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National libraries are funded mostly from public funds, open
to the public and act as an archive of information resources
produced within the country or region concerned. With these basic
characteristics national libraries perform diverse of functions. In
this regard, National Library of Sri Lanka (NLSL) also instigated
several initiatives to cater the needs of the public at large. This
study examined the reach of its services to the people in the Tamil
speaking areas of the country and proposed appropriate measures
to improve the situation.

In order to acquire materials produced within or about the
country for the National Library, legal deposit legislation has
enforced since 1976. However, it receives literally less number of
publications from the Tamil speaking areas, which is evident from
its collection and Sri Lanka National Bibliography published by
the NLSL. With regard to publication, since 1984 NLSL assisting
the authors to publish their work through Publication assistance
project with the objectives of improving the quality and standard
of publications, making quality local publications freely available
and promoting reading habit. In addition, it acquires theses and
dissertations authored by Sri Lankan scholars and researchers written
in the context of Sri Lanka. Further, it has simplified the process of
getting the ISBN, ISSN, ISMN and CIP for publications. However,
awareness regarding these programs among writers and publishers
of the Tamil speaking areas is limited. In connection to libraries,
National Library of Sri Lanka is considered as the apex body in
the country. However, regarding public, school, departmental and
special libraries, it confined the activities to monitoring them at
national level and conducting Continuous Professional Development
(CPD) programmes for library personnel.

These observations revealed that services of the NLSL have not
been adequately reached the public in the Tamil speaking areas
of the country. Lack of representation of Tamil community at the
decision making level, shortage of Tamil speaking staff in the work
force and insufficient efforts to conduct advocacy programmes in
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these regions are identified as major drawbacks in relation to NLSL.
This situation developed may be due to the civil war prevailed in
the Tamil speaking areas for 30 years (1980-2009). On the other
hand, writers and publishers of Tamil speaking areas are reluctant
to contact the NLSL due to lack of awareness and language barrier.
As such, NLSL collection and publications fail to reflect the actual
status of the Tamil publications of Sri Lanka.

Hence, it is proposed to develop regional centers of NLSL
at Tamil speaking regions (Northern and Eastern Provinces) to
overcome the lapses in documenting Tamil publications and to
create awareness with regard to its services. This venture could be
undertaken in collaboration with Provincial councils of the regions.
As an authoritative documentation center for regional publications,
steps should be taken to incorporate Diaspora literature as well,
which constitute a significant amount of the Sri Lankan Tamil
publications, in the present scenario. Moreover, this Regional
Library and Documentation Centre (RLDC) should act as an
Archive with regard to rare materials, ola leaves and hand written
manuscripts related to the region. In this regard, efforts should be
taken to amalgamate the units of archives existing in the region (c.g.,
Universities, Jaffna Public library, etc.) via Union cataloguing system.
Further, with the support of advanced technologies, initiatives need
to be taken by the RLDCs to preserve such archival materials from
deterioration. Besides, RLDCs should function as a coordinating
centre for the NLSL, through which the general public of the region
could be made aware and benefited with the services provided by
the NLSL. Further, RLDCs can organize book fairs locally as well
as in foreign countries, to provide opportunities for the writers
and publishers of the region to market their publications. Thus, it
is envisaged that establishing RLDCs would help to resolve the
difficulties encountered in documenting regional publications and
extending the services of NLSL to the Provinces.

Keywords: National libraries, National Library of Sri Lanka,
Sri Lanka
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Introduction

National libraries have special responsibilities, often defined

in law, within a nation’s library and information system, These

responsibilities vary from country to country but are likely to include:
the collection via legal deposit of the national imprint (both print

and electronic) and its cataloguing and preservation

the promotion and support the local writers by ways of publishing
their literary and academic works, providing grants and acting as
the National ISBN, ISSN and ISMN Agencies

the provision of central services (e.g., reference, bibliography,
preservation, lending) to users both directly and through other
library and information centres;

the preservation and promotion of the national cultural heritage;
acquisition of at least a representative collection of foreign
publications;

the promotion of national cultural policy; and leadership in
national literacy campaigns.

In Sri Lanka all these services are provided by the ‘National
Library and Documentation Services Board of Sri Lanka’, which
is based in the capital city of Colombo.

