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Annex 22

Recent developments in  the ASFI S programme 

R. Needham

F ishe ry  In fo rm a tio n , Data and S ta t is t ic s  Service
FAO, Rome

In tro d u c t io n

I t  w i l l  soon be seven years s ince  SEAFDEC hosted the sem inar: 
"F is h e r ie s  In fo rm a tio n  Science in  Southeast A s ia " (Bangkok, August 
1982). As fa r  as I  have been ab le  to  a s c e r ta in ,  i t  remains the o n ly  
seminar ded ica ted  to  the broad spectrum o f  f is h e ry  in fo rm a tio n  
problems a t re g io na l  le v e l ever he ld  anywhere in  the w o rld . Those o f 
us who p a r t ic ip a te d  in  th a t seminar are ve ry  much indebted to  SEAFDEC 
fo r  the im portan t i n i t i a t i v e .

A lthough i t  was my f i r s t  v i s i t  to  th is  re g io n , I  had long been 
in  correspondence w ith  se ve ra l o f the o th e r p a r t ic ip a n ts ,  and had he ld  
d iscu ss io n s  w ith  a few o f  them on th e ir  in fre q u e n t v is i t s  to  and 
through Rome, alm ost in v a r ia b ly  in  some o th e r connection . Uppermost 
in  my mind as I  re tu rn e d  to  Rome was how much tim e we had lo s t ,  p r io r  
to  the  sem inar, due to  the la ck  o f even the modest resource needed to  
"g e t something moving" . Perhaps because f is h e ry  in d u s tr ie s  o f fe r  a 
much sm a lle r p o te n t ia l c o n t r ib u t io n  to  o v e ra l l economic developm ent, 
f is h e r ie s  development has been, h is t o r ic a l l y ,  ve ry  much the poor 
cous in  when compared w ith ,  fo r  example, a g r ic u ltu re  and fo re s t r y .  And 
in  most sec to rs  in fo rm a tio n  programmes have long been seated on the 
bottom  rung on the sca le  o f budgetary a l lo c a t io n s .

But as the exp ress ion  " f is h e r ie s  e x p lo i ta t io n "  is  being 
in c re a s in g ly  rep laced by " f is h e r ie s  management" in  o f f i c i a l  s ta te 
m ents, so even f is h e r ie s  in fo rm a tio n  a c t iv i t i e s  should assume more 
r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  and thus dese rv ing  o f h ighe r le v e ls  o f su p p o rt. For 
"management" in  i t s  m a n ifo ld  aspects i s ,  by i t s  ve ry  n a tu re , the 
assembly, processing and a n a ly s is  o f  assorted  k inds o f in fo rm a tio n .

Much has happened in  Southeast A s ia  s ince  th a t 1982 m eeting . 
Th is is  m a n ifes t not o n ly  in  the s te a d ily  grow ing number o f ou tpu ts  
th a t  you have k in d ly  sent to  Rome, and what I  have read in  your 
v a rio u s  n e w s le tte rs  and in  exchanges o f correspondence, bu t a lso  what 
th is  r e f le c ts  -  namely, a grow ing confidence th a t your e f fo r t s  are 
bea ring  f r u i t .  I  look forw ard to  d is cu ss in g  w ith  you d e ta i ls  o f your
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achievem ents, your problems and your plans d u rin g  the course o f th is  
week. M eanwhile, in  th is  paper I  s h a ll o u t l in e  recen t developments in  
FAO f is h e r ie s  in fo rm a tio n  programmes, w ith  p a r t ic u la r  re fe rence  to  the 
core a c t iv i t y  o f s p e c ia l in te re s t  to  p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  th is  sem inar, 
namely ASFIS -  the A quatic  Sciences and F is h e r ie s  In fo rm a tio n  System.

Trends in  the  F is h e r ie s  Department o f FAO

V is ito r s  to  FAO d u rin g  the la s t  7-8 years w i l l  have n o tice d  a 
grow ing preponderance o f people s i t t in g  in  f ro n t  o f  m icrocom puter 
keyboards and m on ito rs  a t the expense o f people working w ith  p e n c il ,  
paper, c a lc u la to rs  -  the t r a d i t io n a l  o f f ic e  env ironm ent. T h is , o f 
course , does not r e f le c t  a change in  the FAO Regular Programme w hich, 
in  accordance w ith  the O rg a n iz a tio n 's  mandate, re ta in s  i t s  major 
fu n c tio n s  as a c le a r in g  house fo r  a g r ic u ltu r a l in fo rm a tio n . Rather i t  
r e f le c t s  a change in  the manner in  which the programme is  implemented, 
through ever in c re a s in g  a p p lic a t io n  o f modern in fo rm a tio n  techno logy.

