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ABSTRACT

Case is made here for an Africa Citation Index (ACI), which will focus primarily on research activities in different areas of knowledge in/on Africa by Africans or their co-authors as well as non-Africans. A functional distinction between bibliographies, which are relatively popular in Africa, and citation indexes is provided, as well as a justification of the later. It is suggested that a regional citation index such as ACI will be ecologically more adequate for understanding the nature, structure, use and flow of scientific research and production in Africa than the mainstream databases. Finally we identify, as well as suggest, how to address some of the major constraints that might confront the index.

1.0 Introduction

Research is a universal practice; human beings in all communities have always made inquiries about how to solve problems that confront their existence, mobilizing material and nonmaterial resources and techniques to generate requisite knowledge. The generation of knowledge is only one part of the research undertaking; for knowledge to be useful, it should be shared with other researchers and stakeholders. Researchers have fulfilled this requirement by publishing their research results in peer-reviewed serials. Furthermore, research results are used in monitoring the performance of researchers, their institutions and disciplines. One way of achieving this expectation is the organisation of publications in bibliographies to guide colleagues and stakeholders in tracking and matching new publications. A more complex development in this regard is the Citation Indexes, which are suited to monitoring the use of research results, and to enable research managers assess the relevance, spread, quality and influence of their research activities. Although the history of such infrastructures is relatively recent in the developed countries, where its use has however matured significantly, such initiatives are not yet identifiable in Africa. Science in Africa is presently being assessed based on the indexing services of the developed countries, with the consequence that the nature and characteristics of the use of the research results from the continent cannot be reliably ascertained. This handicap manifests in the current popular distribution pattern of knowledge production and use in the world, which shows that African research activities are not as much useful as those from the developed regions. Although science performance in Africa might be comparable with that in any of the developed countries, an objective assessment of the situation does not exist. In this paper, we propose and justify the building of an Africa Citation Index, which will focus primarily on African research literature. 
2.0 Bibliographies versus Citation Indexes

Although very large ones are not available in Africa, bibliographies, which usually consist of lists of publications and patents as well as information about their authors, are somewhat common. Bibliographies have played crucial roles in formal science, keeping the community of scientists informed about the research results of their colleagues. A typical successful bibliography is the National Library of Medicine’s Medline of the United States of America established in 1966. An example in Africa is the bibliography of the Documentation Center (CODICE) of the Council for the Development of Social Research in Africa (CODESRIA). Allam and Nwagwu (2005) have shown that these and other initiatives have performed so well in allowing access to developing countries scholars. However, the converging impact of globalisation, the increasing importance and priority accorded to knowledge as principal driver of growth as well as the information and communication technology revolution have facilitated the development of Citation Indexes, which are already at their advanced stages of sophistication in many developed countries.

A citation index is a structured list of references in a given collection of documents; containing information about the use of the publications, in addition to having all the attributes of a bibliography. Effort to develop a citation index first originated in legal practice when Shepard’s Citation tool, a legal reference was established in the USA in 1873 to enable lawyers locate previous decisions relating to their current cases. Another related development was the database developed by the Institute of Electrical Engineers in the United States in the beginning of the twentieth century, which was abandoned in 1922 (Garfield, 1977). These citation indexes did not succeed mainly because the manual processing methods that were used at that time could not meet the complex computational requirement of such databases. However, Eugene Garfield and the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI), now Thompson Scientific, could be credited with initiating the first ICT-based ‘scientific’ index in 1963, which include use or citation data, namely the Science Citation Index (SCI), Social Science Citation Index (SSCI), and the Arts and Humanities Citation Index (AHCI).  


The Thompson Scientific databases, based on own locale-sensitive policies, select and index scientific sources from various parts of the world, and much of what is known about the current knowledge and status of science in the world is constructed on the basis of these indexes. A huge success though, it is a common knowledge that the database excludes most scientific channels from Africa and many parts of the developing world. Based on the ISI databases, the dominant knowledge about the nature of scientific activities in the world favours those communities, which meet the criteria set by the organisation. The ISI, which has indexed over 6,000 primary sources to date, has wielded great influence on world science, the most recent being its role in the global ranking of world universities.

