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SLNLSB and the Public
The Ceylon National Library Services Board 

was established in 1970 by an  act o f Paliament. In 
the act it has. been clearly stated that the respon­
sibility of the board towards the Public Library 
sector is “ to advise and assist in the prom otion 
and development of Public L ibraries” . This act is a 
result, o f the ‘meeting of experts on the N ational 
Planning of Library Services in Asia’, which was 
sponsored by UNESCO and held in Colombo in 
December 1967.

In the final report o f the meeting the ‘experts’ 
discussed the status of libraries in Asia and suggested 
a ‘long term library development plan for A sia’. 
Besides this, they selected Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) 
and proposed ‘a Library Plan for Ceylon’. In it they 
suggested1 creating a ‘small high powered body’ 
called the ‘Ceylon N ational L ibrary Services Board’.

ter of Education and vested with powers to develop 
the Public Library Service and allocate grants for 
Library purposes’. The report also states “ In a small 
or unitary state it might be desirable to create a 
single board w ith wide powers of contro l” .

I have quoted both seminar reports to show that 
the creators of the Ceylon N ational Library Services 
Board did not live up to the expectations of these 
professional view points. Instead o f creating a high 
powered library authority, they established the 
present board with powers only to ‘advise and assist’. 
This in my view was a costly mistake.

W ith this background note, I would like to 
m ention the major contributions of the board to­
wards the public library field during the last 16 
years. One still finds the contributions of the board

By

Upali Amarasiri
/

Deputy Director, Sri Lanka National Library Services Board

They intended to create a Library Board with ade­
quate powers to deal with the obstacles, which it 
would face in creating a N ational Library Services 
for the country.

Prior to the 1967 meeting another UNESCO 
Library Seminar was held in Delhi, India in 1955. 
This is referred to as the ‘Seminar on Public 
Libraries for Asia’ or ‘D elhi Sem inar’. This was the 
first international meeting on this subject to be 
held in an Asian country. Therefore the recommen­
dations of the seminar has had Ibng lasting effects 
on the Asian Public Library Scene. Sri Lanka was 
represented at this seminar by an em inent librarian  
the late M r. D. C. G. Abeywickrama, then the 
Colombo Public L ibrarian. The final report of the 
seminar recommended the creation of independent 
Library boards. It states “ In a smaller or unitary 
state one central (Library) authority should suffice. 
Legislation should provide for a central library 
board which should be a statutory and" autonomous 
body responsible to a m inister, norm ally the M inis-
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remarkable, but it would definitely have been better, 
had the board been given adequate powers as propo­
sed a t the seminars m entioned above.

During the last 16 years the board has under 
taken a number of projects for the upliftm ent of the 
Public Library Services of the country.

Kandy d istric t rural Library Project _ ■ ■ 
D istrict Central Library Project 
Public L ibrary Legislation Project 
Book Development Project 
Education and Training for Public Librarians 
Development Aids for Public Libraries are 

some of them.

Kandy District Rural Library Project

The Kandy D istrict Rural Library project 
1972-75, was initiated at the 1967 Unesco expert 
meeting held in Colombo. This project was to »be 
conducted as a p ilot project for the whole Asian



rary Services in
region. The aim o f the project was to improve the 
rural libraries and rural library services in the 
Kandy district.

The board implemented the project with assis­
tance from the Unesco, the Department of Local 
Government and the Kandy Pesantry Commission. 
The Library Board set up a regional office in Kandy 
to supervise the project. A number of activities were 
carried out to improve the standard o f libraries in 
the area under the programme.

A large number of new library buildings were 
constructed and a number of existing library buil­
dings were repaired. Reader surveys and User 
education programmes were carried out to popula­
rise the libraries. Public meetings, discussions, 
seminars, talks, propaganda litrature and other types 
of propaganda activities were carried out to popu­
larise the library service. A ll the libraries included 
in  the project, carefully monitored the results of the 
propaganda drive and remedial measures were taken 
where necessary.

Regular training courses, workshops, in service 
training programmes etc. were organised for the 
librarians. Professional staff of the board made 
regular visits to the libraries for supervision and 
professional guidence. The library collections were 
strengthened and scientifically organised. Librarians 
were encouraged to carry out extention activities. A 
number of com munity centers were attached to a 
public library, and these centers received books re­
gularly from the library. This solved the problem o f 
library facilities for remote areas o f the d istric t. The 
regional office of the board also started a book loan 
service for.sm all libraries. Under th is programme 
consignments o f  new books were sent out to the 
libraries periodically as loan collections.

