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NORDINFO IN EUROPE AND THE WORLD
Inge Berg Hansen

Background

NORDINFO and its predecessor, NORDDOK, were both created as results of international inspiration. With 
the introduction of computers in the library and information world in the late sixties and even more with the 
appearance of online technology in the early seventies it became clear not only that libraries would not remain 
tools for leisure entertainment and the ivory tower scientists, but it was also anticipated that scientifi c information 
would be a factor for industrial growth. Based on recommendations e.g. from OECD many countries established 
advisory committees for scientifi c and technical documentation; this happened also in the individual Nordic 
countries as well as at the Nordic level with the creation of NORDDOK in 1970. The early focus on scientifi c and 
technical documentation was natural in a period where there still was a general belief in the so-called “linear 
model” for transfer of scientifi c results from the laboratory to application in industry and thus ultimately 
generating technical development, industrial growth and employment. But the introduction of computer-based 
documentation was also a response to a need for more effi cient methods for handling the information explosion 
in the post-Sputnik period that started in the STM-disciplines.

NORDDOK was, however, in the fi rst half of the seventies not the only Nordic committee working for this 
objective. Also the Technical information committee under NORDFORSK had an intensive focus on computerised 
information and its value for the potential users; a direct link to NORDINFO is the SCANNET initiative which 
started as a technical development project under NORDFORSK and later continued as a more content and user 
oriented project under NORDINFO. Among the indirect links from NORDFORSK to NORDINFO were the members 
of the database evaluation group (1970-72) which included several of the authors of this publication. (Hjerppe, 
Retlev, Lindqvist, Laitinen, Inge Berg Hansen)(1).

There was solid library representation in both NORDDOK and NORDFORSK’s Technical information committee, 
but fi rst with NORDINFO the scientifi c libraries became a specifi c target  as explicitly stated  in the NORDINFO 
objectives, and the broad coverage of I&D interests  in the fi rst version of NORDINFO, where representation of 
libraries and users were ensured, should in principle have resulted in a fruitful dialogue between all the parties 
involved in the transfer of knowledge from research community to user community. In the nineties the broad 
representation of interests was, unfortunately, gradually reduced as the original 3 members per country was 
reduced to 2 and in 1999 to 1 (but now supplemented with observers from Greenland and the Faroe Islands). The 
last reduction in practice almost eliminated the user element of  NORDINFO, but one can only guess if the narrow 
participation has had any infl uence on the low visibility in the Nordic research communities.

The special issue of NORDINFO NYTT (1987, 10:1) celebrating the 10 years’ anniversary presents a clear and 
unanimous picture of a successful organisation fulfi lling its goals and delivering a lot of value for a fairly limited 
amount of money.  During the subsequent 15 years NORDINFO has been subject to several evaluations as part 
of the routine procedures of the Nordic Council of Ministers who has been under constant pressure to reduce 
the number of institutions partly due to budget constraints, partly due to changing political views regarding 
the importance of the Nordic co-operation during the period where Sweden and Finland have become members 
of the EU and Iceland and Norway have got status as associated countries participating fully e.g. framework 
programmes for research and technical development. All these evaluations have confi rmed the satisfaction with 
NORDINFO, only pinpointing that the visibility of all the good work is too low in the Nordic research communities 
and – also to a large extent - in the Nordic LDI ( Library, Documentation and Information)-institutions not directly 
related to people or institutions involved in NORDINFO-activities.

Fulfi lling the international goals

The international objectives of NORDINFO has from the outset been to
· keep abreast of developments in the fi eld in the Nordic countries as well as internationally and give advice 

and information to international and Nordic bodies
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· promote and co-ordinate transfer of information within and among the Nordic countries and on a wider 
international basis

The activities of NORDINFO as well as its image in the international LDI community provide ample documentation 
for the fulfi lment of these goals. NORDINFO has been present at a vast majority of the central international LDI-
events in the past 25 years as participant, speaker, sponsor or exhibitor depending on the focus of the event and 
for many years NORDINFO has had the character of a LDI focal point for the Nordic Countries in relation to e.g. 
the EU, IFLA and international LDI-organisations.