3.0 Citation Indexes: purposes and exploitation

Scientific databases are constructed for three major purposes:

• To provide information on research already performed in order to support ongoing research, because researchers often want to build on what has been done.

• To provide information to the scientific community for the management of science. • To provide information on the evolution of scientific knowledge and on the pursuit of science as a human activity.

In addition to the above, a citation index specifically enables us to;

· monitor the use and users, sources and characteristics of scientific publications, 

· establish the visibility and productivity of scientists, disciplines, institutions and countries,

· know the core competencies and paradigmatic shifts in knowledge, 

· understand the pattern of knowledge exchange and balance of intellectual influence among scholars locally and internationally, 

· mapping of science, fields and areas to provide information about relevance and spread of research endeavours, as well as,

· study of the evolution of science.   

Based on the policies of existing international databases, none of the above attributes of science could be reliably established about Africa; only a few of African sources are indexed in the databases on the grounds of their low quality and lack of periodicity (Nwagwu, 2004). However, none of the functions of databases we have enumerated above requires that the sources be ranked as qualitative or not; the only obvious requirement is that research is carried out, and published and then used by those who need them. As a matter of fact, quality and quantity usually have environmental interpretations; the characteristics of scientific output will expectedly be influenced by the social and other conditions in the environment of the scientists. In the recent years, the significance of these indexes have manifested in the metric and non-metric tools used presently by professional associations, funding agencies and governments for Research Assessment Exercises. Based on the indexes of this sought, metric indices of performance of scientists, disciplines, institutions, countries and regions are now automatically computed in many communities. Several scientists, including this author, have discussed an empirical evidence of the poor representation of African sources (Nwagwu 2005).

4.0 The Need for a Citation Index in Africa

African researchers are engaged in scientific research and writing, and they are trying to make their findings available to their fellow Africans and to the wider world as well (Layashi, 1994). That is one part of the equation: the other is understanding whether the research outputs address the problems of the society. Scientific data resources in Africa are hardly ever indexed in Africa. They are therefore, on the most part, unavailable and inaccessible. The absence of science databases in Africa has led to several unfounded and baseless conclusions about scientific activities in Africa such as the observation that information on Nigeria is often more available elsewhere (Akhigbe, 1992). This cannot be true. It would appear rather that very little of the information in Northern databases refers to actual African publications, i.e., research published within Africa (Abifarin, 1996). Although there might not be as much research activities going on in Africa as there are in the developed countries, there is clear evidence that more is being done than is reckoned with. Hence, we would rather suggest that much of the African research outputs that meet the standards of the Northern databases are often organised and indexed in the North, and, therefore, are available. Also, African research outputs that are available in the Northern databases are likely developed in Northern sources, or are those 
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few that are developed in Africa but published in sources outside Africa, or further still developed and published in those few African sources that are indexed by the Northern databases (Nwagwu, 2004). Whichever the case, there is no suggestion that information on Africa is mainly published elsewhere. Rather, we would suggest that much of the African research outputs that are published locally are not indexed, and are therefore not accessible and available. The pattern of indexing of Nigerian publications, for example in

ISI databases exemplify these as shown in Figures 1, 2 and 3, which show a flat growth in publications in two areas where publication patterns are strictly journal-driven. Although one knows that the volume of scientific publications in Africa cannot compete with what obtains in the developed countries, it is obvious that more is being done than is reckoned with by mainstream databases. 
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This position is supported by the fact that the publication pattern of African countries’ scholars shows that they focus mainly inwards. In Nigeria, this pattern has been established. Shoyinka and de Cola (1984) carried out a bibliometric analysis of publications at the University of Ibadan, and observed that the publication pattern of Nigerian scientists was mainly in local sources. Furthermore, Gaillard (1996) has observed that, African research is characterised by intra-African and particularly intra-national behaviour. This trend is very strong in Nigeria where it reflects the inward looking attitude of the scientific community and its extreme – scientific isolation. (Gaillard, 1996). Galliard also showed the heavy concentration of Nigeria’s literature in local journals as reflecting a mechanism for strengthening linkages among national and regional scientists in order to legitimise work done locally. Most of the papers published in Africa will therefore likely be excluded in the international databases. How then can the top down indexing service of the North then cover comprehensively the research activities of the scientists of the South? This question is crucial because the scientific papers of countries should be considered as a definitive evidence of their science, and that such products require to be controlled as a basis for assessing and evaluating progress of science in different communities.

