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A persona] history of e-Librarianship in
Sri Lanka - 2000-2004

Dr. Ruwap Gamage
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term e-Librarianship has appeared, it is clear that an e-Librarian deals with elec
and procedures (Atwater, 2012; Feldvari, 2012). For the purpose of this pape
provision of access to electronic information, making portals and Web interfa
housekeeping, and promotion of libraries using electronic media as e-librarians

1.2 The scope of this paper

This paper takes the reader in a tour of Sri Lankan e-librarianship basec
the author himself had during the period. It is expected to be a reasonable profile
the country. Yet, naturally there could be many conflicts with what is contained

librarian. The paper trails along the mtermts of the author while reveahng the sntuatlon 0
during the period.

People factor has been a prominent feature in e-librarianship in the country, a p aigv A
of professionals were engaged in a larger portion of activities as thought leaders. Therefar
of individuals and organizations have often been mentioned here for recording purposest
dueto the limited scope of this write up, some of those who were influential in taking the e-1ib}
forward in the country may not have been mentioned.

2. e-Services up to the yearA2000 (Y2K)
2.1 The evolution of e-content, tools and procedures in Sri Lanka

Telephone, wire services, fax, and microfiche were the popular medi
communication and storage in the yester era. In the Sri Lankan soil, the next revolution:h:
with the introduction of computers in late 1960s at the State Engineering Corporation, follow;
Department of Census (Induruwa, 1999b).

In 1984, the Computer and Information Technology Council of Sri Lanka (C
authorized for acting on policy related matters related to ICT use. Under the leadership of
V.K.Samaranayake, CINTEC worked on important issues such as handling legal issu
with local languages, and taking ICT to the general public (Induruwa, 1999b). Under the sp
of CINTEC, The Department of Computer Science and Engineering, University of Moratuwa i
the Sri Lanka Domain Registry in 1990, to register .lk domain names (Dias, 2004).

Internet based services started with email communication by some enthusiastic young profes"' )
studying abroad (Adams, Amarasiri, Dias, & Induruwa, 1992). They got updates on-Sri Lanka (
news reports disseminated via SLnet, an electronic mailing list. These servers were mainly h
overseas. It was further strengthened after introducing a dedicated network for Sri Lankan acade
the Lanka Experimental Academic and Research Network (LEARN) in January 1996. This net
interconnected several Universities and other research institutions in the country. The first log:a
email service; LEARNmail was initiated in 1990. Remote login and file transfer was possible fro
1994. Around the same time the first ever Web server was installed at the University of Moratuwa

In his 1999 article, Induruwa(1999b) describes the emergence of electronic newspapers i
all three mediums (Sinala, Tamil and English). TradenetSL, a trade information service initiated bx
the Ministry of Internal and External Trade provided trade information to the business commumty
and general public. ‘

Mobile telephony was getting popular. Dial-up was the medium of connection to Internet,
while ADSL was introduced in 2003. Only 11 SIMS had been sold per 100 persons of the population
by 2004, with compared to 68 in 2009 (Brahmanage & Weerasekera, 2011).
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toola jii Allin all, it was an era of Systematic development of information Sys
fiders iy all these developments lead us to a fear regarding the Y2K issue (the millennjy
brary institutions especially had been heavily automated. World Bank assistance Was ;1',
: the possible harmful situations that could arise (“The Sunday Times Businesg Sec‘
2.2 e-Librarianship in Sri Lanka; the first traces of evidence
ences .
hip in

ories,

cience Council, and subsequently renamed
~NSF - of Sri Lanka. CISIR was later renamed as the Industrial

se institutions are forerunners in developing e-librarianship and e-

as the Nationa] Science F oundation

Technology Institute (ITTI). Both the
[ services in the country.

he author's involvement
Linking the history to the theme

on the World Wide Web (WWW). It dreamed about
,__ €ading the daily paper via the computer terminal early morning, sipping the first cup of tea.
'S a picture hard to Imagine at that time,
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It was on Ms. DeepaliTalagala's valuable advice that I selected Libr Sh
path. On the success of the interview, mentioned in the first paragraph, I jo ned
Library and Information Science (MLS) programme offered by the Faculty ofi
University of Colombo two years before the start of the 21+ century Ms. Suma