The Kandy library project was a succes in many 
ways. At the end o f the project there were well 
functioning 22 public libraries and 21 school libra­
ries w ith a large reading publie in the district. 
According to  a survey carried out by the Library 
Board in 1986, the Kandy D istrict still has the best 
public library service in the country. The other 
success is tha t it provided valuable experience to the 
library board. It helped the board to understand the 
various difficulties faced by rural libraries. The

Sri Lanka
solutions found for these problems of the projects 
have influenced the development of a strategy which 
has been used by the board ever since.

District Central Library Project

The D istrict Central Library Project which 
commenced in 1981 is considered to be the second 
major project undertaken by the board in the Public 
Library field. The experience o f the Kandy Pilot 
Project as well as the experiences o f other countries 
with well developed Public Library Services have 
shown that regional level planning is o f vital im­
portance in the development of Public Library 
Services. The rationale behind this is that instead of 
isolated small libraries it is advantageous to have a 
single library net work in the d irtrict w ith the 
D istrict Central Library in the centre.

The Library Services Board with the assitance 
of the D epartm ent o f Local Government has identi­
fied the central libraries in all the districts. A 
number of conferences, workshops and seminars have 
been organized by the board to create an awareness 
of the project among Librarians, Local Government 
officials, Local Government representatives and 
officials of other relevant sectors. Special book 
collections were developed in these district libraries 
as loan collections for the other libraries in the 
district. The Open University uses the D istrict 
Library system, for the benefit o f their students 
scattered all over the country.

The distric t library pro ject has not yielded 
expected results due to a number of reasons. The 
main drawback was that it was not backed by ade­
quate legislation to ensure tha t it becomes a success. 
Although in theory all the parties agreed that it was 
an excellent project in practice Librarians had 
to face a number of difficulties. For instance M uni­
cipal or Urban Council librarians find it difficult to 
send their library material out side o f the local au­
thority. Lack of staff was the other problem. Even 
after becoming central libraries they were not able 
to obtain any extra staff though their work load had 
increased.

gdOD25530 903^1© 16



The D istrict Library ' project brought benificial 
results in many ways. This was the first project 
conducted on a national scale in Sri Lanka for reor­
ganising the public library services in keeping with 
modern trends. Thus it created an awareness among 
local authorities, local government officials, libra­
rians and to  an extent among the general public with 
regard to modern public librarianship. This awa­
reness will be a great assest for the future develop­
ment o f the public library service in Sri Lanka.

The experiment also brought to surface many 
difficulties in the field  h itherto  unknown to the 
authorities. The importance o f  proper public library 
legislation, regular financial avenues, public library 
standards, constant supervision and a number of 
other im portant issues required fo ra  well organised 
public library service have been brought to  the 
notice of the authorities by this project. M ost of 
the D istrict Libraries still function in a lim ited way. 
Even with its numerous weaknesses, the district 
library project has made a long lasting impact on 
the public library sector in  Sri Lanka.

Public Library Legislation Project

One strange feature o f local government legis­
lation in  Sri Lanka is tha t nothing has beenr 
mentioned regarding library services in local autho­
rities. In the period between the M unicipal Council 
act of 1861 and Pradeshiya M andala A ct o f 1987 
about ten  major local government legislations have 
been introduced in Sri Lanka. These legislation 
cover almost every aspect o f  local government, 
except library service.

The non existance o f library legislation has 
been identified as the root cause for the poor public 
library service in the country. A Committee was 
appointed by the library board in mid 1986 for tbe 
form ulation of suitable legislation for public libra­
ries. It comprises representatives from the N ational 
Library Services Board, Sri Lanka Library Asso­
ciation, M inistries of Local government and Public 
A dm inistration, Dept, of Legal Draftsm an, and 
librarians o f Colombo and Kandy public libraries.