The aim of this study is to examine the reach of Sri Lanka
national Library’s services to the people in the Tamil speaking
areas of the country with special reference to the people within
Northern Provincial Council, and propose appropriate measures
to improve the situation.

i
Digitized by Nootk#&m Foundation. %&.n&

noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Aims and Objectives of the NLSL

The Aims and objectives of the National Library of Sri Lanka
includes:

1.

provision of leadership for libraries of all categories, establishing,
developing and maintaining a complete National Collection of
written, printed and non-print media published in Sri Lanka or
abroad.

establishing and maintaining of Bibliographic and Documentation
services.

Encouraging the utilization of Information Technology for
library and information services throughout the country.

Organising human resources and promoting physical resources
for the development of libraries in all nine provinces of Sri
Lanka.

Organizing library and information services which also respect
the cultural identity of different groups in the society.

Encouraging the local publication of books and the promotion
of reading among Tamils and Sinhalese.

Promoting the co-operation of institutions and organizations
at a national, regional and international level in relation to the
library and information field.

Providing resources and organizing services needed for academic
research activities.

It is regrettable that due to avoidable and unavoidable circumstances
most of these aims and objectives have not been reached amongst
the Tamil nationalities in the North and East of Sri Lanka.
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Challenges facing the National Library

The aims and objectives of the national libraries have not reached
the north and east of Sri Lanka adequately. Many of their facilities
are unknown to most of the Tamils in these areas. For example,
‘encouraging the local book publication and promotion of reading
amongst Tamils and Sinhalese’ is one of the objectives. However the
support of Tamil book publications are limited to close proximity-
that is Colombo and Hill Country based Tamil speaking writers.

‘Establishing and maintaining of Bibliographic and Documentation
services’ is one of the major tasks of the National Library. Since 2002,
the Co-author (N.Selvarajah) has been working on a compilation
of an annotated bibliography of Sri Lankan Tamil Publications in
Sri Lanka and Abroad until 2018 he has published 13 volumes of
this bibliography titled ‘Noolthettam (translated to Book Trove).
Each volume contained 1000 annotated entries. Each volume has
approximately 500 to 600 pages. So far 13000 Tamil books have
been documented in Noolthettam, and the number continues to grow.
If one were to compare the contents of ‘Noolthettam’ bibliography,
with the Tamil Section of the Ceylon National Bibliography, one
can identify that a vast number of Sri Lankan Tamil publications,
which were published abroad, have been missed out in the National
Library. Many of these books have never reached Sri Lankan soil.

Providing leadership training for libraries of all categories in
the North is very limited. Table 1 shows the list of Libraries in
the North that need support and guidance. In a paper submitted
by Co-Author (Kalpana) to the University of Nebraska-Lincoln
(Chandrasekar,Kalpana, ‘Public Libraries in Jaffna District, Sri Lanka-
Challenges’(2013). Library Philosophy and Practice (e-journal).957.
website: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/libphilprac/957) various
challenges faced by public libraries in the Jaffna District were
identified. Insufficient funding and inadequate infrastructure
facilities, poor collection of electronic resources and use of IT,
dearth of professional and personal competencies among library
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staff, poor participation in continuing professional development
(CPD) programs, lack of interest and motivation from authorities
and poor library co-operation are all examples of such challenges
faced. Due to the long term hostile situation and the lack of a two
way communication, National Library of Sri Lanka has carried out
its development activities within it’s easy reach.

Identifying the Barriers which limit the services to Tamils in
the North and East

Despite the fact that Tamil and Sinhala are official languages in Sri
Lanka, not one person out of the thirteen members in the Board
of Directors of the National Library of Sri Lanka is Tamil. Out
of seven Senior Management staff force (ie. Chairman, Director
General, three Directors and two deputy Directors) no one is Tamil.
Out of fifteen Divisional Heads, none of them are Tamils. The
whole Country’s 3,135,770 Tamils are represented by a handful of
(less than ten) Tamil speaking staff; most of them are clerical and
help desk personnel and have no decision making powers. This is
a great drawback to the National Library’s overall services to the
country on the whole.

This has made the dissemination of vital information across the
Tamil communities in the North (as well as East) extremely difficult.
There are two examples to show how the valuable time and money
is spent on Research/Surveys and Reports by the National Library
Services in recent years:

In 2014, NLSL published a survey entitled ‘Readership Survey
of School Children in Sri Lanka’. The main objective of this study
was to investigate the reading habits of students in Sri Lanka. This
survey covered 17 districts of 7 provinces, 500 schools and 10664
students were interviewed. Unfortunately this survey completely
ignored the North and East of Sri Lanka. How can we take the
findings of this survey as authentic and accurate, when most of
the Tamil speaking districts such as Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mannar,
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Mullaitivu, Vavuniya, Batticaloa and Trincomalee districts were
completely missed out?

