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Medical and Health Related 
Libraries in Sri Lanka

By

L. R. Amarakoon
.Librarian National Institute of 

Health Sciences, Kalutara.

Health sciences literature is growing at a 
tremendous rate and library clientele such as 
specialists, administrators, researchers find it 
difficult to keep pace with all that is being produced 
in the health sciences field. They have access to 
such a large amount of literature which cannot go 
through it all by themselves and need assistance 
from the health librarians. It is for the use of such 
readers that the libraries exist. Libraries collect 
relevant material and make it available to the 
clientele.

1. General Country Information

The Democratic Socialist Republic o f Sri Lanka 
o t  ‘'Ceylon” as it was known for many centuries is a 
small Island of approximately 65,610 Sq. Kilometres 
in.area including 959 Sq. Kilometres inalnd waters. 
It is located in the centre of the Indian Ocean 
approximately on Northern latitudes 5° to 9° and 
Eastern Longitudes 79° to 81°.

The estimated mid-year population of Sri 
Lanka, for 1984 was approximately 15.7 million with 
males slightly out-numbering females 51% to 49%. 
This population constitutes of multi-racial and 
multi-religious groups.

In 1984 the per capita GNP at current cost 
prices was Rs. 8,643 or US $340. At the 1981 popu­
lation census the literacy rate was found to be 86.5 
per cent (95.5%) for males 82.4 per cent for females.

(2) Health Sciences Libraries

Health and health related labraries in Sri Lanka 
are located in different organizations engaged in 
education, training, research and administration

related to health. There are 18 such organizations in 
Sri Lanka. Based on the nature o f functions, these 
organizations can be grouped into the following 
categories

a. Medical School Libraries

1. University of Colombo.
2. University of Peradeniya.
3. University of Jaffna.
4. University of Ruhuna.
5. Post-G raduate Institute of Medicine, 

University of Colombo.
6 . Institute of Indigenous M edicine, 

University of Colombo.
7. Gampaha Ayurvedic M edical College.
8. N orth Colombo (Private) Medical College.

b. Government Departmental Libraries

9. Department of Labour -  Division of Occu­
pational Hygiene.

10. M inistry of H ealth Reference Library.
.1.1. N utrition Policy Planning D ivision o f the 

Ministry of P lan Im plem entation.
12. Population Inform ation Centre.

c. Training Institute Libraries

13. National Institute of Health Sciences, 
Kalutara.

14. H ealth Education Bureau.
15. Nurses Training School (Colombo).

d. Research Institute Libraries

16. Medical Research Institute.
17. Bandaranaike M emorial Ayurvedic 

Research Institute.

e . Associations.

18. Sri Lanka M edical Association.

Medical and health related libraries in Sri 
Lanka vary in  size and form  of their collections as 
well as in the number and qualifications of their 
staff members and the services they offer. In 
addition to the libraries listed above there are many
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small collections of books, which are not properly 
organized and therefore cannot be termed as libra­
ries. Even among those listed above, only the ones 
regarded as major libraries are listed in the 
appendix. 1 .

University Medical Libraries

Medical education was introduced to the Island 
in 1870 with the establishment of the Ceylon 
M edical College, which amalgamated with the 
U niversity College in 1942 to form the University 
of Ceylon. Today there are seven (07) Universities 
four of which have faculties of M edicine, widely 
separated from one another in Colombo, G alle, 
Peradeniya and Jaffna. A Post-G raduate Institute o f  
Medicine (PGIM ) was established in 1979. There 
are also two M edical Colleges dealing with Ayur­
vedic Medicine. A Private Medical College was 
also established in 1982.

University of Peradeniya Medical Library

This library has a stock of 20,893 volumes and 
receives 180 titles o f periodicals. Total number of 
registered members of the library is 1426. The 
total budget of the library is Rs. 4,40,000. The 
library is manned by a science graduate without 
library qualifications. Total number o f staff is 06.