With a budget of approximately 0.5 million $/year NORDINFO actually succeeded in being a respected partner in 
the international LDI-environment and has often been seen not only keeping abreast of the international state-of-
the-art but as actual sponsor of cutting edge activities.

Persons, projects and publications

In general the success of an organisation has some kind of relation to the size of budget. In the case of NORDINFO 
we rather see a good example of “small is beautiful”!  The budget was and is small and the number of people 
working in the secretariat about 5. This said it must, however, be borne in mind that the budgets in the 
surrounding library world in the early days of NORDINFO and those of NORDDOK were generally not impressive 
either. There were money available for innovative developments in the technical libraries, but this did not 
necessarily apply to other library sectors in most of the Nordic countries, and the central planning or co-ordinating 
committees generally did not have much money before the last part of the eighties and the nineties. Therefore, 
even small grants from NORDINFO could make a measurable contribution to the LDI-development at national 
level by bringing the joint Nordic expertise and knowledge together if used strategically and intelligently and also 
in many cases ensure Nordic participation in new international initiatives (databases, networks etc.)

Looking at NORDINFOs achievements over the 25 years it is obvious that the money has been used strategically 
and intelligently, the main reason being that NORDINFO has benefi ted from a highly qualifi ed staff with talent 
for diplomacy and sense of manoeuvring in the relevant arenas and that there always among the members 
of NORDINFO have been persons with fl air for initiating and selecting projects and activities at the frontier of 
LDI-development. For the recruitment of staff and the interaction between the secretariat and the general BDI-
environment it should not be forgotten that the location in Finland – most of the time at the Technical University 
Library in Esbo – has been an invaluable asset for the performance of NORDINFO. A homage to one of the central 
fi gures in the Nordic and international library world during almost half century may here appropriately be paid 
to Elin Törnudd, who has been a key NORDINFO fi gure as member, as host of the secretariat and thanks to her 
extraordinary talent for attracting the right people as secretaries, project offi cers etc. The post-NORDINFO-careers 
of former NORDINFO employees and members speak for themselves! Although the various NORDINFO evaluations 
have shown that the impact of  NORDINFO defi nitely has been greater in Finland than in the other Nordic 
countries the permanent location in this Finnish environment has on the whole been an clear advantage for the 
performance of the organisation.

Even the most perfect secretariat could, however, not alone have achieved the respected international position of 
NORDINFO without a platform of highly relevant projects. And the Nordic LDI-environments have so far always 
been able to provide ideas for activities which for a period could act as Nordic fl agships – some of the key activities 
like SCANNET and IANI may actually have been too much cutting edge for their time – and provided material for 
NORDINFO presentations in international audiences. The major individual projects are presented elsewhere in this 
publication, but just a brief look through the list of annual NORDINFO papers earlier presented in NORDINFO- 
NYTT give an impression of the visibility value of projects like SCANNET, NOSP, IANI and more recently the 
NORDINFO competence centres (NNC, NordEP and  NDLC) and the Nordic Webindex.

With the changing budget situation up through the nineties where the information society and the appearance of 
the Internet has attracted new money to LDI-development, most of the Nordic countries have been able to initiate 
and fund activities which earlier required seed money from NORDINFO in order to get off the ground, and in the 
international context it is not always clear if experts are seen with a Nordic or a national/institutional hat from the 
international community. However, many of the Nordic experts of today started their international life on behalf 
of NORDINFO and its predecessors and many of the future experts from the Nordic countries will probably be 
found among the receivers of the NORDINFO mobility scholarships which is a way of getting experience outside 
the national environment which is a lot easier and more fl exible than going through the more bureaucratic and 
complicated way through e.g. the EU system.
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Also the Summer schools supported by NORDINFO will help to ensure the future international position by bringing 
young LDI-people together and introduce them to leading actors on international library scene. The close contact 
over the years between NORDINFO and the Nordic Schools and Universities of Librarianship have played an import 
role in this connection.