National Libraries are the authoritative institution of a nation and
are regarded as highly dependable and trusted all over the world.
National Library Publications are used in implementing various
Policy Making, Training and Development programmes without
questioning its credibility. It is very important that we collect data
responsibly and genuinely.

In 2015 NLSL published a National Directory of Writers (in
Sri Lanka). It documented 1664 writers as the Sri Lankan national
writers; of which only 94 Tamil and 46 Muslim writers were
documented. This directory did not portrait the whole proportion
of Tamil /Muslim writers, because the compilers picked most of
the information from the previous two year’s ISBN application
forms. Most of the Tamil writers from North and East don’t consider
applying a ISBN number for their publications. It is disappointing
that no questionnaire was freely distributed in the North and East.
It should be mentioned that Noolthettam has listed over 1200
Tamil and Muslim writers in its 13 volumes so far. Out of 1200
Tamil writers, only 140 names were picked and documented in the
National Directory of Writers.

The Sri Lankan Tamils’ perspective is that, the goal of maintaining
a complete National Collection of written, printed and non-print
media published in Sri Lanka or abroad has not been met so far
due to geographical limitation. Table 2 shows the span of Sri
Lankan Tamil’s expatriation all over the continents. This is only a
collective statistical information as no other authoritative published
data was available. The purpose is only for comparison. According
to this data, at least 1,045,846 Sri Lankan Tamils live in Diaspora
communities. This is equivalent to one third of the total Sri Lankan
Tamil population. It can therefore be assumed that a considerable
number of publications by Diaspora Tamils are published and printed
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in India and other countries. Many of them will never reach the
Sri Lankan booksellers. Most of the Authors, by their own wish
and will, donate a few copies to their preferred libraries. There are
no such depository facilities to collect and preserve these copies
in the National Library. Without a proper channel to obtain these
books, the National Library will not be able to build up a complete
collection of Tamil books on their own.

Need for an urgent solution (Regional National Libraries for
North)

From the above details, we can casily come to a conclusion that the
National Library’s Services are not reaching the North and East,
due to the language barrier and unavailability of Tamil staff in the
management decision-making levels.

The ‘Provincial Library Development Project’ was initiated
in 1990 in order to decentralize the National Library’s services.
Uva, Central, North Central, and Sabaragamuwa Provinces have
successfully set up Regional Libraries in their Provinces. It is also
notable that Uva Provincial Library Services Board currently runs
it’s own district central library, Computer library, Library of the
Uva province, mobile library service and hiring of auditorium and
lecture hall facilities all managed by the Uva Provincial Government.

Proposal for a pilot Project in the North

In order to serve the people of North, the Northern Provincial
Council with some modifications should establish similar Regional
National Libraries. The Aims and objectives of the Regional National
Libraries in North should have some unique responsibilities. As
the population of Tamil speaking people are high in this area,
Regional Library for the Northern Region should design its aims
and objectives to benefit the Tamil-speaking people of Sri Lanka.

It is obvious that the National Library will be able to transfer
parts of it’s activities and projects to the Provincial National
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Library of the North. It is also notable that the historic Jaffna Public
Library already successfully carries out the activities of the Uva
Provincial National Library. After the Jaffna Public Library was
burnt down in June 1981, it was renovated and restarted its services
again in 1984, with the generous financial support of the whole
community. Since then the Jaffna Municipal Council has changed
it’s membership policy. Until such time the Jaffna Public Library,
was serving the public within the limits of Jaffna Municipality. To
become a member, one should prove that he or she is a resident
within the Jaffna Municipal Council limits. During 1984, the
admission policies changed so that anyone could be a member
within Jaffna Peninsula.

When a Regional National Library is setup in the North, it will
cover the Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mannar, Mullaitivu and Vavuniya
Districts. Table 3 will show those Libraries that should be covered
by the Regional National Library of Northern Province. According
to the latest data (2010), we have at least 1014 Libraries to look
after in this region.