It is rather early at this stage to  discuss the 
features o f the proposed legislation. The work o f the 
committee is alm ost completed and the draft legis­
la tion  will be subm itted to the government 
soon. This legislation if  succesfully implemented 
will be the turning poin t o f the public library 
service in the country. The Committee has concen­
trated on the major deficiencies of the public library
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service in the past. Therefore the priorities will be 
making the library service an obligatory service of 
the local authorities, regular financial avenues for 
libraries from both central and local governments, „ 
proper planning and supervision etc. The district 
library system also will be rejuvanated.

Besides these three major projects a number of 
other activities of the board help the public library 
sector in various ways.

/> Book Development Project

The ailing publishing industry and the paucity 
of reading m aterial have become major threats to 
the Public Library movement in th ird  world coun­
tries. The scarcity o f reading material in Vernacular 
languages make the public library service rather 
meaningless. This situation has been evident in Sri 
Lanka too; According to a recent survey done by the 
Sri Lanka N ational Library Services Board more 
than 70% o f the book shops in Sri Lanka were closed 
in the 1970’s and the remaining book sellers had to 
diversify their trade and were compelled to sell 
other consumer items for survival. There are a 
number o f direct and indirect reasons for this situ­
ation which are not discussed here.

Although the act gave a certain  responsib ility  , 
to tbe board with regard to the book industry this 
was never a priority of the board due to a number 
of reasons. Development of libraries was the major 
responsibility of the board. There was a great deal 
to be done in this sphere. Also there were a number 
of government and non government organisations 
such as the D epartm ent of C ultural Affairs, Book 
Development Council, Book Sellers Association etc. 
with direct responsibility towards the book industry. 
By the early 1980’s it  became clear tha t all other 
organisations were not very succesful in responding 
to this challange. This affected the Library field* 
especially the Public Library field disastrously. The 
Board had to intervene at this juncture and The book 
development scheme is the result o f this interven
tion.

The book development project started in  m id 
1984 and is now approaching the fourth year. Under 
the project the board assists the author / publisher 
up to a maximum of Rs. 25000/- for publishing a 
book. In  the firs t year the board allocated a sum o f  
Rs. 2. m illion and Rs. 2.5, m illion annually there-/ 
after. At the end of 1987 the to ta l allocation was 
Rs. 6. 5 m illion. By the end of 1987, 390 new 
books were published under the project. A ll manus­
cripts considered for assistance under the project



Education /  Training
The board conducts continuing education pro­

grammes for the public librarians in the country. 
The duration of programmes vary from three to five 
days and have three different levels. 250 to 300 pub­
lic librarians and library assistants participate in these 
courses annually. The postal Correspondence course 
in library science conducted by the board too is 
very useful to the public librarians. This is a 18 
month course which is aimed at librarians who are 
in remote areas without formal library qualifica­
tions.

A considerable number of professional publi­
cations have been published by the board. ‘The Sri 
Lanka N ational Bibliography’ and the ‘Library 
News’ are the two regular publications of the board.

Development Aids
The board provides various assistance to selec­

ted public libraries annually. I t varies from book 
donations to supplying furniture and equipment to a 
library. Rs. 50,000 worth o f assistance is the upper 
lim it of the present assistance scheme.

are scrutinised by a panel of specialists and only
works of a high standard are approved.

All the books published under the book deve­
lopment project are sold to libraries at a special 
concessionary price. Generally prices of these books 
are 30% to 50% less than in the open market.

‘The book loan project’ of the SLNLSB supplies 
books for small public libraries in selected districts. 
‘The Universal Availabiiity of Publications project,’ 
‘D istrict library survey project,’ Library Exhibitions, 
Professional Advisory services are some of the 
other activitie of the board which benefit to the 
public library sector in the country.
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COLLECTION OF BOOKS FOR THE 
SRI LANKA NATIONAL LIBRARY

Sri Lanka National Library Services Board (SLNLSB) has started 
collecting materials for deposit in the National Library of Sri Lanka 
which is to be opened shortly.

The Board would be grateful for any gifts, donation of books, 
periodicals and other documents relevant to Sri Lanka for deposit 
in the National Library.

Books weeded out from libraries may also be transported to 
the National Library for deposit in its repositories which will be 
made available for reference in the event of such a need arising.

Librarians please contact the Director or if you have unwanted 
publications.

P. O. Box 1764,
Independence Avenue,
Colombo 7.
Telephone : 598847

95200 -  2

CHAIRMAN
Sri Lanka National Library Services 

Board.
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