Yapa were teachmg IT aspects of librarianship.
I started working at the University of Moratuwa Library (UML) in Api

3. The period between 2000-2004

When I joined the UML, I was entrusted with managing IT related functi
it was the requirement of the hour. This was a busy period at the UML, wor
purchased library automation software. Ms. Ruvini Kodikara, the librarian was Ving:
workforce towards the e’ direction with great enthusiasm. Ms. Nayana Wijayasundar
engaged in establishing the e-activities in the UOM library. The library had a growing;ir
new trends in disseminating information using the electronic medium.

3.1 Library Web sites

I witnessed new Sri Lankan companies inculcating an interest on the Web
there were individuals - non-librarians - maintaining rnagmﬁcent sites for example, *Ceylon:
a pictorial database of ancient coins of Ceylon' (Gamage, 2001 ‘Gamage, 2002). Ho T
were not providing full-fledged e-services and e-content at the start of the century.

As described before, University of Moratuwa was a pioneer in introducing Interne LGe
to Sri Lanka (Induruwa, 1999a 1999b). That made UOM library liable for a hlgher res]

the Department of Computer Science and Engmeermg, UOM (and played the multiple roleSv. IRV
Master of UOM, Hostmaster of .k domain, and a Systems Engineer) had designed the p
the status of Web development at that time is considered, it was a commendable effort..
evident that first library Web sites and applications appearing in all University library Web si

developed by Computer Science (or related) departments in the above Universities. It was slo
steadily that the Um'versity libraries were getting the authorship of content related to librari

To do this, I studied similar sites in USA and Asia (Gamage, 2001a). USA was selected to geti
most advanced design principles to date. Selection of Asia was to learn if cultural identiti

maintained in the Web sites in the region. As a result of this study, I came up with some new add1t1o¥ 0
to the Web site, such as a photographic tour, a gateway to auto-updating information on technolog
trends, and an email alert service (Gamage, 2001).

By 5% April 2001 the original Web site was moved to the library server, and was enclosed
a new sub domain lib.mrt.ac.lk to reinforce the identity. By 29t October 2001 the new Web site wa
ava:lable online. -

A desk survey in the Internet Archive (www.internetarchive.org) helped me in retrievin
the archival copies of the first Sri Lankan University library Web sites (Table 1).
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- Upali Open University _ .
Alibrary/index. htm] 1996-11-08
3 University of
i Colombo Www.cmb.ac. [k
i /about/library.htm 1998-01-13 1997-10-01
i University of
i$ Moratuwa Www.mrt.ac.1k/lib/ 19990209 1998-12-02
fa1y:as University of
- newly 4 Peradeniya Www.pdn.ac. [k
library e : /services/library.html 2000-03-03 1998-02-05¢
iready University of Sy ;
the Jayawardenepura WWw.sjp.ac.1k/
o support. htms 2000-09-02 1999-12-13 University of
Ruhuna Www.ruh.ac Ik
/Uni/library/libmain.html 2001-02-16 NA
University of
elaniya Www.kln.ac.Ik/I ib
. Even # - Info_Page htm] . 2001-0630 - 1998-02-01¢
‘oins'— &
braries 3.1.1 Sri Lanka Science & Technology Information Network (SLSTINET)
¥ The National Science Counci] of Ceylon - NSC (currently National Science Foundatiop -
cilities & NSF) set up the Sri Lanka Scientific and Technical Information Centre (SLSTIC) in 1977. By the
ility in “ end of1997 there were 120 member libraries. This, although not necessarily a Weh based network
2d that had pioneereq Web presence of information from science and technology institutions in the country.
abouly Having institutional Wep sjtes was still (2000-2004) ot 5 priority. Yet, the NSF offereq
i ﬁrs' Service to host other Web sites in their own Wep server. The first archival copy of the NSF Wep site
ase of &8

(Www.nsf.ac.lk) at the Internet Archive is the one taken on 19% Jype 2000. It shows the follow

ing
eighteen (18) Web sites hosted at the NSF servers (“SLSTINET membership, " 2000).