African scientists struggle to publish in mainstream journals in order to be cited in

international sources, because similar indexes do not exist in Africa. This trend could be counterproductive when the influence of publication channels on scientists is considered. For instance, journals define their areas of interest, and expect that scientists who wish to use the sources define the problems they want to address accordingly. A scientist, who wishes to have an entry in any journals, defines his focus to address the focus of the journal; and this may be different from the issues that affect the scientist’s immediate community. This could lead to disorientation between the utility of a scholar’s output in a community and the problems the scholar is often addressing. On the other hand, when scientists are satisfied with the sources around them, they most likely focus on the problems of their immediate environments (Palmer, 1999).

Africa needs a comprehensive index to show evidence of the resources invested in research both by its government and international agencies. From 1963, when the first United Nations sponsored conference on the applications of science and technology to the development of the less developed countries, up until the symposium on science in Africa in 1990, there is sufficient evidence of support, which needs to be accounted for. A local index within Africa will be most suitable to document the research outcome. A typical example is the evidence in agricultural research where; 

The proportion of records on Africa is also higher in databases maintained by the international agricultural research centers (IARCs) based in Africa, not only because of their location but also because their focus is on developing countries in the tropics (Nwagwu, 2004).

Furthermore, for several decades, institutions in developed countries and development assistance agencies have supported the evolution of information infrastructures in developing countries. There is no evidence about how these infrastructures have assisted in the organization of information resources. There is no expressed consciousness about the extent to which an index of research activities in research institutions actually contribute to the empowerment of people, and the accountability and responsibility of the institutions and scientists. The absence of indigenous initiative to collect, organise and index and link sources of scientific and technical information in the researches, and disseminate same to the various users, show that information is actually accorded limited status in Africa, and suggests further that the potential value of information is not yet self-evident. There is a need to widen awareness of what kinds of information, both published and unpublished, are available in Africa. Ignorance of previous research efforts may result in needless duplication and a wasting of precious resources. Getting publications indexed in databases increases demand for the information, since database searching is the primary method by which references are located. Stimulating greater demand for African research is perhaps the single most important strategy for raising the profile of science in Africa, and for increasing its competitiveness and the flow of information both from and into the continent. Opportunities for increased funding and vitality for African scientific enterprise can come with greater awareness about their activities, if there exist evidences about the quality and quantity of research contributed to the world from Africa.

The assessment of the development efforts in social, economic, and political circles have relied mainly upon evidences of improved GDP of nations, improved living conditions, development of physical infrastructure, among others. Supplementary evidences from the primary scientific outputs of scientists and other stakeholders is needed to gauge information with regards to who, what, where and when-about budgets and other forms of expenditure on scientific activities. But there is no systematic and empirical evidence as to the characteristics-content, sources, of the primary research basis for policy and development plans and programmes in most African countries. The challenge is, therefore, to identify meaningful indicators, qualitative or quantitative – based on complete coverage of scientific activities of Africa, local realities of science, and local quality criteria by which the overall research in the region can be assessed. The facts enumerated here are probably not uncommon knowledge to those African scholars who have had to sometimes worry about their poor showing in international rating.  

The nature of science itself is a strong factor that motivates local indexing of science evidences. Scientists are likely to face problems that confront their environment, about which an international indexing service or source may have no significant interest. For instance, research in health and agriculture might focus on community-sensitive issues, which might not be internationally reckoned with (Winclawska, 1996) unlike the so-called international subjects such as Physics and Mathematics. Furthermore, disciplines are culture sensitive. The role and nature of written knowledge are influenced by cultural situations in different environments, and this will constrain the universal indexing of science. Also, some global indicators might not be suitable for a fair assessment of scientific activities of certain researchers and countries. Furthermore, the idea of ‘mainstream journals’ cannot be taken as a credible bibliographic indicator for African countries’ science because most journals in developing countries are classified as non-mainstream, and, therefore, rank low in international the index of quality; whereas there is no local basis for assessing the same sources to see their relevance to local situations. The significance of the foregoing points is that there might be a dissonance between research focus of the national databases in comparison with the local problems of different communities, and this might constrain scientists in selecting their sources.  

