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Introduction

Mao Zedong is known to have worked in a library 
as a young man (Wikipedia 2006a). More recently, 
Seyyed Mohammad Khatami, President of Iran 
from 1997 to 2005, was elected to that position 
after serving as the head of that country’s national 
library (Wikipedia 2006b). In spite of these emi-
nent examples, librarians and information work-
ers generally are not prominent players on the 
world stage. Yet, librarians have a long history 
of idealistic internationalism and practical inter-
national co-operation. This is refl ected in the early 
history of the International Federation of Library 
Associations (IFLA), [1] which was founded in 

1927. In its early years it was closely linked to the 
League of Nations, the forerunner of the United 
Nations Organisation (Breycha-Vauthier 1977). The
early pioneers of IFLA were inspired by ideals of 
worldwide peace and co-operation (Wieder 1977; 
Wieder & Campbell 2002).

IFLA has a long-standing relationship with 
UNESCO and with international non-governmen-
tal organisations such as the International Council 
on Archives (ICA) and the International Publish-
ers Association (IPA) and is a founding member of 
the International Committee of the Blue Shield, an 
alliance of international non-governmental bodies 
promoting the protection of libraries, archives, 
museums, monuments and sites against natural 
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In the context of the follow-up work arising from the World 
Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), this paper at-
tempts to answer the questions: Why should librarians and 
information workers be involved in international advocacy? 
And what are the international issues with which librarians 
should concern themselves? Special attention is paid to the 
role of IFLA, as the main international body representing 
the interests of librarians, and to the eleven WSIS ”action 
lines” set out in the 2003 Geneva Plan of action, along which 

much of the current follow-up work is aligned. The concept 
of the Knowledge Society, and more specifi cally four criteria 
for a Knowledge Society – ICT infrastructure, information 
content, human intellectual capacity, and physical delivery 
infrastructure  – are used as a framework for the answers we 
give to these questions. A brief discussion of these areas and 
some comments on the WSIS process precede a broad outline 
of the international issues facing library and information pro-
fessionals.
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and man-made disasters (Shimmon 2004). It rep-
resents the interests of libraries and their users 
at international forums such as meetings of the 
World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) 
and the World Trade Organisation (WTO). In re-
cent years IFLA has stepped forward onto the in-
ternational stage with intensive advocacy work 
at the World Summit on the Information Society 
(WSIS) (Byrne et al. 2004; Haavisto & Lor 2005).

International advocacy work is not confi ned to
IFLA. National and regional library bodies are 
also engaged in it, often in cooperation with IFLA. 
In the U.S., the American Library Association and 
other major national library associations have 
formed the Library Copyright Alliance to repre-
sent library interests in the copyright arena. An 
example of a regional body is the European Bu-
reau of Library, Information and Documentation 
Associations (EBLIDA), which is primarily an ad-
vocacy body functioning in the European context 
and focusing on European Information Society 
issues (EBLIDA 2006). 

At WSIS the intensifi ed advocacy work on be-
half of libraries did not go unnoticed. At a Prepar-
atory Committee meeting before the 2003 Geneva 
WSIS meeting, a member of a government delega-
tion was heard to ask, ”Where do all these librar-
ians come from, and what do they want?” 

Against the background of the WSIS process, 
this paper addresses the implied questions: Why 
should librarians and information workers be in-
volved in international advocacy? And what are 
the international issues with which librarians 
should concern themselves? These questions are 
not only of academic interest. Although the sec-
ond and last WSIS summit is now history, much 
follow-up activity is now taking place. Librarians 
and information workers must be clear on what 
the issues are and what they want to achieve in 
the follow-up process. We give special attention 
to the role of IFLA, as the main international 
body representing the interests of librarians and 
to the WSIS ”action lines” (about which more 
later) along which much of the follow-up work is 
aligned. As a framework for our answers, we use 
the concept of the Knowledge Society, and more 
specifi cally four criteria for a Knowledge Society. 
A brief discussion of these and some comments on 
the WSIS process precede a broad outline of the 
international issues facing library and information 
professionals. 

The knowledge society as framework

This paper is concerned with challenges of the ap-
proaching Knowledge Society for library and in-
formation professionals. Elsewhere (Britz et al. 
2006; Lor & Britz 2006) we have argued that the 
concept of an Information Society is too limited 
because of its primary focus on ICT in information 
processing and distribution. We prefer to use the 
concept of a Knowledge Society. It is a fuller and 
richer concept where the emphasis is on content 
– the creation, distribution and use of information 
and knowledge in society. For us ”knowledge” 
implies a resource that is richer, more structured, 
and more qualitative than ”information.” Knowl-
edge is not merely the result of collection and 
processing and distribution. Knowledge requires 
application, experience and the exercise of judg-
ment. Based on this distinction we (Lor & Britz 
2006) defi ne a Knowledge Society as: 

a society that operates within the paradigm of the eco-
nomics of information. It values human capital as the 
prime input to production and innovation. A knowledge 
society is well connected via modern ICTs to the de-
materialized economy, and has access to relevant and 
usable information. A highly sophisticated physical infra-
structure underpins this economic model and allows the
delivery of the material objects that are accessed and 
manipulated in the dematerialized world of modern ICTs.

