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IntroductIon

In its several thousand years of social progress, 
China has put continuous effort into cultural de-
velopment, which to a certain extent contributed 
to the exploitation and utilization of information 
resources. This article reviews the history and 
present situation of China’s information resources 
development (IRD), with the focus on some IRD 
projects launched since the mid-1990s.

The specific projects that will be introduced 
include the China Academic Library and Informa-
tion System, the China Digital Library Project, the 
construction of the China National Science and 
Technology Library, the China Online Govern-
ment Project, and the construction of the National 
Institute for Information Resources Management. 
The goal of each project is described and its initial 
impact is discussed.

bAckground

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China 
in 1949, the government has been attaching great 
importance to information resources development. 
In 1956, the government set “Marching Towards 
Science” as the directing principle for the course 
of information resources management, and made a 
conscientious plan in information resources devel-
opment with emphasis on collecting, rearranging, 
analyzing, indexing, and reporting scientific and 
technical documents from home and abroad to serve 
the needs of professionals in various disciplines. 
By 1987, the scientific and technical information 
sector alone had already possessed 26,000 foreign 
periodicals, 6,000 domestic periodicals, 120 million 
patent manuals, and more than 32 million books. 
There were 236 abstracting and indexing journals 
published annually, covering more than 1.2 million 
documents and articles. Also, there were 2,038 
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public libraries at the county level and higher, 
collecting more than 200 million books. There 
were 745 academic libraries, collecting 250 million 
books. There were also more than 4,000 libraries 
at research institutes (Guan, 1988).

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, however, 
information resources development was affected 
by the readjusting of China’s economy. Non-
profitable libraries and information service institu-
tions suffered from a severe shortage of money for 
collection development. As a result, information 
resources development was captured in a severe 
logjam or even retrogresses. Types of document 
collections in some libraries dropped by half or 
even two-thirds (Fu, 1996). Many abstracting and 
indexing journals stopped publication. But on the 
other hand, some new abstracting and indexing 
journals emerged, as did bibliographical databases 
that catered to market demand.

Under the promotion of the international 
information technology revolution, China has 
been experiencing an upsurge in information 
development since the last decade of the 20th 
century. Information infrastructure construction 
keeps a rapid pace in development. The owner-
ship of telephones, cell phones, and computers 
has been increasing steadily. The overall scale 
of China’s information infrastructure in terms of 
network capacity ranks first in the world (China 
Telecommunications, 2003; He, 2004), and the 
number of users ranks second in the world (CN-
NIC, 2006a). However, information resources 
development is lagging far behind. The lack of 
information, especially Chinese information, in 
networks and information systems influences the 
benefit of investment in information technology, 
which has become a major obstacle not only to 
China’s informationalization drive, but also to the 
competitiveness of the Chinese economy.

Since the mid-1990s, under the promotion of 
the tide of information superhighway construction 
in many countries, information resources devel-
opment in China entered a new phase. In 1997, 
the Chinese government constituted the “Draft 

on China’s Informationalization,” drawing the 
outline of China’s information infrastructure (Zou, 
1997), which includes six elements: information 
resources, national information network, infor-
mation technology (IT) application, information 
industry, information professional, and informa-
tion policy code and standard.

Information resources was set as the primary 
element among the six, showing the state’s em-
phasis on its development. This also indicated 
that people once again realized the importance 
of information resources development. Several 
years later, the proposal was accepted as a part 
of China’s tenth “five-year plan,” which marked 
that information resources development became 
the central task of China’s informationalization 
drive. In China’s eleventh “five-year plan,” several 
parts mentioned the issue of information resources 
development and regarded it indispensable. For 
example, in Chapter 15, developing information 
resources is listed as a central task of advancing 
Chinese informationalization, which includes ac-
celerating the construction of national fundamental 
databases; adjusting information resources struc-
ture; and strengthening the development, disposal, 
dissemination, and utilization of information 
resources. Information resources development is 
also mentioned in Chapter 16. In that chapter, sev-
eral areas of information resources development, 
such as governmental and geographic domains, 
are emphasized.

At the forth meeting of General Office of State 
Council Informationalization Leading Group in 
2004, the main agenda was information resources 
development. After the meeting, the General Of-
fice of the State Council together with the General 
Office of the CPC Central Committee issued the 
document “Some Suggestions on Strengthening 
the Work of Information Resources Development 
and Utilization.” Until now, this file is still one of 
the most authoritative guiding policies of Chinese 
information resources development. It outlined the 
guidelines, basic principles, and general tasks of 
information resources development in the country. 
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