The change-over is  not un ifo rm  th roughout the F is h e rie s  
Department. I t  is  most ev id e n t in  the F ishe ry  Resources and Environ
ment D iv is io n  where m icrocom puters are used, in te r  a l ia ,  in  so ftw are  
development, the a n a ly s is  o f stock-assessm ent da ta , m o d e llin g , 
c o n v e rtin g  rem ote ly-sensed da ta  in to  a g e o g ra p h ic a lly  re fe renced  
database and the c re a t io n  o f a machine readable  species ca ta lo gue . I t  
is  le a s t ev iden t in  the P o lic y  and P lann ing D iv is io n  fo r  the obvious 
reason th a t the re  are fewer p o te n t ia l a p p lic a t io n s .  Between these two 
we f in d  the F ish e ry  In d u s tr ie s  D iv is io n  where the m ajor a p p lic a tio n s  
are the m arke ting  in fo rm a tio n  database "G lo b e fis h " , which is  
undergoing tra n s fo rm a tio n  to  m icrocom puter env ironm ent, and the 
development o f com puterized re g is te rs  o f equipment and s u p p lie rs  under 
the auspices o f a UNDP p ro je c t e n t i t le d  "C learinghouse fo r  F ish e ry  
A dv isory  S e rv ice s ".

I  note these developments here s im p ly  to  in fo rm  you th a t FAO 
is  e s ta b lis h in g  a bas is  from which i t  w i l l  p rov ide  a growing volume o f 
in fo rm a tio n  -  data se ts  and so ftw are  -  in  machine readable form at, to  
those in s t i t u t io n s  w ith  the re q u is ite  hardware and know-how. The 
c le a rin g -h o u se  fu n c tio n s  o f the O rg a n iza tio n  should thus be 
s ig n i f ic a n t ly  enhanced, though m a tte rs  o f p o lic y  and c o p y r ig h t,  arid 
problems such as abuse o f p ro p r ie ta ry  packages and even tua l 
in te r p r e ta t io n  o f machine readable  data in  such la rge  scale 
d isse m in a tio n  are ye t to  be c la r i f i e d .

The core in fo rm a tio n  a c t iv i t ie s  o f  the F is h e rie s  Department 
remain the r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f the F ishe ry  In fo rm a tio n  Data and 
S ta t is t ic s  Serv ice  -  F ID I -  where m icrocom puters are in c re a s in g ly  
supplem enting F ID I 's  t r a d i t io n a l  use o f the O rg a n iz a tio n 's  mainframe 
com puter, f o r ,  in te r  a l ia ,  the maintenance o f  FISHDAB -  the F is h e rie s
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S t a t is t ic a l  Database, and i t s  access to  e x te rn a l databases v ia  
te lecom m unications ne tw o rks . Thus, a m icrocom puter system is  be ing 
used fo r  the development o f a F ishe ry  Investm ent P ro je c t In fo rm a tio n  
System (F IP IS ), and a m icro-CDS-ISIS based system is  be ing eva lua ted  
fo r  the exchange o f  m achine-readable  b ib lio g ra p h ic  in fo rm a tio n . 
P u b lic a t io n s  in  the ASFIS Reference S eries  are now being prepared on 
m icrocom puter to  f a c i l i t a t e  upda ting  and t h e ir  enhancement through the 
use o f w o rd -p ro ce ss in g /d e sk -to p  p u b lis h in g  s o ftw a re . These p o s i t iv e  
developments in  the work o f F ID I a re , however, accompanied by 
developments in  the in fo rm a tio n  in d u s try  which are fo rc in g  us to  
re-exam ine the d ir e c t io n  in  which the ASFIS programme has been m oving.

ASFIS update

You must s u re ly  a l l  know th a t ASFIS is  the name we have g iven  
to  a modular in fo rm a tio n  system fo r  the c o l le c t io n  and d isse m in a tio n  
o f  in fo rm a tio n  on a l l  aspects o f  the sc ience and techno logy o f m arine 
and freshw a te r e n v iro n m e n ts , in c lu d in g  socio-econom ic and le g a l 
aspe c ts . D e ta ils  on the e v o lu t io n  o f  the system were presented a t the 
1982 sem inar, and have been the s u b je c t o f  many o th e r papers p r io r  to  
and s ince  th a t sem inar.