Taking this defi nition as our point of departure 
it is possible to identify the following four inter-
related criteria for a Knowledge Society. 

 • ICT infrastructure

 • Information Content

 • Physical delivery infrastructure

 • Human capacity

We briefl y describe these four criteria.

ICT infrastructure 

A prerequisite for successful participation in the 
Knowledge Society is a well-developed, well-main-
tained and affordable information and commu-
nication infrastructure. Without such an ICT in-
frastructure global socio-economic activities and 
political participation are limited and even im-
possible. This ICT infrastructure can indeed be 
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seen as the backbone of the information-based 
global economy. 

Information content 

A well-developed and well-maintained informa-
tion infrastructure is not suffi cient unless it can 
provide access to relevant information needed 
to participate meaningfully in the dematerialized 
economy. Some of the prerequisites of relevant 
information include affordability, timeliness, and 
presentation in languages and contexts users can 
relate to and understand. 

Human capacity 

It is our opinion that the investment in and devel-
opment of human intellectual capability is one of 
the most important factors that facilitate further 
development and sound economic growth in the 
era of globalization. We argue that, if developing 
countries do not invest more in education they 
will be excluded from the global knowledge pool. 
As Norris (2000, 59) puts it: ”Human capital repre-
sents that property that allows people to live and 
work productively.” It is of little use to have access 
to relevant information but not the educational in-
frastructural support, including R&D facilities, to 
enable people to create new knowledge. 

Physical delivery infrastructure 

The new information economy, to be effi cient and 
effective, must be supported and underpinned by 
a material and effi cient infrastructure. Amongst 
other things this includes well-maintained air-
ports, harbours, railways, roads, warehouses and 
physical addresses of people. A dematerialised 
information-based economy without a physical 
infrastructure to allow the delivery of the physical 
products and rendering of services is of little use. 
In this connection it is increasingly being recog-
nised that the digital divide is accompanied by an 
equally debilitating physical divide. 

Library advocacy at the World Summit on the 
Information Society

The International Telecommunication Union (ITU)
fi rst proposed a World Summit on the Information 
Society (WSIS) in 1998 and the proposal was en-

dorsed by the United Nations General Assembly 
in December 2001. United Nations Secretary Gen-
eral Kofi  Annan (2003, 2) encapsulated the pur-
pose of the Summit in the following statement:

The digital revolution is transforming society. If harnessed 
effectively, information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) have the potential to improve greatly our social, 
economic and cultural lives. They can serve as an engine of 
development in areas ranging from trade to telemedicine, 
and from education to environmental protection. They 
are tools with which to advance the cause of freedom and 
democracy. And they are vehicles with which to propagate 
knowledge and mutual understanding.

Yet the majority of the world’s population has yet to 
benefi t from these new technologies. That is why, at the 
Millennium Summit in 2000, world leaders pledged to 
work together to put ICTs at the service of development 
[…]

The World Summit on the Information Society […] was a 
unique opportunity for all key players to develop a shared 
vision to bridge the digital divide and create a truly global 
Information Society.

A series of regional planning meetings as well 
as ”Preparatory Committee” (PrepCom) meetings 
were held in 2002 and 2003. Unusually, WSIS took 
place in two phases. The fi rst phase was held in 
Geneva on 10–12 December 2003 and the second 
phase in Tunis on 16–18 November 2005, preceded 
by further PrepCom and related meetings. In the 
course of this long process, the focus shifted from 
the somewhat technological emphasis of the ITU 
to a more balanced approach encompassing social, 
cultural, economic and political factors, as sug-
gested in the statement of Kofi  Annan. The United 
Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO) came to play a more promi-
nent role in the summits, along with a large num-
ber of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
referred to broadly as ”Civil Society”. One could 
say that there was a shift from the ”digital divide”, 
with its technological emphasis, to the ”Informa-
tion Society”, a more multidimensional concept.

During the Geneva phase the broad themes con-
cerning the Information Society were discussed 
and two documents, a Declaration of Principles 
and a Plan of Action were prepared and adopted 
(WSIS 2003). This gave rise to questions as to what 
remained to be done in Tunis, where the focus 
was to be on implementation. The main outstand-
ing issues that had not been resolved in Geneva 
concerned:
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 • Internet governance

 • How to fi nance the bridging of the digital divide, and 

 • Modalities of follow-up (whether a new UN structure 
should be set up to monitor and evaluate progress fol-
lowing the Tunis summit)

In Tunis all three of these issues were hotly de-
bated. Internet governance proved a sticking point 
until almost the last minute, when a compromise 
was reached according to which the Secretary 
General of the UN would set up a multi-stake-
holder Internet Governance Forum with some 
moral authority but little else. The Governments 
of most developed countries proved unwilling to 
make a fi rm fi nancial commitment to bridging the 
digital divide. Neither were they keen to see yet 
another agency added to the UN family to over-
see the implementation of the WSIS action plans. 
Hence WSIS follow-up responsibilities are being 
distributed among a number of international 
agencies, with the ITU and UNESCO playing lead 
roles in respect of many of the action lines that had 
been defi ned in the Geneva action plan.