Politically, it is also very important to expect that Africa should index and monitor the use of her science sources. Databases play very significant roles in the positioning of scientists, their countries, and institutions. Countries that have plenty of their local journals indexed in a database stand to appear more visible than those countries whose journals are few. Scientists whose local sources are less represented in databases will definitely rate low in international indices. Hence, it appears that the most suitable strategy of electronic control of scientific literature would favour community approaches in which countries and regions base the assessment of their science on their national or regional databases.

There is a parallel in the structure of regional economics, and knowledge and development-based societies, which seem to provide theoretical basis for this emerging reality. Storper (1997), in The Regional World, argued that technology, organisation, and

territory could be considered as a ‘holy trinity’ for regional development. He captured the

relations among the trinity in the following quote:

Technology involves not just the tension between scale and variety, but that between the codifiability or non-codifiability of knowledge; its substantive domain is learning and becoming, not just diffusion and deployment. Organisations are knit together, their boundaries defined and changed, and their relations to each other accomplished not simply as input-output relations or linkages, but as untraded interdependencies subject to a high degree of reflexivity. Territorial economies are not only created, in a globalising world economy, by proximity in input-output relations, but more so by proximity in the untraded or relational dimensions of organisations and technologies. Their principal assets – because scarce and slow to create and imitate – are no longer material, but relational (Storper, 1997, p.28).

Although Storper’s thesis was not focused on citation indexing, but the thesis conforms to the trend in modern information society, in addition to observed structure of national literature control activities, in the world today. It appears that, constrained by factors described here, the pattern of scientific indexing follows the path of ‘holy trinity’ in which a region or country gives priority to the outputs of its scientists based on technology, organisation, and territory consciousness. That is, a country or region recognises that its technology or its level of technology diffusion; its organisations, and its territorial identity are intertwined. Hence, the scientific output of a country, irrespective of its quality and standards are accepted as indicators of the level of development of researchers, research, and science in the research institutions, and by implications, qualifies the territory. Countries that would want to posture their local research activities appropriately, therefore, develop their own databases and also develop own criteria to select journals that should be indexed in those databases. The arguments being introduced here may be better driven home if we examine the status of indexing of scientific evidence in Africa.


We have briefly examined the need for an Africa Citation Index, and some of the issues that might need to be considered in building the index. ACI is a required infrastructure in Africa at this time that scholars are expected, both by their institutions and international assessment bodies, to publish in electronically indexed journals for their research results to be considered qualitative. A major justification for this condition is that journals that are not indexed in modern electronic media will be limited in distribution; access will also not be easy.
5.0 Issues facing ACI

Let us now identify some broad issues that need to be considered in initiating a citation database in Africa.

5.1 Market for African STI

An aspect of STI databases in Africa that would require strong policy action is related to market for the products. Who will buy the products of the databases? Of what international value is African scientific knowledge? How much can they sell? Can the databases return the cost incurred in their establishment? These are questions that must border the minds of policy makers in view of the expected huge cost of building such databases. Although in a different direction, similar questions bordered the minds of those who initiated the ISI databases almost four decades ago, but these databases are today sources of huge income to the institute as well highlighting the role USA and the developed world in the configuration of modern science landscape in the world.


The emerging knowledge societies will encourage openness and dialogue and appreciate wisdom, communication and cooperation. 

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media regardless of frontiers (United Nations, 1948) 

The observation of the International Development Strategy for the Fourth United Nations Development Decade is succinct when it states that; 

… the reactivation of development in the decade of the 1990s on a sustained basis will be linked to the ability of the developing countries to participate in the rapid advances in science and technology that have characterized the global economy in recent years and will continue to do so in the future” (UNDP,1990). 