NORDINFO has from the start taken an active interest in promoting and supporting development and application 
of international standards. I has supported arrangements and participation in meetings dealing with UDC, 
MARC, ISO and OSI standards and recently in Z39.50, SGML metadata and Dublin Core. These activities are clearly 
refl ected in the NORDINFO publications which include several publications which at their time of publication could 
act as manuals or cooking books in the area concerned. Examples are

· 5. UAP i Norden. Esbo 1982. 
· 11. Search aid software packages and services. Helsingfors 1987 
· 14. A retrieval language for Nordic databases: language requirements for the IANI facility. (IANI-rapport 2). 

Katarzyna de Brisis och Ingunn Manders. Ballerup 1988. 
· 28.NORDIC SR-NET
· 32. ISO 9000 for biblioteker og informationscentre - En vejledning,Esbo 1995.

In addition NORDINFO- NYTT has published a number of special issues of similar character such as:
· A Study on Copyright and Legal Deposits (2000:1)
· Juha Hakala: Dublin Core in 1997 
· Teemu Rautanen:  Cookbook for Creating Web Publications (1996:2)
· Applying SGML to Publishing Process (1995:1)
· Binding Materials and Binding Practises, ISO TC 46 SC 10 WG 4 (NORDINFO NYTT 1991:1)

NORDINFO co-operation with international organisations

The status of NORDINFO as Nordic competence centre has lead to direct co-operation with international 
organisations like the European Commission and UNESCO. For the European Commission NORDINFO has delivered 
the Nordic contribution to the Survey of information technologies in libraries:

 LIBRARIES in the INFORMATION SOCIETY 1997
 State-of-the-art of information technologies in libraries in the Nordic countries
 Author: NORDINFO, European Commission, DG XIII-E4

EUR 17476 EN, ISBN 92-827-8727-3, Luxembourg 1997

 For UNESCO the Nordic competence centres produced a proposal for a set of
 “Guidelines on Internet Applications in Libraries” (NORDINFO NYTT 1997:4)

In connection with EU’s 4th  and 5th framework programmes NORDINFO has supported seminars on accompanying 
measures like EXPLOIT and CULTIVATE, the fi rst aiming at attracting users interested in implementing results 
produced by projects supported by the EU libraries programmes, and the latter a new initiative to stimulate co-
operation between the major cultural heritage sectors (libraries, museums and archives). Particularly CULTIVATE 
(2) might have a catalytic effect on the co-operation between the different sectors at Nordic as well as at national 
level.

At the bilateral level the main partner for co-operation was for many years the UK. Close contacts between the 
NORDINFO secretariat and central people at the British Library and the British Library Association resulted in the 
period 1986-97 in annual Anglo-Nordic seminars on actual topics like OPACs, Humanities Information, Quality 
Issues, Legal Deposit, Leadership Management and Training. These arrangements were considered very successful, 
but have been discontinued for a period by UK for fi nancial reasons.

In 1996 also a joint conference with the Deutsches Bibliotheksinstitut was held in Berlin on Document Delivery 
and Interlibrary Lending, but since then the primary “bilateral co-operation” has mainly been directed towards 
the Baltic Area. The Baltic co-operation has a high priority for funding from the Nordic Council of Ministers, and 
NORDINFO has received additional funding for this purpose. The Baltic countries are sought included in as many 
Nordic activities as possible and with the NORDINFO secretariat located in Helsinki, NORDINFO has been in a good 
position to stimulate the co-operation at Nordic, national and European level.
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In recent years the orientation of NORDINFO has followed the global trend and taken a stronger  interest in the 
work of e.g. IFLA and the National Literacy Forum (US) e.g. in the area of  the digital divide as illustrated by the 
presence of the presidents/chairs of the two organisations as speakers at NORDINFO 25th Anniversary Conference.