Among Civil Society groups there was some 
anxiety that some of the commitments of principle 
made in Geneva might be watered down under 
pressure from certain governments. In particular, 
given the very poor human rights situation in the 
host country, Tunisia, it was anticipated that at-
tempts might be made to water down the fi rm 
commitment to freedom of information that had 
been made in the Geneva document. In the event, 
a number of governments attempted to do this in 
Tunis, but they were unsuccessful. 

Thanks to intensive and sustained advocacy 
work by IFLA and its allies, the principles and ac-
tion plan document adopted in Geneva contained 
some very favourable language concerning the 
role of libraries in the Information Society. In the 
library community there were fears that some of 
these gains might be eroded during the second 
phase of the Summit. During the period between 
the two phases, IFLA continued to stress the val-
ue of libraries as agencies promoting national 
progress in the information society. IFLA’s argu-
ment was that it is not necessary to invent new 
agencies to provide the peoples of the world with 
access to networked knowledge resources. Librar-
ies are already doing this in many countries, while 
in other countries only a modest additional invest-
ment would be needed to enable them to do this 

114

effectively. Together with the Bibliotheca Alexand-
rina, IFLA organised a pre-summit Conference in
Alexandria, Egypt, on the theme “Libraries: the in-
formation society in action”, in which IFLA show-
cased success stories illustrating the role of librar-
ies in the Information Society. At the end of the 
pre-summit IFLA launched its Alexandria Mani-
festo on Libraries, the Information Society in Action 
(IFLA 2005a). 

In the event, the Tunis summit also provided 
IFLA with an excellent platform to promote the 
role of libraries in the Information Society. IFLA’s 
efforts did not go unrewarded. The gains that had 
been achieved during the Geneva 2003 phase were 
successfully carried forward to the fi nal document. 
In par. 90(k) of the Tunis Agenda for the Information 
Society (WSIS 2005a), the key concluding docu-
ment of the Tunis Summit, the role of libraries 
in providing equitable access to information and 
knowledge for all, is emphasised. The document 
reaffi rms a commitment to ”providing equitable 
access to information and knowledge for all” and 
to use ICTs as development tools by: 

k. supporting educational, scientifi c, and cultural institutions, 
including libraries, archives and museums, in their role 
of developing, providing equitable, open and affordable 
access to, and preserving diverse and varied content, 
including in digital form, to support informal and formal 
education, research and innovation; and in particular sup-
porting libraries in their public service role of providing 
free and equitable access to information and of improving 
ICT literacy and community connectivity, particularly in 
underserved communities;

In its post-WSIS advocacy work IFLA strives for 
effective advocacy for the role of libraries in the 
information society. To do this IFLA attempts to 
ensure representation of the library community in 
the main, most relevant international forums, and 
to promote library advocacy at the national level 
by national library associations, national libraries 
and the library profession generally. 

From IFLA’s perspective there are currently two 
main lines of follow-up of the WSIS summits. One 
concerns the Internet governance issue and the 
setting up of the Internet Governance Forum. Here 
IFLA lends its voice to other Civil Society groups 
that stand for a transparent, accountable multi-
stakeholder approach to Internet governance. The 
other concerns the eleven ”action lines” set out in 
Section C of the Geneva Plan of action (WSIS 2003). 
For each action line a UN organisation (e.g. ITU or 
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UNESCO) has been appointed rather quaintly as 
”facilitator” or ”moderator”, with an individual 
being designated as the ”focal point”. Various ”fa-
cilitation” and consultation meetings have been 
taking place to set the follow-up activities in mo-
tion. In the analysis that follows, reference will be 
made to the relevant action lines.

Four sets of international issues facing the 
knowledge society

ICT Infrastructure

Issues relating to the ICT infrastructure include 
the ”digital divide”, an expression that points to 
disparities between haves and have-nots (both be-
tween and within countries) in terms of: 

 • Availability and maintenance of workstations and pe-
ripherals such as scanners, printers, etc. It is estimated 
that currently in Africa there are 0.9 PCs per 100 inhab-
itants (Zulu 2006). In many countries the cost of a PC 
exceeds the mean annual per capita income, which puts 
PC ownership well beyond the means of the majority 
(Kanellos 2004). Unfortunately, all too often taxes and 
customs duties add substantially to the price.

 • Affordability of software: hardware does not run itself. 
The cost of licensing proprietary software, as distinct 
from open source, is a big obstacle in developing coun-
tries. 

