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ABSTRACT

Rural poor people particularly in developing countries do not get the knowledge and information which 
they need for their day to day living. Yet, there are no mechanisms for making this knowledge available. 
This marginalized sector includes small farmers, fishermen, micro-entrepreneurs, small businessmen, 
unemployed youth etc. They need information for day to day life, such as daily weather forecast, market 
prices of agricultural produce, how to treat a crop disease, where to get application for the police-
men’s vacancies, addresses of local masonry persons, etc. Local content is what is most important. 
Many times, such information is available freely, but the needy person does not get it because of lack of 
awareness. Such information has to be collected on daily basis from the right sources such as agricul-
tural departments, meteorology offices, bank branches, primary health centers or wholesale markets. 
The information has to be disseminated through the fastest media such as Internet, community radio, 
loudspeakers, community newspapers or interactive meetings. Libraries need to work closely with the 
various agencies, both in government and private sectors and the civil society in order to find out the 
knowledge requirements of the poor and research into how to package it and deliver efficiently. The 
chapter gives examples of successful knowledge initiatives for the poor in five countries: Bangladesh, 
Ethiopia, India, Nepal, and Malawi.
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INTRODUCTION

Importance of knowledge for development is 
increasingly being stressed for the past more than 
a decade. One of the first comprehensive publi-
cations to appear on this subject was Knowledge 
for Development brought out by World Bank in 
the year 1999 (World Bank, 1999). The theme of 
the book is that the major cause of poverty in the 
present day is lack of access to knowledge by the 
poor. The book gives numerous examples of how 
the lives of millions of poor people changed with 
improved access to knowledge.

This paper is about knowledge needs of rural 
poor and how libraries can play an effective role. 
I have given a few case studies to illustrate the 
point. I have selected this topic because South Asia 
is home to a half of the world’s poor and about 
70% of South Asians live in rural areas (World 
Bank, 2009; “SAARC Regional Poverty Profile 
(RPP),” 2003).

In this context it is relevant to describe the Mil-
lennium Development Goals set by UN and how 
libraries can play an active role in this. Millennium 
Development Goals are spelt out below:

i.  Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger;
ii.  Achieve universal primary education;
iii.  Promote gender equality and empower 

women;
iv.  Reduce child mortality;
v.  Improve maternal health;
vi.  Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 

diseases;
vii.  Ensure environmental sustainability;

viii.  Develop a global partnership for 
development.

(United Nations, 2005)
The UN has set specific and measurable objec-

tives for each of the above objectives which are 
to be achieved by 2015.

LIBRARIES VIS-À-VIS 
DEVELOPMENT AGENDA

Though libraries provide knowledge to the people, 
their role in the development process is in the indi-
rect way. The primary role of our libraries in socio 
economic development of a country is through 
literacy advancement and therefore, the effect is 
in the long run. This is because the libraries are 
planned to meet the needs of literate population 
whereas the knowledge and information needs of 
illiterate and poor sector are not integrated in the 
library setup. Libraries contain generic informa-
tion which are mainly used by students, academics, 
professionals or general public. Our libraries do not 
contain dynamic information which are required 
by the poor people of developing countries. Let 
us take for instance, the information requirements 
of a farmer.

These are the kinds of information which a poor 
person needs for his/her day to day living. The in-
formation changes on day to day basis (sometimes 
even on hourly basis) and therefore, it is dynamic. 
A poor farmer’s or fisherman’s or laborer’s earn-
ing for the day is decided by the above kind of 
information. Though there are many agencies in 
the governmental/non governmental sector which 

Table 1.

Information requirements of farmers - examples 
Meteorological information relating to local area; Market prices for produces; Government schemes for the poor; Cattle and feeds; Agri-
cultural information (Disease control; Paddy cultivation methods); Availability of vaccines and medicines in health centers; Wages fixed 
by government; Rules and regulations of employment exchanges; Yellow pages (addresses of doctors, government officials, carpenters, 
masonry people etc); Bus timings; Availability of food grains in the fair price shop; Fish segregation over the coast etc .
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