In  terms o f resource  in v o lv e d , the most s ig n i f ic a n t  module o f  
ASFIS is  the b ib lio g ra p h ic  database, the m onth ly updates to  which are 
pub lished  in  p r in t - fo rm a t  as ASFA -  A qua tic  Sciences and F is h e r ie s  
A b s tra c ts . Since the 1982 sem inar, access to  t he database has been 
broadened th rough i t s  le a s in g  by two more database vendors,  the 
European Space Agency lo ca te d  a t F ra s c a t i,  I t a l y ,  and BRS In fo rm a tio n  
Technologies loca ted  a t Latham, New Y o rk . Thus the database can now 
be in te rro g a te d  w o rld -w ide  v ia  te lecom m unications through s ix  
s u p p lie rs  loca ted  in  f iv e  c o u n tr ie s  -  Canada, France, Germany F .R ., 
I t a ly  and th e United S ta te s . In  M exico, the database is  a cce ss ib le  in  
a n a tio n a l o n - lin e  system supp lied  by S e rv ic io  de C onsu lta a Bancos de 
In fo rm ac ion  -  SECOBI. I t  is  a lso  the bas is  o f n a t io n a l SDI se rv ice s  
in  Canada and Spain . Before too lo n g , i t  is  expected th a t Japan and 
the S ovie t Union w i l l  be added to  th is  number, which then must s u re ly  
be approaching an in fo rm a tio n - in d u s try  re c o rd .

Perhaps more s ig n i f ic a n t ly  fo r  p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  th is  1989 
seminar is  the fa c t  th a t the p o r t io n  o f the database pub lished  from 
1982 onwards is  now a v a ila b le  on CD-ROM (Compact D isk, Read-only 
Memory) to g e th e r w ith  search s o ftw a re . T h is  medium, which can be 
searched on m icrocom puter, e lim in a te s  the need fo r  access to  and the 
expense o f  te lecom m unications f a c i l i t i e s .  A lthough s u b s c r ip tio n  to  
the CD-ROM v e rs io n  costs  o n ly  l i t t l e  more than the p r in t - p ro d u c t , i t  
is  a hard cu rrency  c o s t ,  a t p resen t beyond the means o f  many p o te n t ia l 
users in  deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s . However, the technology is  q u ite  new; 
fu r th e r  advances and b ro a d e r acceptance should reduce costs  
s u b s ta n t ia l ly ,  as indeed has a lready  happened in  the compact d is k  
music in d u s try .
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The network o f cen tres  c o n tr ib u t in g  in p u t to  the database 
con tinues  to  expand. A f te r  a sh o rt absence, Japan has now re jo in e d  
the  p a r tn e rs h ip , as was a n t ic ip a te d  in  1982. Norway is  now 
p a r t ic ip a t in g  in d iv id u a l ly ,  but s trong, in te re s t  in  Denmark ho lds out 
the  prom ise o f a Scandinavian ne tw ork. The P eop le 's  Republic o f China 
has been c o n t r ib u t in g  a t a grow ing le v e l d u rin g  the past th re e  ye a rs , 
and is  in  process o f o rg a n iz in g  a n a tio n a l network o f f is h e r ie s  and 
m arine sc ience in s t i t u t io n s  to  fu r th e r  enhance coverage o f  Chinese 
sources. IMSTI, the Chinese " I n s t i t u t e  fo r  Marine S c ie n t i f ic  and 
Techn ica l In fo rm a tio n " ,  is  us ing  the CD-ROM as a bas is  fo r  some o f i t s  
in fo rm a tio n  s e rv ic e s . Agreement has re c e n t ly  been reached w ith  Cuba, 
and by tw in n in g  the  Cuban "Department o f F is h e ry  In d u s tr ie s "  w ith  the 
long -experienced  ASFIS ce n tre  in  Mexico, the even tua l p ro v is io n  o f 
in p u t should be f a c i l i t a t e d  and enhanced.

I n s t i t u t io n s  in  many o th e r c o u n tr ie s  have expressed an 
in te r e s t  in  a s s o c ia t in g  themselves w ith  the ASFIS programme, some o f 
them m u lt in a t io n a l/ r e g io n a l bodies such as the B a lt ic  Sea Commission, 
the  p re s t ig io u s  In te rn a t io n a l C ounc il fo r  the  E x p lo ra t io n  o f the Seas 
(ICES), and the re c e n t ly  e s ta b lis h e d  P a c if ic  Is land s  Marine 
Resources In fo rm a tio n  System (PIM RIS), a co o p e ra tive  ven tu re  o f  the 
U n iv e rs ity  o f the South P a c if ic ,  the South P a c if ic  Commission and the 
Forum F is h e r ie s  Agency. We are deep ly  g r a t i f ie d  by th is  grow ing 
re c o g n it io n  o f the system. But problems o f an unexpected na tu re  have 
re c e n t ly  su rfa c e d , and these are causing us to  re-exam ine the concepts 
under which ASFIS has evolved to  i t  p re-em inent p o s it io n .