 • Connectivity: the availability of reliable telephone lines 
and other telecommunications connections. Currently 
Africa, with 14.1% of the world’s population, has 2.3% 
of the world’s Internet users. But growth is rapid: 424% 
between 2000 and 2005, considerably higher than the 
world average (Internet World Stats 2006).

 • Bandwidth: the amount of traffi c that can be carried 
and at what cost. Home Internet users in developed 
countries may have more bandwidth at their disposal 
at less cost than is available – or was until recently – to 
some universities in African countries where the traffi c 
is throttled by telecommunications monopolies (cf. BBC 
News 2006).

 • Equity: in most countries access to the infrastructure 
is skewed towards a small, mainly urban elite. This 
is illustrated by the International Telecommunication 
Union’s statistics for main telephone lines in Africa: 3.0 
per 100 inhabitants for Africa as a whole, 1.0 per 100 
for Sub-Saharan Africa, 28.5 in Mauritius (International 
Telecommunications Union, 2004a). The corresponding 
fi gure for the Netherlands is 61.4%. (International Tel-
ecommunications Union 2004b).

This is much more than a digital or technologi-
cal phenomenon, as became clear during the fi rst 

and second phases of WSIS. A purely technologi-
cal barrier would not have given rise to the stale-
mate that arose at WSIS, but an awareness of the 
social, cultural and political dimensions of the 
digital divide made for a more complex political 
problem, which was not successfully addressed. 
As mentioned earlier, the Digital Solidarity Fund 
proposed in 2003 by President Abdoulaye Wade of 
Senegal (Wade 2003) failed to gain the support of 
the governments of developed nations. Although 
a Digital Solidarity Fund Foundation was set up in 
Geneva with support from that city, participation 
remains voluntary (Digital Solidarity Fund 2006).

The action lines deal with many interrelated as-
pects, but two of them relate to the ICT infrastruc-
ture more specifi cally. Action line C2, Information 
and communication infrastructure: an essential founda-
tion for the Information Society, covers such aspects 
as the roll-out of ICT connectivity to schools, li-
braries and other agencies, developing broadband 
networks, and access for disadvantaged groups. 
Action line C11, International and regional coopera-
tion, deals with aspects such as the priority of ICT 
projects in development aid, the mainstreaming 
of ICTs in the programmes of international and 
aid agencies, and development of public/private 
partnerships. 

There are two action lines of a more general 
scope which are also very relevant here: C1, The 
role of governments and all stakeholders in the promo-
tion of ICTs for development, covers such aspects as 
the development of national e-strategies for the 
Information Society through participation by all 
stakeholders, public/private partnerships, ICT 
policies of international organisations, and fi nance 
and investment policies to promote ICTs. Action 
line C6, Enabling environment, includes actions that 
governments should take to create an appropriate 
environment to maximise the social, economic and 
environmental benefi ts of the Information Society. 
It also includes the Geneva Summit’s request to 
the UN Secretary General to set up a working 
group on Internet governance (par. 13(b)).

For the international library community, there 
are two main advocacy issues. First, libraries need 
bandwidth if they are to play the role suggested in 
the Geneva Plan of Action and the Tunis Agenda. 
Action line C2 is relevant here. However, libraries 
are not in the infrastructure business themselves. 
Their main line of attack is lobbying at the nation-
al level to ensure that the role of libraries and their 
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need for bandwidth is recognised in national ICT 
and Information Society strategies and budgets 
(action line C1). This action line has been priori-
tized by IFLA.

The second issue is Internet governance 
(touched on in action line C6). During the run-up 
to the Tunis Summit IFLA issued a statement on 
Internet governance (IFLA 2005d), supporting ”the
development of the Internet as a reliable multi-
lingual system which will be available to all and 
will facilitate unrestricted access to information by 
all peoples in their languages of choice” and sup-
porting a multi-stakeholder approach to its gov-
ernance. Since there are so many NGOs advocat-
ing this position, IFLA does not intend to play a 
leading role on the issue of Internet governance, 
but will lend its voice to those of other NGOs that 
are taking the lead here. 

Information content

Issues relating to content can be categorised in re-
lation to three ethical principles: Freedom, Equity 
and Inclusion. 