University of Colombo Medical Library

The Library serves a total of 1279 registered 
members. I t has a stock of 8,560 volumes of books 
and receives 125 titles o f periodicals on subscription 
and 115 titles on gift and exchange. This library 
spends Rs. 150,000 on books and Rs. 3,60,905 on 
periodicals. At the moment a non-m edical librarian 
is overlooking the library until such time a fulltim e 
staff member is appointed. It has a staff strength 
o f 10 .

University of Ruhuna Medical Library

The Library serves both students and academic 
staff. I t  has a stock of 5397 volumes of books and 
receives 77 titles of periodicals. It has a budget of 
Rs. 3,50,000 for books and Rs. 2,50,000 for 
periodicals. This library is manned by a professio­
nally qualified librarian. The staff strength is 08.

University of Jaffna Medical Library

This library has a stock of 4500 volumes of 
books and receives 65 titles of periodicals. It has a 
budget of Rs. 1,80,060 for books and Rs. 1,70,000 
for periodicals. This library is also manned by a ;

professionally qualified librarian. The staff strength 
is 07.

Government Health Libraries

The National Institute of H ealth Sciences 
(NIHS) Library has good stock of books related to 
health sciences subject field. I t’s resource base is as 
follows: 6000 books; 35 titles of periodicals; 600 
volumes of back issues of periodicals. The staff 
strength is 03. It caters to a membership or 850.

There are other libraries having collections 
ranging from  2000 volumes to  5000 volumes. Many 
of these libraries are w ithout perm anent staff. Some 
o f them  are manned by librarians having part 
professional qualifications.

Sri Lanka Medical Library

The library of the Sri Lanka M edical Associ­
ation is the oldest medical library in the island 
dating back to the 1840’s. It has a stock of about
30,000 volumes and subscribes to 87 titles o f 
periodicals. Library facilities are available only to 
the members of the A ssociation.

(3) Library staff training

Basic training in library science is necessary for 
proper functioning of a library. This training needs 
to be updated from time to time. In order to keep 
in touch with modern trends of all aspects of 
librarianship, library personnel are being exposed 
to seminars, workshops, congresses. A library study 
carried out in 1985 shows that most o f the lib ra­
rians have participated in such meetings and 
workshops. At the tim e o f the study all the govern­
ment libraries participated in the HeLLIS (Sri 
Lanka) Network were manned by qualified staff.

(4) Library Stocks

Literature in health sciences libraries in Sri 
Lanka is m ostly in English. Very few publications 
appear in indigenous languages. M ost of the litera­
ture comes from  Europe and United States. The 
major health sciences libraries have fairly good 
stocks o f books, periodicals and audio-visual 
m aterials. Because o f the static budgetary provisions, 
the purchase of books and periodicals has to be 
restricted.

There is no cooperative acquisition policy 
among the health sciences libraries due to various 
constraints such as restricted clientele and library 
regulations. Wasteful duplication is the result o*f
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this. Year by year cost of publications goes up 
considerably. Periodical subscription rates are also 
increasing considerably. Thus there is less number 
of periodical titles in annual subscription lists of 
libraries. 4 (23.4%) health sciences libraries in 
Sri Lanka subscribe less than 25 periodicals and 
6 (35.2%) libraries subscribe less than 100 titles. 
Only 3 (17.6%) libraries subscribe more than 100 
titles.

The library authorities have recognized increa­
sing importance of audio-visual materials in 
libraries. A-V sections have been established in the 
following libraries:-

UJ (M), NCMC, NIHS, UR (M ), UC (M) and 
PGIM.

(5) Library equipment

14 (82.3%) libraries do have photocopying 
equipment. This has facilitated resource sharing. 
Only 3 (17.6%) libraries do not have this facility.

(6) Library Services
6 .1  Indexing

A good library is judged not only by the size 
of the collection but also by the quantity of services 
offered by them to satisfy the inform ation needs of 
the clientele.