The World Bank has also added that in the emerging global knowledge economy, a country’s ability to build and mobilize knowledge capital is equally essential for sustainable development as the availability of physical and financial capital (6(.  Human beings will therefore seek for solutions to their problems wherever they feel that they can get them. Moreover, several human challenges today such as HIV/AIDS and the persistence of many incurable diseases demand an open mind regarding sources of solutions. In this regard, outputs of African scientists will definitely sell in the international market. But one needs to watch out against the question of value and cost suffering the same international political misfortune as other products such as coffee, petroleum, groundnut etc whose prices are fixed in the international markets. Although information is globally considered to be a resource that has great value now, its competitiveness has not yet attracted the international regulatory agencies activities, particularly in the area of cost fixing.

5.2 Funding

Where will the fund for the development of the databases come from? Funds for one-time investment may not be problematic and may come from the funding agencies. A more crucial consideration should, however, be given to sustainability of the funding until the databases would start generating counterpart funds. International funding agencies could also be depended upon to support pockets of activities such as manpower training required in the development of the databases. Although the primary purpose of databases is not financial profit, databases often yield financial benefits sometimes after some relatively long period of time. To this effect, the database should be commercialised to ensure that its independence.  

5.3 Infrastructure 
Infrastructure should be viewed from the perspective of a collection of heterogeneous technologies, components, protocols and applications to support different and varying application areas and use over time across large geographical distances (Besley and Pande, 1998). Technology infrastructure, which often refers to computers and communication devices and digital infrastructure in addition to content available from digital sources, would require to be given serious consideration. Infrastructure should also be viewed to include human resource skills needed to be able to use computers and digital technologies; and finally, we need to examine the social resources as infrastructural facilities to support structures. Westrup et al (2001) have also discussed the need for legal infrastructure. Infrastructures should be extended beyond technologies to embrace examining social structures, social problems, social organisation and social relations.  

5.4 Human resources and capacity building

A major setback in science and technology information databases in Africa is lack of adequately trained manpower (Rolland and Monteirro, 2001). The problem of weak information human resource capacity generally is reported in a number of publications (Bhatnagar, 1992; Sahay, 2001; Waema, 2002; Westrup, 2005). In Africa, it might not be uncommon to find a database manager with limited computer skills (Sahay, 2001), and having no time and motivation to learn. This could be a result of unconducive environment and lack of training resources (World Bank, 2004; Kimaro, 2005). Ideally, manpower development and capacity building should not be limited to basic skills only but also to technical, planning, policy analysis and formulation, and management of ICTs. It involves activities related to the development of human resources through training, education and promotion (Paul, 1999; Targowski, 2001). It is also a continuous process whereby people and organizations develop their abilities individually and collectively with the aim to perform activities, deal with problems and formulate and achieve objectives (UNDP, 1994; Ball, 2001). Human capacity building depends on the institutional capacity to provide a conducive environment for learning (Mdumbaro, 2003). Institutions with unclear objectives, inadequate structures and resources, lack of incentives or weak practices are unlikely to achieve productive and motivated human resources because these factors do not lead to a conducive environment. Thus, local governments and donors need to create an enabling environment, supportive of capacity building to ensure the development of sustainable ICT projects such as databases. For the training database professionals and experts for which we recommend the establishment of a research and educational research institute where policy research into policies and regulation in the industry, commercialisation and marketing of products, database quality and standardization, coordination and cooperation, indexing and analysis, computer programming and related activities should be undertaken. Tiamiyu and Aiyepeku (2003) have expatiated on this problem;

The currently low executive capacity in sub-Saharan Africa for designing and operationalising computer based information systems and networks, especially in the area of documentation, records management, and library services and the completely absent capacity for the local manufacture of computer and telecommunications equipment needed for an instructional purposes at all levels of education for information in Africa, need to be urgently addressed, primarily at the level of education for information (Tiamiyu and Aiyepeku, 2003). 

To address the problem of manpower in this regard, South Korea established the Information and Communication Institute one of whose aims is to train database manpower. There may not be need for the establishment of new institutions for the purpose of human resource development in Africa; existing institutional infrastructures could be harnessed for an initial start. For instance, at the regional level, the Consortium of African Schools of Information Science (CASIS), which consists of institutions that train information professionals, could be used as a strategy for developing databases human resources. Specifically, the joint sponsorship by the UNESCO and Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC) of Africa Regional Centre for Information Science (ARCIS), at the University of Ibadan in Nigeria in 1984 provides a springboard for addressing the problem developing required manpower regarding STI databases (Tiamiyu and Aiyepeku, 2003).