Freedom
Freedom of access to information and freedom of 
expression are essential for the development of 
a well-educated, information-literate population 
that is able to participate actively in the knowledge 
society. There are countries that aspire to develop 
as knowledge societies but severely restrict free-
dom of expression, particularly on the Internet. 
Elsewhere we have argued that these countries 
may conceivably make progress towards the in-
formation society, but that the knowledge society 
proper is beyond their reach. A knowledge society 
requires a high degree of creativity, intellectual 
curiosity, openness to divergent views and criti-
cal interaction, which depend on intellectual free-
dom (Lor & Britz 2006). IFLA’s Internet manifesto 
(IFLA 2002) called for access to the Internet and all 
its resources to be consistent with the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, particularly article 
19: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and ex-
pression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions 
without interference and to seek, receive and impart in-
formation and ideas through any media and regardless of 
frontiers (United Nations 1948). 
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This was fi rmly endorsed in par. 4 of the Ge-
neva Declaration of Principles (WSIS 2003, 4) and in 
spite of attempts by certain governments to water 
down the commitment to freedom of expression, 
reaffi rmed in the Tunis Commitment (WSIS 2005a). 
However, the Geneva action lines are stronger on 
Internet security than on freedom of expression. 
Security is the theme of action line C5, Building 
confi dence and security in the use of ICTs, which con-
cerns such issues as data and network integrity 
and security, combating cyber-crime and spam, 
promoting awareness of online privacy, consumer 
protection, and secure online transactions. The 
mention of privacy is to be welcomed, but no ges-
ture is made in C5 towards balancing security and 
freedom. We also look for this balance in vain in 
action line C10, Ethical dimensions of the Information 
Society. This covers actions intended to promote 
the common good (respect for peace, freedom, tol-
erance) and the protection of privacy and personal 
data, and to prevent abusive use of ICTs.

Action item C10(a) (par. 25(a)) mentions free-
dom along with other ”motherhood and apple 
pie” desirables:

a) Take steps to promote respect for peace and uphold 
the fundamental values of freedom, equality, solidarity, 
tolerance, shared responsibility, and respect for nature.

”Ethical dimensions” are referred to generally 
in action item C10(b) (par. 25((b)) and C10(d) (par. 
25(d)), but in the longest paragraph, C10(c) (par. 
25(c)), the emphasis is again on security:

c) All actors in the Information Society should promote 
the common good, protect privacy and personal data and
take appropriate actions and preventive measures, as de-
termined by law, against abusive uses of ICTs such as il-
legal and other acts motivated by racism, racial dis-
crimination, xenophobia, and related intolerance, hatred, 
violence, all forms of child abuse, including paedophilia 
and child pornography, and traffi cking in, and exploitation 
of, human beings.

There is no indication that the preventive meas-
ures ”as determined by law”, should be balanced 
by the fundamental freedoms of Article 19. Thus 
the WSIS outcome offers no respite in the strug-
gle for freedom of expression, which in IFLA is 
spearheaded by the Committee for Free Access to 
Information and Freedom of Expression (FAIFE) 
(IFLA 2006b). 
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Equity
The principle of equity, based on the moral no-
tion of social justice, requires that all individuals, 
groups and countries, including the less affl uent, 
should be able to gain access to the information 
that is essential to their survival and wellbeing, 
and should not be cut off from such information 
by economic or legal barriers. This implies reduc-
ing the gap between information-rich and infor-
mation-poor. 

Such a gap has always existed, but modern ICTs 
offer hope of dramatically reducing it. Once infor-
mation is available in digital form, it can be widely 
disseminated on the Internet, with very modest 
incremental cost. But the promise of digital tech-
nology coincides with a worldwide awareness of 
the competitive and strategic value of informa-
tion, leading to its commoditisation. Intellectual 
property rights have become key assets of large 
corporations, and in the context of globalisation 
they seek to capitalize on these assets worldwide, 
by

 • More rigid enforcement of copyright, often under the 
guise of clamping down on ”piracy”

 • Deployment of reproduction rights organisations that 
collect copyright royalties on behalf of publishers, in 
many cases doing this in an aggressive or misleading 
manner which denies users their legitimate rights to 
copy contents under ”fair use” or ”fair dealing” excep-
tions to copyright legislation

 • Promotion of public lending right legislation

 • Licensing conditions that compel information users to 
pay every time an item of information content (e.g. a 
journal article) is used – something made possible by 
online dissemination of digital content as distinct from 
the sale of physical books and journals, and justifi ed on 
the grounds that ”digital is different”

 • Development of anti-circumvention technology that pre-
vents unauthorised copying but can also, as a side ef-
fect, present an obstacle to legitimate use

 • Attempts to extend copyright to materials that have not 
in the past been subject to copyright, e.g. databases and 
broadcasts

 • Attempts to extend the term of copyright, for example 
in the United States and the European Union, the term 
of copyright on a work has been extended to seventy 
years after the death of its author 

 • Limiting the IPR policy space of the developing nations 
and forcing them to conform to the current Interna-
tional IPR regimes, represented by amongst other the 
World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and 
the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
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Although copyright holders have legitimate 
rights that should be respected, these measures 
tend to encroach upon the ”information com-
mons”, that reservoir of information which is the 
common heritage and resource of humankind. In 
sharp contrast to the levelling and empowering 
potential of digital technology, these measures 
tend to work to the detriment of poorer countries, 
which are heavily dependent on information im-
ported from the richer countries. 