Among the 17 libraries 16 libraries (94.0%) have 
classified their holdings according to universally 
accepted schemes of classification such as D. D. C. 
and U. D. C. 7 (41. 1%) libraries use D. D. C., and 
another 7 (41.1% ) libraries use U. D. C. Two 
libraries use IPPF and Bernard Classification 
Schemes respectively. One Library seem to have not 
using any sort of classification scheme. 14 (82. 3%) 
libraries have classified catalogues and 3 (17.6%) do 
not m aintain a catalogue.

6 .2  Bibliographical activities /  Networking
There are no indexes of current medical litera­

ture in the Island. However, the Sri Lanka Scientific 
and Technical inform ation Centre (SLSTIC) publi­
shes a quarterly index o f scientific and technical 
literature produced in the Island. This includes 
health sciences literature. One o f the participating 
library of the HeLLIS (S. L.) Network, i;e. National 
Institute of Health Sciences Library has started 
bringing out from Dec., 1984 a quarterly News 
Bulletin titled “NIHS-LDS HSR News bulletin” 
which is Intended to disseminate inform ation rela­
ted to health services research (HSR) projects in

ge&easaae ge)as3“*S

Sri Lanka. NIHS-LDS also maintains a “Union 
List of Current Titles of periodicals in HeLLIS 
(Sri Lanka) Network” . This union list fulfills a long 
felt need of the HeLLIS (S.L.) network. This kind 
of publication promotes inter-library loan by 
indicating library holdings of participating libraries 
in a network. It improves periodical acquisition by 
spotlighting the gaps in library holdings. Further­
more it ensures optimum use of funds of those 
libraries by avoiding unnecessary duplication.

HeLLIS (S.L.) Network has initiated a Co­
operative scheme among health sciences libraries 
in Sri Lanka since December 1979. At present 17 
libraries participate in the network. Since the 
appointm ent of the Deputy Director General of 
Health (L.S.) of the M inistry of Health the first 
step towards the integration o f the above network 
in the national health planning has been taken place. 
Now the funds for the network activities are avai­
lable more easily and the status of**it has also been 
improved. The network is now in a better position 
to play a major role in the health sciences informa­
tion transfer, which is vital to health planning and 
management, health services research and primary 
health care.

NIHS Library, Kalutara has. compiled and 
edited a “ Directory o f H ealth Sciences libraries in 
Sri Lanka” on behalf of the network in  1982, 
with a view to identifying and describing resource 
bases related to health sciences libraries and infor­
m ation centres in Sri Lanka. The revised edition of 
the directory has been published in December 1984. 
The same library has published “ HeLLIS: Quarterly 
News Bulletin of the HeLLIS (S.L.) N etwork” . 
So far 09 issues of this publication have been publi­
shed. This news bulletin serves as a communication 
medium for the network.

The number of libraries which issue lists of 
their acquisitions is 13 (76.4%); those which prepare 
bibliographies, 6 (35.2%); 10 (58.8%) libraries offer 
literature searches. 1 (5.8%) library offers POPLINE 
searches.

6. 3 Medlars off-line searches

In Feb. 1983, an agreement was signed between 
the Karolinska Institute, Stockholm (Sweden) and 
WHO. SEARO, in New Delhi, for providing free 
MEDLARS/MEDLINE and SDI searches to the 
countries of the Region for a period of 3 years 
starting from 1983.
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In Sri Lanka only 10 (58.8%) libraries were aware 
of the availability of this service.