*hed t_. J ‘
of W'
Whe, 3
[t was - (CRI), Counci] for Agricultura] Research Policy (CARP), Industria] Technology Institute




470 2200 : 0eisE @w0ibie Swges CeiBew B siem Geides 5 5

software package developed and distributed free of charge by UNESCO (J. angs
2014). 5
CDS/ISIS was heavily used up to year 2000. However, it was no
automation software (ILS). Mr. Upali Yapa created Purna (general librarie
libraries) automation software, which were combinations of databases createg
2005 there had been 85 libraries using Purna (Yapa, 2005). Both Purna and Taxy
the books and membership data were connected with the linking facility avai_j_él_b

ITT was looking for a Y2K ready solution to automate their library. Th
designed by Messers. Informatics (Pvt.) Ltd. from year 2000 (Talagala & Gamy
University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) was using Alice for Windows, a commercial softwa
their library since 2002. i

Subsequently, Mr. Nimal Hettiarachchi from University of Ruhuna cﬁ oL
Zealand based Koha Open Source ILS to accommodate Sinhala script. It was na
was the legacy font Kaputa working with the system. By the time Koha could acé(j_‘ .
fonts, Sinhala Unicode (SU) and Tamil Unicode (TU) also had been developed. There

be used with the direct installation of Koha.

University of Moratuwa, as with many other libraries in Sri Lanka had alreag
CDS/ISIS based electronic catalogue. This command based standalone catalogue viig
users to search library resources. One computer terminal had been reserved for thlS 1
library. Users could refer a printed guide, or get assistance from the library staffto extrac
Bibliographic records for nearly a half of the collection had been created by libraryssta:
terminal had to be manually updated each time the back office had entered new datar :

By the year 2000, UML was heading for automating a wide range of functions fr"c")‘
to circulation. The library and the University technical evaluation committee had a}f; ad:
LibSys integrated library management system from India, from among several other ¢
One of the reasons for selecting this software was that it was already successfully runs
British Council (Sri Lanka) Library.

The UML was closed for one week when the consultant from India was here for.
the system. During this time, each staff member was consulted for drawing the workflow of:filr
in the library. The system seemed to be facilitating many equivalent functions in the manuja__' )
When it was not, decisions were taken to change the procedures and formalities. There Were
instances that the consultant had to contact the Indian office for customization of the sof
Finally, staff members were trained. The integrated Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAQ
operational by April 2001. The fully functional UML automation system was inaugurated: on
November 2001. &

The author could'identify some of the user friendly services and functionalities oﬁe_r;‘,_;¥ :
the new system (Gamage, 2003). It had solved the following issues faced by the library staff andi.g !

reader community. i
=

1. Change of life styles of users demanded easy and remote access to the catalogue. : ' i

2. Remote access to library holdings was becoming a determining factor in selecting part t'iﬁ:

courses in competitive Universities.

5% ¢

New additions to the system were unknown. They had been hidden in the catalogue.
Updates were not immediately appearing in the catalogue.

N oA W

Tedious paper work was a barrier which was preventing efficient work at the library.

Sending staff recommendations and ordering those recommended material did not work smoothly.: 1

R e s i
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tissa, 7. Journals stock Wwas hidden. The journals filing system (Kardex) Was availapje
only.

brary When the project was being made available, a] professional staff members of th ;

chool 8ot used to provision of e-library activities,

S. By

3.3 Digital libraries

Other than this, there were no specific attempts in creating digital librarjes during the periogd
concerned. Yet, the term wag freely used for any e-content provided through library (or other) Web
sites. WWW gateways were also considered a similar service. Gateway to internet Information

Sources (GAINS) and the University of Moratuwa Research Docs were such services provided by
the UML.