The enclosure of the information commons is 
not only manifested at the national level, where 
publishers lobby national legislatures to amend 
existing copyright legislation, but also at the in-
ternational level. Internationally two mechanisms 
are commonly used: international treaties, and bi-
lateral or multilateral free trade agreements. The 
World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) 
provides a platform for the adoption of new trea-
ties, such as the proposed treaty on the rights of 
broadcasting organizations, which is currently un-
der discussion (Geist 2006). In free trade agree-
ments, an economically powerful country makes 
enactment of restrictive copyright legislation in 
weaker (developing) partner countries a precon-
dition for access to the market of the more pow-
erful country. The result is that the countries that 
sign such trade deals end up with copyright re-
strictions that go well beyond what is required by 
international treaties, and which are detrimental 
to education and public use of information (Britz, 
Lor & Bothma 2006).

As the balance of power in respect of intellec-
tual property rights has shifted increasingly in 
favour of rights holders, dissatisfaction with the 
current system of scholarly publishing has grown. 
Scholarly publishers stand accused of presenting 
serious obstacles to the transmission of content to 
users, particularly users in developing countries. 
For example: 

 • Steeply rising, unaffordable prices

 • Unfair licensing schemes

 • Double dipping (the client is made to pay twice, fi rst as 
creator, then as user)

 • Excessive profi ts

 • Predatory intellectual property tactics (Britz & Lor 2003; 
Lor & Britz 2005) 

Libraries and users in developing countries are 
most severely affected by these conditions, but 
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even the wealthiest research libraries in the de-
veloped countries are affected. It is not surprising 
that alternatives are being developed, and their 
multiplication is made possible by rapid develop-
ments in information technology. A combination 
of new technology, outdated business models and 
greed threatens the survival of the current for-
profi t journal publishing industry. 

In the last decades, largely thanks to the emer-
gence of digital media, a variety of alternatives to 
the for-profi t sector have come forward. These in-
clude:

 • Not-for-profi t aggregators (e.g. eIFL) [2]

 • Open access journals

 • Institutional repositories

 • Discipline or problem-oriented repositories

For libraries the most relevant Geneva action 
line here is C3, Access to information and knowledge. It 
covers policies relating to public domain informa-
tion, legislation promoting access to information, 
research and development to facilitate accessibil-
ity of ICTs, community public access points (in-
cluding such access in libraries), alternative soft-
ware models (proprietary, open-source and free 
software), encouragement of research on the In-
formation Society, and support for research and 
development on different software models and 
licences.

In action line C3 action items (a) and (i) (para-
graphs 10(a) and (i)) are of particular relevance:

a) Develop policy guidelines for the development and 
promotion of public domain information as an important 
international instrument promoting public access to in-
formation.

i) Encourage initiatives to facilitate access, including free 
and affordable access to open access journals and books, 
and open archives for scientifi c information.

In Action line C7, ICT applications: benefi ts in all 
aspects of life, various applications of ICT are dealt 
with. It proposes actions in relation to e-govern-
ment, e-business, e-health, e-employment, e-envi-
ronment, e-agriculture and e-science. (E-learning 
is covered by C4.) 

Here mention is made of open access in the con-
text of e-Science (par. 22):

b) Promote electronic publishing, differential pricing and
open access initiatives to make scientifi c information af-
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fordable and accessible in all countries on an equitable 
basis.

c) Promote the use of peer-to-peer technology to share 
scientifi c knowledge and pre-prints and reprints written 
by scientifi c authors who have waived their right to pay-
ment.

Although the cited action items convey a gen-
erally favourable attitude towards the public do-
main and open access, this is unlikely to halt the 
enclosure of the public domain. Librarians and in-
formation workers need to be vigilant. They must 
be aware in good time of proposed legislation or 
treaties that affect intellectual property rights, 
evaluate the effects of the proposals, and con-
duct effective advocacy to make decision-makers 
aware of negative implications. 

Inclusion
The term ”inclusion” can be used in two senses: 
referring to the role of the library as an agency 
of social inclusions that reaches out to disadvan-
taged and marginal groups in society, and to the 
inclusion of the library in the Knowledge Society. 

In action line C2, Information and communica-
tion infrastructure: an essential foundation for the 
Information society, reference is made to the need 
to address the special requirements of older peo-
ple, persons with disabilities, children and other 
vulnerable groups, in national e-strategies (para-
graphs 9(e) and (f)). 

In the international context the principle of In-
clusion implies that there should be scope for 
cultural and linguistic diversity in a ”multipolar” 
world allowing for the survival and development 
of national and local cultures and the preservation 
and development of threatened languages. This 
also applies to digital resources and the Internet.

Action line C8, Cultural diversity and identity, 
linguistic diversity and local content, (par. 23) deals 
with cultural diversity in some details and covers 
policies and actions to promote respect for cultur-
al identity, traditions and religions and dialogue 
among cultures as a factor in sustainable develop-
ment. Several action items are relevant to libraries, 
for example:

Par. 23(b): Develop national policies and laws to ensure 
that libraries, archives, museums and other cultural in-
stitutions can play their full role of content – including 
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traditional knowledge – providers in the Information So-
ciety, more particularly by providing continued access to 
recorded information.