Apart from the unavailability of information professionals in Africa, there is also an observed wide unfavourable differential in the remuneration of information workers across the economic sectors and across national and regional boundaries. This triggers off undesirable migration of African information workers to other parts of the world. This problem is related to the question of mainstreaming of information work. In many sectors of the economy, the information worker is still on the fringe, unable to rise to the peak of his career. Rigid government policies, which are sometimes not revised for many years, as well as policy makers who are not information conscious contribute in perpetuating this problem. Furthermore, it is that information work is unpopular in many African countries. From the soft information circles to the hard-core information activity, there is little priority accorded the information worker.

5.5 Sustainability

Sustainability of ICT projects such as citation databases would require the ability to identify impacts and manage risks threatening the long-term viability of the system (Korpela et al 1998). The failure rate of ICT projects in least industrialized countries is 75 per cent higher than in developed countries mainly due to the lack of appropriate skills and knowledge to identify and deal with the risks associated with ICTs on a long-term basis (Odedra-Straub, 1995; Mursu et al, 1999). The development of knowledge and skills requires learning and training to use and support for the sustainability of ICT projects (Braa et al, 1995). Databases can have an impact on organizational work practices when the people have the necessary capacity to use, maintain, develop and sustain it. Traditionally, donors have used foreign experts to fill in professional gaps and transfer skills (World Bank, 1999). The process of transferring skills is often not possible due to the nature of the projects, which place little emphasis on learning. It has been observed that donor projects are typically used to mobilize resources (e.g. vehicles, computers), and not developing human resources capacity (Kimaro and Nhampossa, 2004, Wood-Harper and Bell, 1990). Donor projects generally include poorly designed and short term training programmes, which are not culturally compatible with the local situation (Hanseth and Monteiro, 2006). The availability of ICTs needs to be complimented by the availability of well-designed training and practices to develop human capacity with appropriate skills and knowledge to sustain ICTs over time. The databases are a combination of people, tools (e.g. ICTs) and routine procedures to provide and use information (Wangwe and Rweyemamu, 2001). A sustainable STI database system can be simply defined as the one that meets the information scientific and technological information needs of the country over time. However, sustainability of the database is a complex process as it involves the capability (skills and knowledge) of humans to collect, analyse, use and disseminate information as well as to deal with risks threatening the database project.  

5.6 Low level of information awareness and consciousness

Another major obstacle would relate to the low level of awareness of information at the individual, community and national levels of the society in Africa. At the policy-making levels, this observation is very striking. In his nationwide survey in 1982, Aiyepeku (1982) showed that public policy makers at the federal level in Nigeria did not have as high a level of information consciousness as they might. This factor will affect scientific database systems to the extent that awareness of the utility of information should be directly related to attitudes and awareness towards the organization and processing information. Policy makers decide scientific and other priorities based on their efficacy, the low level of consciousness will therefore continue to downgrade the role of information in national development.

African countries also have very low priority for education for information, which manifests in low educational investments. According to Tiamiyu and Aiyepeku (2003), investment for information education in Africa is characterised by absence of programmes to train trainers, lack of development of institutional capacity for training of trainers, and lack of funds for technical exchange programmes. As a result, there are no sufficient and appropriately trained information workers at all levels who could design, implement and evaluate electronic databases towards meeting Africa’s growth and development needs. At the policy making level, African leaders have consistently shown that they understand the implications of science and technology information in the development process. This can be attested to by the various OAU (now AU) declarations in this regard (Organisation of African Unity, 1980, Organisation of African Unity 1990). But there has not been any demonstrated will by any of the member states to develop science and technology information. There are issues often raised regarding the fact that ICT is relatively strange to the culture of African people (Organisation of African Unity. 1990; Arunachallam, 1992; Otite, 2004) and that this constitutes one of the explanations for the slow pace of ICT development in many sectors.

