco rds in mach ine-readabl e format availa bl e to ind ivi dual l ibr ar ies in 
developing coun tri es coul d foster library automation in those co untries w hich we re only 
spec tators up to now. This could certainly improve the sharing of and access to locally 
ava i lable documents. 

Libraries are mu ch mo re li kely to cooperate w ith a central l ibrary agency if they see its 
benef its almost instantly. Th is may be in the form of frequent ly updated, tail o r-made 
subsets of union catalogs either in pr inted or in mach ine read abl e version. 

In my experience, the registration of new acquisitions with a central l ibrary agen cy 
responsible for bu i ld ing union catalogs has neve r been a top priority on a l ibrary 's agenda. 
They simp ly do not see a good return on the ir investment. I remember with some 
embarrassment the delays with which we reported ou r acquisit ions, and I recall wi th great 
sympathy the efforts of those professionals at the Hungarian National Library who spared 
no eff orts in try ing to match the in comin g bi bliographi c descr ipt ions w ith the ir own 
records in the uni on card catalog. Those responsible for bu i ld ing a union cata log are at 
the mercy of coo perat ing libraries both in terms of timeliness and quality. 

The quality of bib l iographic descriptions received from cooperati ng l ibraries are far from 
perfect, let alone stand ard . It is disheartening to see qualified li brarians bog ged down for 
ho urs in tryin g to dec i phe r bibliographic des criptions sent in without the so urce 
document. If the libraries can receive catalog cards and/or machine-readable records in 
return for sendin g the ISBN or ISSN of their new acquisit ions to the un ion catal og agenc y 
they w ould ru sh to do so . At the same t ime, this input (along with some lo cation 
informat ion and numerical designation ) could be simply prov ided by the libraries and still 
be suffi c ient and unambiguou s for bui ld ing the un ion catalog. 

The ease of searching of CD-RO M catalogs and directories by multip le criteria make 
them an ideal too l for locat ion information and pre-order ver ification services . These are 
agai n, typically central ize d services in developin g countries and require a lot of time, 
paperwork and the utm ost precision to be successful. The CD-ROM ver sion of BIP, Ulrich, 
or EBSCO' s Serials D irectory could spare 80 percent of the drudgery invo lved and could 
drast ical ly simpli fy the pro cedures both for the reque stor and the suppli r of informati on. 

It has been pred icted and w idely publicized by many that CD -RO M technology may be 
a th reat for on l ine servi ce operators and database producers. That's true . But it is equal ly 
tr ue that CD-ROM techn ology might br ing new revenues from tho se who have never been 
onl ine users, and are unlikel y to afford online serv ic es in the near future. Still the se 
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dormant users may become customers overnight if the database is made available on th. . 
appropri ate medi um . A s a rule of thumb, CD- RO M p ro d uc ts are perce i ved to be 
successful if th ey are sold in quantities ov er a thou sand cop ies. Sales to developing 
coun tries mi ght hel p to reach this number faster which in turn may help to decrease 
pri ces, wh ich in turn may bring new customers, and on and on and on. 

The real bene f ic iar ie s o f thi s rev o lu t io nary tec hno logy wo u ld be th e de vel oping 
countries. I have witnessed a few nat ional projects to automate l ib rary and information 
services that were abl e to f ind the start-up mon ey fo r har dw are and software but we re 
unab le to co nt inue operat ions due to lack of funds for acquiring or creating dataware. 
CD -ROM databases w ith millions of LC-MA RC records for $2000 ; a hundred thousand of 
CO NSER record s for $500 (i .e., half a cent a piece) repr esent the approp ri ate technology 
for develop ing co untries. 

Turn on, tune in .. . and do not drop out. 
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