(c) Support efforts to develop and use ICTs for the 
preservation of natural and cultural heritage, keeping it 
accessible as a living part of today’s culture. This includes 
developing systems for ensuring continued access to ar-
chived digital information and multimedia content in 
digital repositories, and support for archives, cultural col-
lections and libraries as the memory of humankind.

(d) Develop and implement policies that preserve, affi rm, 
respect and promote diversity of cultural expression and 
indigenous knowledge and traditions through the creation 
of varied information content and the use of different 
methods, including the digitisation of the educational, 
scientifi c and cultural heritage. 

(k) Enhance the capacity of indigenous peoples to develop 
content in their own languages. 

While this adequately covers inclusion of the 
languages, cultures and knowledge of the South, 
the principle of Inclusion further implies unob-
structed South-North information fl ows. Else-
where we have argued that in a humane world 
cultural diversity and many modes of knowing 
are welcomed. This implies that information and 
knowledge should fl ow from South to North as
well as from North to South. Three forms of 
South-North information fl ow are relevant here. 
One is the fl ow of scholarly information. Scholars 
in the developing world have to contend with 
many barriers. These include lack of information 
and other resources for their scholarly work, lack 
of interest in their contributions and prejudice 
(Lor & Britz 2005). This factor is not dealt with in 
the action lines.

A second form of South-North information fl ow 
is that related to the prospecting and commerciali-
zation of indigenous knowledge. Here ethical and 
legal problems arise (Lipinski & Britz 2001; Britz &
Lor 2003).

The possibility of one-sided exploitation also 
arises in a third form of South-North fl ow, the 
digitisation of heritage materials of the countries 
of the South. In Africa a considerable number of 
projects are being undertaken to digitise African 
heritage material (Tsebe 2005). At face value this is 
a wonderful way of promoting an awareness and 
appreciation of Africa’s rich cultural heritage, but 
caution is called for. We need to ask critical ques-
tions, for example who owns the digitised con-

tent, who benefi ts from the project, and whether 
the people whose heritage it is will be able to gain 
access to the digitised version thereof (Lor & Britz 
2004). Here the ethical requirement of Equity 
should not be overlooked.

In October 2005 UNESCO’s General Assembly 
approved the Convention on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expres-
sions, commonly known as the Cultural Diversity 
Treaty. It recognizes the right of States to formu-
late cultural policies and to adopt measures in 
favour of the diversity of cultural expressions 
(UNESCO 2006). It is seen as an attempt to en-
able smaller and less wealthy countries to protect 
themselves against being fl ooded with mass cul-
ture from wealthy countries, particularly the USA, 
which opposed it. It will come into force once it 
has been ratifi ed by 30 member states, after which 
the international library community will closely 
watch its implementation. 

Human capacity/capability

Skilled people are a precondition for progress to-
wards a Knowledge Society. Three categories of 
people are considered here: information interme-
diaries, information users and creators of knowl-
edge. 

Information intermediaries 
There are many information intermediaries – edi-
tors, publishers, agricultural extension offi cers, 
teachers, journalists and travel agents are just a 
few examples. Here we are concerned with librar-
ians and information workers. The question has 
been raised whether librarians and information 
specialists will be eliminated through a process 
of disintermediation. Conceivably, user-friendly 
online systems enable users to gain access to the 
information they need themselves, without assist-
ance from a librarian. However, disintermediation 
tends to be followed by re-intermediation, as the 
former intermediaries fi nd new ways of adding 
value (Middleton 2000).

It is likely that librarians and information work-
ers too will have a continuing role in the Knowl-
edge Society as information intermediaries. No 
matter how friendly the user interfaces or how 
rapid the response, the digital information envi-
ronment can be overwhelming in its volume and 
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complexity. The mediating roles of librarians and 
information workers include the following:

 • Selection, including assessment of the authenticity and 
integrity of the acquired content, and decision-making 
on price/benefi t 

 • Acquisition: either by adding physical material to stock, 
or by acquiring access, which requires expertise and ne-
gotiation skills

 • Preservation: not equally important in all libraries, but 
there will have to be a number of trusted institutions 
that can be relied on for long-term preservation 

 • Integrated access: the library is where analogue mate-
rial, born-digital material and digitised material must 
be made accessible to users seamlessly through biblio-
graphic, physical and digital organisation that enables 
them to discover and access resources regardless of 
their format or where they are held physically.

 • Dissemination: libraries provide awareness and alert-
ing services.

 • Information literacy education: Librarians are ideally 
placed to provide this education, including education 
about copyright. Copyright education on university 
campuses is best not left to publishers’ representatives 
or reproduction rights organisations, eager as they may 
be to offer it free of charge, since they commonly forget 
to mention details such as ”fair use”. 

