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WHY THE SHRUTI INFORMATION CENTRE (SIC)?

India has a high incidence of vision impairment and a large blind population.  It has no national library or support services for the blind and print-disabled
.  The Persons with Disabilities Act (1995) has introduced reservations in educational institutions and for government jobs, but makes little provision for the development of support services which can enable the print-disabled to enter the mainstream.

The Shruti Information Centre, which came into being in 1998, seeks to fill this lacuna. Its primary objective is to facilitate blind and print-disabled professionals and students in higher education in accessing reading materials and information. It has been working systematically towards the development of a nationwide library support service for the blind. Such library services have been available for decades in most developed countries and are provided free or at nominal cost. There are four types of format that can be accessed by the print-disabled : Braille (a tactile script based on raised dots), audio books, large-print books, and electronic text which can be heard as synthesized speech on a computer with appropriate software. Users tend to have their personal preferences in respect of this range of formats and a national library service should offer access to all of them. For such a library service to take off, we require, besides commitment and funding, the following as pre-requisites. 

PRE-REQUISITES FOR A NATIONAL LIBRARY SERVICE  

I. Legislative : 

1. Copyright Exemption : To free the translation of print media into formats such as audio recording, Braille, large-print and digital text from the current requirement of prior copyright permission.



2. Mandatory requirement that every publisher in India using computerized composition of books provide two soft copies of every title to the NLS using a prescribed disability electronic file format such as that of the Daisy standard. This will permit any text book required by a print-handicapped student to be converted into Braille, large-print or synthesized speech. 

II. Networking : 

A website which has a global outreach and gives full information for reading materials available in Braille, audio, large-print and electronic text formats that can be accessed by the print-handicapped. (The Shruti website already does this for Indian audio books in Hindi, English, Sanskrit and Urdu. The website in its next phase of development proposes to cover Braille books and audio books in all Indian languages.) Such an information source can help a user locate the materials she needs. It would also enable producers to avoid the expensive duplication of titles. 

III. Technology :

The adoption of a technology that best serves both users and producers.  Clearly, IT provides the ideal answer. Digital files can be placed online for nationwide distribution and can be used for Braille, audio, large-print and electronic text (which can be heard by the print-disabled as synthesized speech).  The Daisy Consortium, an international forum of libraries for the print-disabled, has already undertaken a dynamic programme of developing open standards for this purpose.  Adopting the Daisy standard would save us from trying to reinvent the wheel, and will put us on a global platform for exchange of reading materials.  The development of digital talking books has been a significant achievement of the Consortium.  Such books permit navigation by page and chapter, the use of personal markers, no loss of quality when duplicating, low cost of raw materials, economy in library shelf space and are light weight for bulk posting. 

ACTION TAKEN BY SIC

SIC has already moved the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment and the said Ministry is actively considering the setting up of the kind of national library service that we have proposed. 

Further, the Director, SIC, Professor Vinod Sena, has testified before the committee engaged in revising the copyright act on the need for exempting reading materials for the print-disabled from the requirement of prior copyright permission. Such exemptions are already standard practice in almost all developed countries. We are hopeful that India, too, will adopt such exemptions. 

Further, SIC in September 2003 launched the Shruti Website (www.shruti.org.in) which is dedicated to the needs of blind professionals and the print-disabled in higher education. Besides a wide range of information, the website offers detailed information on reading materials that can be accessed by the print-disabled. As such materials are not part of the normal book trade it is virtually impossible for the users to obtain information on the same. The Shruti Website represents a major pioneering venture and has recently been assured funding for its further development for the next three years. 

Finally, SIC is currently seeking financial support for its developing a service for converting existing cassette-based analogue recordings into CD-based Digital Talking Books. 