The future – international SWOT

Based on NORDINFO´s experience in a very broad range of cutting edge activities in its fi rst 25 years, NORDINFO 
is in a good position to be a central actor in the wider internationalisation process in the new Millenium. The 
following international SWOT illustrates NORDINFO’s strengths and weaknesses in the coming years:

Strengths and opportunities
· NORDINFO combines experience and expertise from the individual Nordic countries, which all are 

considered high quality actors in international BDI and IT
· It has a highly qualifi ed  and dedicated secretariat
· The NORDINFO competence centres are internationally visible and respected
· NORDINFO is in good position to be a strong partner in the EU enlargement process and has already 

initiated a strong co-operation with the candidate countries in the Baltic region
· NORDINFO is in a good position for initiating and co-ordinating co-operation with the countries in the third 

world
· As a result of the co-operation with the Nordic schools/universities of librarianship, NORDINFO has an 

important role as sponsor of international expertise in the further education of Nordic BDI-staff.
· With its background in as well the scientifi c, cultural and IT-communities NORDINFO has potential to be a 

central partner in the further development of the global digital research and information community, e.g. 
in connection with the European attempts to open research and development to Asia, Latin America and 
the Mediterranean countries

· Also the co-operation in the Arctic area could be a potential area of increased NORDINFO activity in parallel 
to the focus on this area by the Nordic Council of Ministers

· NORDINFO has a potential role in Nordic scientifi c and cultural marketing in general.

Weaknesses and threats
· A major weakness of NORDINFO and other LDI- organisations is the low status in their user communities. 

The LDI-organisations has in general been regarded as low status organisations in the academic world as 
well at institutional level and in the research community. Furthermore, the rapid penetration of Internet to 
end-users after the appearance of the World Wide Web has often created the impression that libraries and 
systems for formalised storage and retrieval of scientifi c information will become obsolete when everything 
can be accessed over the Net.

· Inadequacy of the marketing of NORDINFO in the national LDI-environments by the national NORDINFO 
representatives.

· A direct threat is the political issue concerning the need for Nordic co-operation in an EU context as well as 
in a global world. Neither all Nordic politicians nor Nordic scientists are convinced about the relevance of 
a particular Nordic science area. The last years’ discussions in the Nordic council of Ministers of the future 
budget and the suggestions of either outsourcing or transfer of Nordic institutions to the national host 
institutions have created fear that the Nordic element might gradually disappear and that the concept of 
Nordic value is getting very vague.

The personal conclusion

As contributor writing about NORDINFO in this book on online development, it is of course, a particular pleasure 
when the organisation concerned fully deserves all the praise. In the case of NORDINFO I have had very different 
relations to the organisation in its fi rst 10 years and the following 15. Until the 10 years anniversary in1986 I 
had “inside contacts” as a member of NORDINFO and member of several of NORDINFO working parties. Later I 
got contacts to NORDINFO in connection with the development of the IANI interface and as evaluator of some 
of NORDINFO`s activities; lately I have also seen NORDINFO through the political eyes of the Nordic Council of 
Ministers and the Nordic Council for Research Policy.

Regardless of the “hat” or “eyes” used, NORDINFO has in my opinion been a clear success which should be 
allowed a future in the Nordic co-operation. I hope that the intentions of converting the smaller Nordic 
institutions to “projects” to be outsourced to individual institutions in the Nordic countries as suggested by the 
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secretary general of the Nordic Council of Ministers in Budget analysis 2001 will be forgotten, in general and 
certainly in the case of NORDINFO.

With its present key focus on development of the digital library NORDINFO is in an excellent position to follow 
and initiate new generations of library and information systems, methods and policies and to be a central actor 
in the further education of BDI-professionals and users. There does not seem any reason to doubt that NORDINFO 
also in the future have got the potential to serve as the central Nordic competence centre for digital libraries and 
information in the Nordic setting as well as in the global science and information society.

Endnotes
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