 • User support: this includes motivating, conscientising, 
educating, and counselling users.

The integrated management of digital resources 
is becoming the key challenge for library and in-
formation managers.

Users
Information literacy is key to participation in the
Knowledge Society. In a Knowledge Society par-
ticipation is not limited to an elite group. There 
should be wide participation by the general popu-
lation. As information users they need to be 
trained in determining their information needs, in 
identifying, locating and accessing resources, and 
in evaluating and utilising these. Access to the In-
ternet brings many more resources within reach, 
but a disadvantage is that digital resources that 
are rapidly discovered may leave both students 
and inexperienced researchers with the illusion 
that they have found everything worth fi nding. 
Increasingly researchers assume that if informa-
tion is not available digitally, it is not worth look-
ing for. Many students assume that if something 
cannot be found using Google, it does not exist. 
Information literacy in the wider sense, which 

goes beyond the use of ICTs as such, is essential. 
Information literacy education is a major chal-

lenge for librarians. This has been recognised by
the International Federation of Library Associa-
tions and Institutions (IFLA), and by UNESCO, 
which is funding a series of IFLA expert seminars 
on information literacy. Last year, in the run-up 
to the World Summit on the Information Society, 
IFLA issued a statement emphasising its impor-
tance (IFLA 2005b).

Creators of knowledge

We have argued that the Knowledge Society only 
dawns in a country when its scholars are not 
merely users of imported knowledge, but they 
themselves contribute to knowledge creation. This 
implies active participation in scholarly work, not 
merely absorbing knowledge produced elsewhere 
(Britz et al. 2006). All creators of knowledge are 
also information users. They have similar needs, 
and in addition, they need an enabling environ-
ment, which might include:

 • Exposure to ongoing research work elsewhere

 • A culture of scholarship

 • A favourable institutional environment

 • Policies to promote scholarly productivity

In the Geneva Plan of Action, human capacity 
is dealt with in C4, Capacity building. This action 
line covers skills needed for the Information Socie-
ty, including literacy and ”ICT literacy”, the use 
of libraries in e-literacy work, removal of gender 
barriers, training of ICT staff, empowerment of 
local communities and nomadic and indigenous 
peoples to use ICTs, developing distance learning, 
and the use of ICTs in the training of such groups 
as librarians and archivists. In the document, the 
terms ”ICT literacy” and ”e-literacy” are used. We 
prefer ”information literacy” as the more encom-
passing term. The technology or the medium is 
secondary to the generic intellectual skills that are 
needed for participation in the Knowledge Soci-
ety. It will be an ongoing challenge to the library 
and information profession to 

 • Build its own capacity, among others by reskilling of 
existing personnel

 • Participate in the capacity building of the user commu-
nity
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 • Gain recognition of its essential role in such capacity 
building

Physical delivery infrastructure

The infrastructure needed for the physical de-
livery of goods and services, as distinct from the 
delivery of digital content, is easily overshadowed 
by the glamour of state-of-the art ICTs. Yet physi-
cal delivery remains essential. Tele-medicine (or e-
medicine) is a great idea if online assistance from 
the medical experts at some western institute of 
tropical medicine helps medical staff in a remote 
rural clinic to diagnose accurately an infectious 
disease that has broken out in their province. But 
how are the necessary vaccines, medicines and 
equipment to be deployed to fi ght the epidemic 
if the nearest airfi eld, currently in the hands of an 
insurgent militia, is 120 kilometres away on rutted 
tracks that are only negotiable in the dry season? 
There are limits to ”leapfrogging” – the notion 
that African countries can leap directly from an 
agrarian to an information era, without having to 
pass through the intervening development stages. 
Every country needs a physical infrastructure 
of airports, roads, railways, power transmission 
lines, etc. (Britz et al. 2006).

Finally, issues relating to physical delivery 
infrastructure include the future of the library 
as a physical space and whether physical docu-
ment supply will remain relevant. There is an 
increasing awareness of the importance of the 
preservation of content, where the preservation 
of born-digital materials present particular chal-
lenges, while recent natural and man-made dis-
asters have highlighted disaster prevention and 
response as international issues. 

Conclusion 

Using the four criteria for a Knowledge Society as 
a framework, we have identifi ed four sets of issues 
that together represent an enormous challenge to 
the international LIS community. A number of 
Geneva action lines have been identifi ed that are 
relevant to these issues. Focusing on these action 
lines will help the world’s library and informa-
tion workers to utilize the momentum that was 
gained during the WSIS process in their advocacy 
for libraries. Such advocacy should emphasise the 
central place of libraries and information service 
in the Knowledge Society. 

Notes
 1. IFLA was later renamed International Federation 

of Library Associations and Institutions, but kept 
its original acronym.

 2. eIFL stands for electronic Information For Libraries. 
See http://www.eifl .net, accessed 2006-09-06.
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