Importance : The digital technology represents a quantum leap over the old method of recording. It provides a mechanism for easy preservation of old recordings and their quick and inexpensive duplication. It is also already becoming possible for digital talking books to be placed online nationwide for easy downloading. An I-pod or a cell phone with enhanced memory and text-to-speech capability are likely, within the foreseeable future, to enable users to access audio book materials without the need of a personal visit to a library or a postal service. 

Since digital talking book technology is new in the country, this challenge of conversion has yet to be taken up. Shruti Information Centre is one of the very few institutions in India that has successfully experimented with this process. For the producer, it means no loss of quality in duplication, quick copying, minimum labeling, reduced shelf space, easy postage and phenomenally reduced cost of raw materials (a book which could take upto 40 cassettes uses only a single CD). SIC has already approached the National Institute for the Visually-Handicapped (NIVH) at Dehradun for a programme to convert its Hindi audio books on cassettes (which are of high technical standard) into digital talking books. 

AUDIO BOOKS: FROM ANALOGUE TO DIGITAL 

Japan, Sweden, Britain, Canada and several other developed countries have already switched from analogue to digital talking books. The US which has the largest audio book holdings on cassette, is slated to make the switch over the next two years. 

The digital revolution is inevitable in our country as well, considering its advantages for the users and for the producer. Without it, the setting up of a national library service with a network of libraries throughout the country would be prohibitively expensive and cumbersome. Accordingly, digital talking books must be seen as an enabling technology which makes a national library service for the print-disabled a practical possibility. We need to switch over to this new technology for directly recording books in the future. We must also transfer to the digital format all our well-recorded analogue talking books, particularly those with a long shelf life such as national and world classics, works of literature, biographies and auto-biographies of important people, classics of scholarship, etc. We cannot expect users to invest in CD players appropriate for playing digital talking books unless we can offer them a reasonable catalogue of CD-based books. Quality recordings represent an important national resource, and digitization provides the ideal answer for preserving them in their pristine form. 

Requirements and Costs: For such conversion, we need the following for each work unit :

Equipment (One Time) :  

· Two PCs with high hard disk capacity and 





special sound cards each at Rs. 46,000/-




Rs. 92,000-00

· Cassette deck







Rs.   8,000-00


· Stand alone CD copier






Rs. 20,000-00

· UPS with at least one hour power back up 



Rs. 15,000-00   
TOTAL


Rs. 1,35,000-00
Staff (Recurring)  : 

One technical assistant to operate one work unit 

at Rs. 10,000/- per month






Rs. 1,20,000-00

Office Supplies (CDs, packing, etc.) and utilities per year (Recurring)
Rs.    30,000-00

Maintenance (Recurring after first year) 




Rs.    10,000-00

WORK OUTPUT AND FUNDING

Each work unit may be expected to convert 150 to 200 cassette-based books to digital talking books annually. One would like to begin by setting up initially one such work unit for a period of at least three years. If the output is satisfactory and the quantum of material available for archiving and reproduction sufficient, one could subsequently add a second work unit. Accordingly, Shruti Information Centre is currently seeking funding only for a single work unit for a period of three years. By undertaking this work, it means to set up a national standard both in terms of reading and recording quality and of format and publishing information for each title. (At present such information is woefully incomplete in the case of Indian audio books.) We would emphasize that Shruti Information Centre’s primary goal is the initiation of a National Library Service for the print-disabled and the development and promotion of a respectable national standard for the reading materials provided by such a library service. In terms of US dollars, such a three year package would amount to :

First Year 








US $ 6,500 approx.

Second Year








US $ 3,500 approx.

Third Year








US $ 3,500 approx.

These are rough and ready calculations and do not include office space, furniture and contingencies. While Shruti Information Centre expects to pick up these extras, in practice we may need an additional US $ 500 to 1000 annually to meet essential unanticipated costs. 

20th April, 2006







Vinod Sena

� The print-disabled or print-handicapped cover the blind, those with serious low-vision, dyslexics and also persons who on account of any other physical handicap are unable to handle normal print material. 








1
4