In the North the community centres are playing a vital part
in the Rural Library services. During 1987, before the up rise
of the Liberation movements in North, there were around 338
community centre libraries in the Jaffna District alone. (Selvarajah,N.
(1989) “wmpliunens wnan' L sarseps BlanewBSEsL Seupipler
BIVS BLaugdanssehd in Eprw presnsesn wiallmsSub.
Selvarajah,N. (1% ed.). Ayothy Library Services, Anaicoddai, Jaffna.)
Due to the military activities in the region, these community
Centre libraries were either destroyed or terminated their services
completely.

Recent statistics show (Table 4) that in 2012 we were able to
identify 907 community centres in the Jaffna District alone, and
of which 80 community centres have Rural Library facilities. This
figure is believed to be much more in 2018, due to the Government’s
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re-development programmes and Diaspora Tamils’ financial support.
The proposed Regional National Library will have to support these
community centre libraries in addition to the other conventional
libraries.

Aims and objectives of the Regional National Library for
Northern Province (RNLN)

1.

Provision of leadership for libraries of all categories in the
region,

Establishing, developing and maintaining a complete National
Collection of written, printed and non-print media published by
Sri Lankan Tamils home and abroad. This can also be supported
by a Union Catalogue of the special collections currently
preserved in Jaffna Public Library (CC/PR-Ceylon Collection
/ Permanent Reference), Colombo Tamil Sangam (SL/PR-Sri
Lanka Collection/Permanent Reference) and European Tamil
Documentation and Research Centre, London (SC/SL- Special
Collection Sri Lankan Tamils).

Establishing and maintaining of Bibliographic and Documentation
services. It has to be noted, that the Noolthettam —An annotated
Bibliography of Sri Lankan Tamils home and abroad, has already
been started by N.Selvarajah (Co-author) in 2002 and its 13%
volume is due in 2019. This compilation may be continued by
the RNLN once it is ready to pursue.

Encouraging the utilization of Information Technology for
library and information services throughout the Region. The
diaspora Tamil community can be approached for their financial
and technical support on individual library basis.

. Organising human resources and promoting physical resources

for the development of libraries in the region. It is notable
that in 2013 there were 239 library professionals with a basic
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qualification in Diploma in Library and Information Science
SLLA. Most of them have BA, BSc,MSc, MSSe¢, Mphil, MLS,
Post Graduate Diploma in Library and Information Science,
Masters in Teacher Librarianship and Associateship of SLLA.
Among these professionals, we can identify 20 Tamil and 5
Muslim professionals. It is obvious that these 20 Tamil library
science professionals are scattered all over the country. Most
of them are attached to university libraries. (Source: Directory
of Library Professionals in Sri Lanka.(2013).National Library
and Documentation Centre.Colombo).This group of 25 library
professionals are not merely enough to provide a better library
services management in the Northern and Eastern Provinces.
RNLN have an urgent task ahead to identify and select a handful
of non-graduate professionals with sound library experience
and train them further to be good managers of the libraries in
our region.

6. Promotion of reading amongst children and adults. ‘Regular
Reading’ programmes to be introduced to pre-school, primary,
and secondary school teachers so that they will understand the
essence and importance of the reading experience, before they
pass it onto their students. It is to be noted that in developed
countries the most important selection criteria for teachers
and librarians is their reading skill. ‘Regular Meet the Writer’
programmes should be organised by the RNLN in order to bring
the readers and writers to the same platform.

7. Incentives and financial support should be provided to local
writers. Once a Regional National Library is up and running,
it can create a network of book distribution facility via its
Library members. This will then ease the burden from the
authors and publishers’ book marketing problems and will let
them overcome it and as a result concentrate on developing new
writing skills with a sense of pcace. RNLN with the support of
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other organisations and NGO’s can organize book exhibitions
and sale events on a regular basis, with proceedings being used
to invest into the RNLN.

7. Promoting the co-operation with institutions and organizations
at national, regional and international level related to library and
information field. The National Library can also run its seminars
through the Regional National Library with the support of the
resources from locals.

8. Providing resources and organize services needed for academic
research activities. In a period of time, RNLN will be able to
build and develop it’s own collection of valuable materials,
audio-visual documents, electronically preserved materials
such as e-books and documents pertaining to specialised local
history, culture and personalities. All these could form a four
dimensional resource to a researcher local or foreign.

Conclusion

In order to carry out the project first of all the Provincial
Government should formulate a Project team. This team should
not be influenced by any political or influential social elements.