6. 4 Loan Services to Readers

Library facilities are generally restricted to the 
membership. 11(64.6%) provide books on loan to 
students. 2 (11.7%) issue books to research grantees. 
15 (88.2%) give books on in ter-library loan. Even 
before the establishment o f  HeLLIS (Sri Lanka) 
Network health sciences libraries in the Island had 
an informal scheme of inter-library co-operation. 
Two (11.7%) libraries do not send books on inter -  
library loans. Observations revealed tha t this 
restriction is due to either governmental regulations 
which require the librarian to obtain the head of the 
institu tion’s approval before a book is sent out of 
the library or to other rules which restrict the use 
of the library facilities to members only. 6 (35.2%) 
libraries had only less than  50 registered member­
ship, and 3 (17.6%) libraries had a membership 
between 50 — 100. 4 (23.5%) had a membership 
between 400—500.

(7) Fuads

The need for more financial provision for 
government libraries is urgent. University medical 
libraries 5 (29.4%) get more funds than government 
libraries. Some of the government libraries are even 
w ithout regular library budgets.

(8) Library Manpower

W hile University medical faculty libraries 
5 (29.4%) aTe manned by several library personnel, 
government libraries are manned by one or two 
library personnel. 5 (29.4%) of the government 
libraries are manned by single person. 6 (35.2%) had
2—5 persons while 2 (11.7%) had more than 10 
persons.

(9) Experience of librarians
To run a library efficiently experienced librarians 

are needed. I t is surprise to state here tha t most 
of the librarians in-charge o f  these libraries do not 
have sufficient number of years of experience as 
health sciences librarians. 4 (23.5%) were less than 
two years experience ; while 9 (52.9%) less than 4 
years experience and 2(11.7%) had more than 10 
years experience.

(10) Salaries of Librarians

M ost of the health sciences and other special 
librarians in Sri Lanka are not satisfied with their

jobs due to the poor salary they draw. But, even a 
junior Asst. L ibrarian of a University Medical 
Library is paid a higher salary than a Government 
D epartm ental Librarian, even though such a libra­
rian has higher professional qualifications plus
10—15 years o f service. N ine (52. 9%) health scien­
ces librarians draw a gross salary o f less than 
Rs. 1500. 00 (equivalant of US $ 60 p.m .) while 
6 (35.2%) librarians draw Rs. 2000 —  2500 and 
only 2 (11.7%) draw Rs. 2500 — Rs. 3000 p.m.

/ 11. Publications of Librarians

In Sri Lanka professional activities of the 
librarians have very much aimed at com pilation o f 
reading lists, current awareness bulletins, News 
Bulletins, Accessions Lists etc. Very few medical & 
health related librarians have attem pted to prepare 
bibliographies, directories. Only one health sciences 
librarian had undertaken a research project in 
health sciences library field. Research studies in the 
field of library science, docum entation and infor­
m ation science have been one which has not aroused 
much interest in Sri Lanka.

12. Health Literature, Library and Infor­
mation Services (HeLLIS) Sri Lanka 
Network Publications.

N ational Institute o f Health Sciences, Kalutara 
Library had prepared most o f the HeLLIS (S.L.) 
Network publications. Library publications put out 
by Sri Lanka Librarians are enumerated below:-

Bibliographies

(a) Bibliography of medical publications relating
to Sri Lanka, 1811 — 1976. Compiled by
K. P ie r is .— Colombo : N ational Science
Council of Sri Lanka. 1980. 453 p.

(b) Bibliography on health in Sri Lanka, 1977-1980. 
Compiled by K. Pieris. — Colombo Ceylon 
College of Physicians, 1983.

(c) H ealth  Planning and Management : Classified 
Annotated Bibliography Compiled by L. R. 
Amarakoon. -  Kalutara: NIHS Library, 1981.

(d) Population/family planning in Sri L an k a : A
classified bibliography. Compiled by L. R. 
Amarakoon. — Colombo : Family H ealth
Bureau Library. 1976.

(e) Bibliography o f literature in the health services 
research (HSR) collection. Vol. 1 : H ealth 
Surveys. Compiled by K. Ekaratne. Colombo: 
M edical Faculty Library, 1985.
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Directories
(f) Directory of health science libraries in Sri 

Lanka. — compiled and edited by L. R. 
Amarakoon. — Kalutara: NIHS Library, 1984. 
17p+ Appendix.

