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The Bellagio Publishing Network is an informal association of organizations
dedicated to strengthening indigenous publishing and book development in
Africa. The group includes publishers, donor organizations from both
government and private voluntary sectors, and others who are concerned with
books and publishing. This newsletter covers news of the Network and
perspectives on publishing and book development.
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Views on a seminar held at the
London Book Fair, March 2002

Sulaiman Adebowale
Sulaiman Adebowale is Editor, Bellagio Publishing Network
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 The chance to publish books by unknown
authors and on fringe subjects with very little
market potential is exciting, but still limited
to the frontiers of  where publishing can
reach with digital printing. Indigenous
language publishing projects in the bulk of
the south are hampered by the absence of
strong market potential.
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The current power being exerted by book
retailers is unhealthy for the publishing
industry. With possibilities of  additional
expenses reduced, print-on-demand may
have a positive effect on the pricing of
books.
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Whatever the reasons for the growth in
popularity of the newsletter, it is striking
that we have been able to set up, at
relatively little cost, an information
service that reaches so many people
in Africa. In the past, gaining access to
8000 subscribers would have meant
having access to substantial resources
or alliances with media magnates.
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‘The process of identifying the 100 Best is
not a closure but an exciting new departure
and a new lease of  life for literature which
needs to claim its rightful place on the world
stage.’
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‘In origin, the project was defensive and
assertive: Africa's scholarly and creative
reputation had been challenged. Now that
the list exists, it's important that it affects
educational choices, and leads to more
translation and more republication.’
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The emphasis on the need for educational
institutions to be more resourceful in
developing their own learning support
materials has been misinterpreted in many
cases to mean the replication of  copies for
use by students, and in other cases the
creation of  learner support packs that are
made up of  huge chunks of  copyrighted
materials.

Perspectives and commentary
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The flaws in the regulations include the
whole argument around fair usage and
exceptions for educational usage. The
arguments by the educational institutions
that they should be allowed to make
multiple copies for and on behalf  of  their
institutions, and that at the same time they
cannot be held accountable for the
actions of  their learners, present a
number of  problems.
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While educational institutions and reading
activists plead poverty for students in the
developing world and ask for fur ther
exceptions on copyright law for these
regions, the pirates are setting up businesses
competing with the rights holders.
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After the publicity surrounding the
Empangeni case, schools phoned in to find
out what it was they could copy, and how
they could go about it. A serious education
drive is required to make sure that those that
commit these crimes out of  ignorance are
warned about it.
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In order for research to be useful, it must
be used. For it to be used – that is, read,
applied, extended and cited – it must be
accessible. By putting up barriers, be they
financial or legal, traditional publishers are
imposing constraints on the communication
of  science, and are effectively damaging
science and its progress
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‘Because journal articles should be
disseminated as widely as possible, these
new journals will no longer invoke
copyright to restrict access to and use of
the material they publish. Instead they will
use copyright and other tools to ensure
permanent open access to all the articles
they publish. Because price is a barrier
to access, these new journals will not
charge subscription or access fees, and
will turn to other methods for covering
their expenses.’
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The new initiatives do not profer all the
answers, but if  they hopefully serve to
increase competition and break the
monopolies that larger publishers have,
thereby increasing market efficiency and
cost-effectiveness to academia and its
publishing, they would be creating a
constructive solution.
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Mongo Beti... gave African creativity a
long cry of  revolt and rebellion; he
painted a picture of a conscientious
visionary bent on dealing with the
wounds and consciences of  political
demagogues. He brought into focus the
social role of  a writer.
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[Beti] knew that the Cameroon political
élite ... needed to translate their slogans
into people-oriented development. He
had had enough of post-independence
political rhetoric and dreamt of a
Cameroon that would asser t its
democratized development within the
sub-region.
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AFRICA'S 100 BEST BOOKS OF THE 20TH CENTURY

Final list of 100 titles announced by the panel of judges in Accra, 19 February 2002. ** Indicates top twelve title.
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Author index to Bellagio Publishing
Network Newsletter issues 21–30
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