The team will then prepare the concept notes, project proposals,
budget and all other necessary documents in order to submit as a
cabinet paper and be approved by the Chief Minister.

The Provincial Government will then acquire a building (on
a temporary basis) within the Northern Province. Based on this
temporary office, the team will then develop policies and procedures
in relation to the activities of the centre. The third phase will be
recruitment of human resources and providing a technical training
facility to the Recruits.

Following this, it will be important to develop the infrastructure
facilities and acquire suitable office and library furniture and
N7
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equipment to carry out the work effectively. Acquiring regional
publications and forming the initial collection of the Regional
National Library of Northern Province will follow afterwards.

Once a collection is formed, research units follow to facilitate
academics and research Scholars. Promotional activities and
meeting with universities, teacher training college, special library
and school library visits will happened in this stage.

The team will have to organize and conduct CPD programs,
training sessions, research conferences, etc. This will involve
collaborating with educational, professional, government & non-
governmental organizations in the region and nationwide.

It is believed that the awareness of the International Standard
Book Numbers (ISBN) is very limited among Tamil Writers in the
North. The National Library of Sri Lanka is legally responsible for
issuing ISBN, ISSN Numbers to the publishers. RNLN can obtain
ISBN/ISSN Numbers in blocks and take the responsibility to issue
them to the local writers in the Northern Province.

Once we have laid out the firm foundation, the Regional Library
Activities can be gradually implemented and revaluated occasionally.

Annexures:

Table 1: Existing Library Services in the North of Sri Lanka

Category North East Whole Island
Departmental Libraries | 0 0 34
University Libraries 5 6 58
School Libraries 888 972 9623
Public Libraries 115 139 1180
Pirevena Libraries 0 20 712
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Tc?:achgr training College 4 4 30
Libraries

Tt.:chm.cal College s 5 37
Libraries

Special Libraries 0 0 65
Total 1014 1146 11739

(Source: Statistical Handbook on Libraries in Sri Lanka, 2010, National Library)

Table 2: Population of Sri Lankan Tamil Home and Abroad

Country Population (person) Source
Sri Lanka 3,135,770 Census 2012
Australia 73,161 Census 2016
Canada 200,000
Denmark 7,000
France 125,000
Germany 50,000
Italy 25,000
Netherlands 20,000
Newzealand 3,000
Norway 10,000
Sweden 2,000
Switzerland 40,000
United States 190,685 Census 2013
United Kingdom 300,000
Qutside Sr1 Lanka 1,045,846

(Source: Wikipedia- Keyword ‘Tamil Population by Nation®)
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Table 3: Libraries in Northern Province (2010)

L g .02 ¢

= E - 2 2| 2| =

53 S| £ |5|2| 2|z

S| 8|28 &

Public Libraries 58 |10 16 |12 |19 |115
School Libraries 410 |95 94 | 103 |186 | 888
University Libraries 4 1 5
College of Education Libraries | 1 1
Teacher training College 4 4
Libraries
Technical College Libraries 1 1
Total 478 (105 |[110 | 115 206 | 1014

(Source: Statistical Handbook on Libraries in Sri Lanka 2010, National Library
and Documentation Centre)

Table 4: Number of Public Libraries, Community Centres and

CC with Library Facilities (2012)

noolaham.org | aavanaham.org
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g = ©CS | ©
ot Ay @]
Municipal Council | Jaffna 06 72 10
Urban Council Chavakachcheri 03 22 -
Urban Council Point Pedro 01 16 02
Urban Council Valvettithurai 01 16 01
Pradesa Sabai Neduntivu (Delft) | 02 12 -
Pradesa Sabai Islands South 05 50 05
Pradesa Sabai Island North 04 28 -
!
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Pradesa Sabai Karainagar 02 13 02
Pradesa Sabai Nallur 03 44 -
Pradesa Sabai Valikamam South 04 83 08
West
Pradesa Sabai Valikamam West 04 84 10
Pradesa Sabai Valikamam South | 03 57 14
Pradesa Sabai Valikamam North 04 53 08
Pradesa Sabai Valikamam East 05 120 03
Pradesa Sabai Chavakachcheri 06 90 02
Pradesa Sabai g{;damarachchl 03 80 10
Pradesa Sabai Point Pedro 03 67 05
Total 60 907 80

Source: ACLG, Jaffna and Dept. of Local Government, Jaffna
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