HeLLIS/HSR Newsletter

(g) Health Services Research (HSR) News Bulletin. 
Vol. 1 No. 1 -  Dec. 1984. Edited by L. R. 
Amarakoon, K alutara, NIHS Library.

HSR Publications

(h) Health Sciences libraries in Sri Lanka : A 
research study. -  L. R. Amarakoon. -  Kalutara: 
NIHS Library, 1985. 21p.

Union Lists

(i) Union list of Current Periodical titles in 
HeLLIS Sri Lanka) Network libraries. -  Com­
piled and edited by L. R. Amarakoon. Kalutara: 
NIHS Library, 1984. 21p.

HeLLIS News Bulletin

(j) HeLLIS : Quarterly News Bulletin o f the 
HeLLIS (S. L.) Network. — edited by L. R. 
Amarakoon -  Kalutara: NIHS Library, 1984 -  
v. 1 No. 1 -  4; v. 2 No. 1 -  4; v. 3 ( 1 )

Reports
(k) Report on the training of health sciences lib ­

rarians — Amarakoon, L. R.

Ministry of Health/WHO/HeLLIS (S.L.) 
firs t national training course on health sciences 
librarianship: Report on  training of health 
sciences librarianship Sri Lanka. -  Colombo: 
HeLLIS: 1986.

13. Problems in providing services

M ost o f the existing problems have already 
been discussed. The low status of the librarian, 
continues to be a major drag on the development of 
good inform ation / documentation resources related 
to health sciences in Sri Lanka. The status of the 
librarian within the staff structure of the govern­
ment departments is too low' for the proper 
discharging of his/her duties. Librarian is not usually 
included in professional staff meetings, and there­
fore find it difficult to keep pace with on-going 
projects and future plans of the institution concer­
ned.

Furthermore, the librarian is usually not inclu­
ded in the decision-making processes which affect 
allocations for the library. A librarian cannot 
become an effective manager if he is accorded little  
authority and no opportunity to participate in 
budgeting and planning. Therefore the library bud­
getary needs should be established by the librarian 
in collaboration with the adm inistrators and regu­
larly reviewed so as to permit increased services. 
W ithin an organisation there should be fostered the 
concept of the professional librarian and/or docu­
m entation officer as a colleague of the other 
professional staff, rather than simply as a provider 
o f a non-professional supporting services.

The priority assigned to the library for the 
purposes of allocating funds for purchase of books 
and periodicals and for recruitm ent of professionally 
qualified staff is too low to allow for the timely 
development o f the health sciences inform ation 
system in the Island.

Continuing Education (CE) programmes is not 
new to medical professionals in Sri Lanka. How­
ever, un til recent times such activities were mainly 
restricted to medical officers and para-m edicals 
only. CE for health sciences librarians was never 
considered as im portant until the establishment o f  
the 'H ealth  Literature, Library and Inform ation 
Services’ (HeLLIS) Sri Lanka Network on 19th 
Dec. 1979.

The Sri Lanka Library Association (SLLA), the 
Sri Lanka National Library Services Board (SLNLSB), 
the University of Kelaniya -  Departm ent of Library 
Science, the Faculty o f Science, University of 
Colombo etc., where library science courses are 
conducted produced only a general type of librarian. 
These institutions do not offer programmes for any 
specialized librarianship such as medical librarian- 
ship. Therefore those general librarians have to be 
fitted into any type of organization. These librarians 
did not face any difficulty in the past to manage 
the libraries since they were not to perform many 
services beyond basic duties of a librarian. But 
in the recent years the role of the librarian has 
changed. They have to provide much more infor­
m ation and docum entation services now.
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Appendix. 1

List of major medical and health related 
libraries in Sri Lanka.

(1) The Library,
Institu te of Indigenous Medicine (IIM) 
University of Colombo,
Bandaranaike Pura,
Rajagiriya.