5.7 Institutional and management frameworks

There are problems of non-existence, and in some cases, non-operational management and institutional frameworks for the control of scientific and technological literature at country levels. Where they exist, these frameworks are either designed when ICT were at their earliest development stages, or they addressed the relevance of information organization generally without any reference to databases, as we know them today. The frameworks were therefore not ‘ICT- compliant’, or were not accompanied by appropriate capacity development and deployment. This is typical of Nigeria where, for instance, the National University Commission (NUC) has prescribed a networking of the universities for the purpose of sharing primary literature among themselves without a clear understanding about databases of publications (Nigerian National University Commission, 2006). Similar initiatives exist in many other African countries, but there seems to exist a dissonance in the perceived role of ICT, and how they can be incorporated into the traditional ways of controlling scientific information. 

5.8 Lack of a regional information policy

Alabi (1994) has made a case for the need for an information policy in Africa within which information technology and other related policies should obtain. Rather, there exist information technology policies at both regional and country levels, which specify how information technology would be used for the development. However, the absence of a regional information policy would impinge upon the full utilization of information technology policies, irrespective of how well defined. This is because information technology policies are supposed to provide the basis for the operation of information technology. Otherwise, the very indicators that are used to measure the impacts and consequences of using such technologies and tools will be lacking entirely; will be poorly defined and understood, and inefficiently or inappropriately utilised. 

6.0 Strategies for mobilising stakeholders’ support 

There exist some international NGOs in Africa around which ACI could be located. For instance, Council for the Development of Social Research in Africa (CODESRIA) located in Dakar Senegal has sufficient clout both for mobilising as well as hosting the database. Presently CODESRIA, which is prominent and visible in mobilising for knowledge development in Africa, has a functional bibliographic database. While CODESRIA or any other organisation with similar reputation is expected to host the database, a linkage with other organisations that have Africa-wide mandate such as Association of African Universities (AAU), set up by the universities in Africa since 1967 to promote cooperation among the universities, will be required to create a link with various universities. AAU has also experimented with the database of thesis and dissertations through its DATAD project, although both the database projects of CODESRIA and AAU do not include use data. Interestingly, AAU has a vision similar to CODESRIA’s in relation to the need to organise research activities and their outputs. In the recent years, the focus of both CODESRIA and AAU has been on higher education in Africa, a path that was also adopted by many professional associations. AAU is a membership organisation, with the implication that not all universities in Africa are members; their activities might therefore be omitted if the AAU is used as a sole strategy for networking the universities. 

In this regard, other agencies such as the Committee of Vice Chancellors to which all universities belong could also be used as a strategy to reach those institutions that are not members of AAU, and to mobilise individual universities to participate in the project. The continental and national associations of heads of polytechnics, colleges of education etc also have great roles to play. The Vice Chancellors and heads of other tertiary institutions require to be mainstreamed into the project because in their capacities as research managers. The culture of repository in which researchers deposit their publications in a central database is not existent in most universities in Africa. The VCs also have the great task of mobilising the researchers to comply with repository policies, which the universities require to put in place in order to benefit maximally from ACI. Similarly, we need the input of research and development, and, management institutions in various countries. There is also the need for roles to be created for professional associations and science coordinating bodies at continental and national levels in their capacities as the major proprietors of serials in Africa.  

A major task before the ACI will be the identification and collection of serials to be included in the index, a very daunting task. However, journal proprietors know that it is at their interest for their journals to be indexed in a regional database. Journals that are not listed in the database may loose their customers, and researchers may also not want to publish in them. This factor is a crucial strength that ACI has tap to secure the cooperation of serial proprietors. Presently, all serials are expected to be hosted by a database in order to be considered as a credible source of primary knowledge, and there are very few such services in Africa.  A strong ACI will also constitute a channel for the internationalisation of journals and their publications, a privilege all journals in Africa would want to enjoy. Another crucial element of this index will relate to the policy that will guide the selection of the sources, indexing protocols, software and hardware issues as well as management and control. These and various other issues require to be put before an expert panel that will work out the details.

7.0 Enhancing South North information flow, a conclusive remark

Most projects that are geared towards addressing the digital divide focus on North-South flow of information, and there already exist many of such projects. But projects that emphasise South-North flow are hardly ever identifiable. One way of addressing this issue will be through ACI. There exist in Africa information resources that will contribute to problem solving in the world but which have not merited approval by mainstream science.  
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