iation of Computer Machinery (ACM)® was named as ACM Digital
i > e-journals databases are also worth considering here,

< 3.4 e-Journals databases

As reported by Lucy Tedd and Andrew Large (Tedd and Large, 2005), Um'versity of
~ Moratuwa Library Web site displayed links to free online journals releyant to the disciplines available
atthe University for the benefit of its membership®. In 2002, Sri Lanka (among several other developing

ountries) had the Opportunity to use commercial online journals databases through the Programme
or the Enhancement of Research Information (PERI) of the International Network for theAvaiIability
f'Scientific Publications (INASP). Mr. N. T.S.A. Senadeera, the librarian of U

niversity of Peradeniya
as the Country coordinator of INASP, succeeded by Ms, Sumana Jayasuriya - Librarian, University
Colombo, They coordinated with all institutions and made sure that all Universitjes and research
istitutions in the country would get free access to selected databasges. INASP was funding the

ative but the librarians of the receiving institutions had to train staff and students of their respective
tutions, '

Receipt of country wide access to selected online journals databases was 2 Ieason to celebrate!
y librarians were cO]
C

W nsidered more important than ever. Some librarians mastered search
es and differences and features in individua] databases. The library Web sites also had to be
ently updated with links to resources. Primitive aggregation of subject collections was also

in some library Web sites, UOM Library extended user education Programmes to educate
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3.5 Education and Networking

Students of the Department of Library Science, University of Kelaniy;

Library and Information Sciences (NILIS), University of Colombo, and

Association (SLLA) were teaching IT related components in their regular coy

associations, SLLA and the University Librarians Association of Sri Lanka @ £

conducting continuous professional development programs with regard to e-1i 3

- conducting the most e-ready course during that time: the Course on Librar; ¥5)

(Yapa, 2003). In addition, interested parties with trained professionals such as theiN;

also conducted training. These activities were making librarians e-ready, »'4' gv
bondages with increased networking among er—_minded people.

This increased networking resulted in commencing the very first ema diser
among librarians in the country. Sri Lanka Library Friends e-group was started:in:2
started talking with each other in the virtual medium, putting on notices, express;
information (Gamage, 2010)"2.

4. Conclusion = v feias ¥ USRS ;

~ Since the day I faced the interview — 1997/98 — the services of electroni
grown in leaps and bounds. The era under- consideration (2000-2004) was a perio f]
E-readiness of librarians have grown into a stage where e-librarianship is no longer a valid
losing its boundaries being integrated into the regular librarianship. E-services are
a contemporary librarian. However, as per the period in focus,“only academic and TeS
were embracing the new technologies. Public, government and school libraries on

and expertise. After a decade of rapid growth of technology and attitudes, some ; NIVE
special librgr_iqs have advanced further in the direction of e-services, dreaming onIt
‘Commons. Others still lag behind! A problem is prevailing somewhere!! Are we not o
m education and training? If not, is it because we are not having the correct mindse :
forward? Else, is it because the policies and practices are not in the best interest o
professionals? D :
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Footnotes

1

2

3

12

http://coins.lakdiva.org/cat/
These addresses had been changed subsequently as sub-domains of the i
The date the library site is first appearing at http://internetarchive.org
Last updated date appears only from the 2001-11-10 archival copy.

Information about the library had been included under support services.
library by this time. The first archival copy of the first library Web site!
library.html) was available from 2002-02-26.

No content by this time. Only some links were available.

Development of Sinhala and Tamil Unicode was another important milestone fo :n‘i
content and services to the Sri Lankan library membership.

www.acm.org

using their own funds.

Ata later stage, this evolved into a voluntary articles sharing pla;form, making it the €
delivery (DD) mechanism. In addition, librarians started asking about the availabi
in other libraries for inter library loan (ILL). 2

The predecessor to this egroup was a new Additions List developed by Ms.Thushari :
the Umversnty of Moratuwa lerary the first of its kind in Sri Lanka. The group to
operated.
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