(2) The Library,
M edical Research Institute (M RI),
Baseline Road,
Colombo 8.

(3) The Library,
National Institute o f H ealth Sciences 
(NIHS),
P. O. Box 28,
Kalutara.

(4) The Library,
North Colombo Medical College (NCMC), 
P. O. Box 6 ,
Ragama.

(5) The Library,
Post-G raduate Institu te of Medicine 
(PGIM ),
160, N orris Canal Road,
Colombo 8.

(6) Sri Lanka M edical Library (SLML). 
6 , W ijerama Mawatha,
Colombo 7.

(7) Medical Library,
Faculty of Medicine,
University of Colombo, (UC(M ), 
Kynsey Road,
Colombo 8.

(8) M edical Library,
Faculty of M edicine, 
University o f Jaffana, (UJ(M ), 
Adiyapatam Road,
Kokuvil,
Jaffna.

(9) M edical Library,
Faculty o f Medicine,
University of Peradeniya, UP(M ) 
Peradeniya.

(10) M edical Library,
Faculty o f M edicine.
University o f Ruhuna, (UR(M ) 
Karapitiya,
Galle.
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COLLECTION OF BOOKS FOR THE 
SRI LANKA NATIONAL LIBRARY

S ri L a n k a  N a t io n a l  L ib ra ry  S erv ices  B o a rd  (S L N L S B ) h a s  s ta r te d  
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@ 0 ©  q?o253© d $ d & v G d  2 8 d® © £| £j 3 2 8S 3 , &33S&3®©,

eg@GDjf(5c3 ©S3? ©'©25325? S3dv®gg ®253 <3?°S55o3 ;6Sdg£>© 
^5(5^ 0(.®f3. £>35? £>®? d® 0£5 g2533CS3©0 ©25? 253d^g
00253 025?'d ©°S3330 epQ®, d  d  <50 ©^233 ®^2£|
£>S)253 CfoS5<Soa  ̂ <§>025?S3© ©003330 ©02536? © 0. d 0  
&3if25?'S®© q?°s»c3 0 0 3  ©gsg©© e?<5®d5©c? 8 £i8
Q&i'zzd da2Ss3 g©a8  025?d =̂>̂ 5 <a?3©25325>© 8 8 * 9 .

2530a8© ^°S3 ©gfiOa 29gg253' ;
0 62S?© 25? <5odOo&co, ^ © ® S s 3 a 0 s ? © 2 5 ?

£?253©g©, S3t,2S3&)3©, ®6?©Q<2©30, 8©03©©D 
3 d5@&) CO 

. 81 <§>25?ĉ ©3©
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NIHS LIBRARY EXPANDS 
ITS SERVICES

“New Building Block for the 
NIHS Library & Documentation 
Centre was ceremonially opened 
by the Hon. M inister o f Health, 
Dr. Ranjith Atapattu on April 
29, 1987.

g  ©£25325330 0©925f2S

The new Centre is housed in this 
spacious building block which is 
3500 sq. ft. in area. It includes 
a Reference Section, Lending 
Section, Reading Room, Seminar 
Room, Document Reproduction 
Room and a periodicals room 
etc. Seating capacity has been 
increased from 35 seats to 125 
seats.

This Library & D ocum entation 
Centre is a part of new building 
complex which was ceremonially 
opened by Hon. M inister of 
Health. M inistry o f  Health recei­
ved financial assistance for this 
project from the U nited States 
Agency for International Deve­
lopment (USAID). Total cost 
of the project was 53.2 m illion 
rupees.
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<?© SŜ £fta 0  0«335a da©$33* ^daft2fta0 @dOa ©I^SlgSU, 
@®@ftS@©2ftf ^  0°S3a @£2fti) ^ac5@^2^@df Oj.Oi.stfE]-^ 
^O© ©ISO© ^aO©to SSdOsftf Oad0a@500 @<@â @@>0 
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