There is  no q u e s tio n  th a t ,  h e re to fo re , the economic v i a b i l i t y  
o f ASFIS has been p o s i t iv e ly  in flu e n ce d  by two fa c to rs  which are 
unique to  the system. F i r s t  is  the fa c t  th a t in  a s in g le  database can 
be found good coverage o f the l i t e r a tu r e  d e a lin g  w ith  a l l  aspects o f  
the science and techno logy o f  the a q u a tic  env ironm ent; th is  is  
c e r ta in ly  what the  m ajor users o f the database have deemed b e n e f ic ia l . 
B u t, o f  cou rse , we recogn ize  th a t most o f  the major users are in  
in d u s t r ia l iz e d  c o u n tr ie s , where research programmes are much more 
e x te n s iv e  than in  the T h ird  W orld . The second fa c to r  has been the 
involvem ent o f a commercial p u b lis h e r who, on the promise o f a f a i r  
re tu rn  on h is  in ve s tm e n t, has borne the  m ajor r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  fo r  
m arke ting  the ASFIS p rodu c ts , and keeping the system abreast o f  
advances in  in fo rm a tio n  te chno logy , such as CD-ROM.

U n fo r tu n a te ly , however, as the in fo rm a tio n  in d u s try  has 
developed and d iv e r s i f ie d  in  recen t ye a rs , ASFIS has reached the p o in t 
o f  d im in is h in g  re tu rn s .  The grow ing problem was described  in  a recen t 
a r t i c le  in  "NACA -  the ICLARM Q u a r te r ly "  (Freeman, R .R ., B ib lio g ra p h ic  
coverage o f  the grow ing f is h e r ie s  l i t e r a t u r e  in  ASFA. NAGA, January 
1988, p .5 ) .  In  summary, the  e x is t in g  p a r tn e rs h ip  generates some 32000 
records per yea r, bu t i t  appears to  be im poss ib le  to  s u s ta in  p u b lic a 
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t io n  o f more than about 25000 records per year on the income de rive d  
from s u b s c r ip t io n s .  The cost o f s u b s c r ip t io n  to  the p roducts  has 
reached the l im i t  th a t  the s p e c ia liz e d  m arket can bear. In c re a s in g
th is  cost is  c o u n te rp ro d u c tiv e  s ince  i t  leads to  c a n c e lla t io n  o f  
su b s c r ip t io n s .  Narrow ing the scope would d e tra c t from a fe a tu re  which 
has lead to  the broad acceptance o f  the database among i t s  p resen t 
use rs . C e rta in ly  increased use o f the database " o n - l in e "  to  la rg e -  
sca le  vendors, and on compact d is k ,  has je op a rd ize d  s u b s c r ip tio n s  to  
the p r in t -p ro d u c t ,  bu t we can h a rd ly  p ro te c t the co n ve n tio n a l medium 
a t the expense o f  ta k in g  advantage o f  new techno logy .

Consequently, FAO has had to  recompense the p u b lis h e r fo r  the 
d im in is h in g  re tu rn  by accep ting  a f a i r l y  s u b s ta n t ia l increase  in  the 
c o n tra c tu a l cos t o f  producing  a comprehensive database, and th is  
s i tu a t io n  has emerged a t a tim e  o f  unprecedented f in a n c ia l c r is is  in  
FAO. W hile the re  are s igns o f recovery  from th is  c r is is ,  we do not 
e n v is io n  any s u b s ta n t ia l increase  in  the  ASFIS budget in  the nex t few 
yea rs . C onverse ly, a s ig n i f ic a n t  increase  in  the g ro w th -ra te  o f the 
database is  in  the o f f in g .  The p o te n t ia l le v e ls  o f  in p u t from  new 
cen tres  and the p r o l i f e r a t in g  m arine science l i t e r a t u r e  in  reg ions  
a lre a d y  covered suggest growth le a d in g  up to  a t o ta l  o f  perhaps 40000 
reco rds per year about f iv e  years from now. C le a r ly ,  unless g re a te r  
economies o f  sca le  can be re a liz e d ,  and a t p resen t th is  cannot 
reasonably be e n v is io n e d , then the o r ig in a l  e x p e c ta tio n  o f runn ing  an 
econ om ica lly  v ia b le  in fo rm a tio n  system cove rin g  a l l  aspects o f  a q u a tic  
resources and env ironm ent, and w ith  e q u ity  fo r  a i l  p a r t ic ip a n ts ,  can 
no longer be r e a l iz e d .  

A F is h e ry  Development In fo rm a tio n  System?

In  seeking a p a l l i a t i v e  fo r  th is  d i f f i c u l t  s i tu a t io n  i t  
appears th a t the  most v ia b le  o f the a v a ila b le  a lte rn a t iv e s  w i l l  be to  
deve lop a subprogramme, or s is te r-p rog ram m e, focussed on in fo rm a tio n  
products to  meet the needs o f deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  fo r  the development 
o f  th e ir  f is h e r ie s .  A com bination  o f  c ircum stances lead to  th is  
c o n c lu s io n :

(1 ) The broad s u b je c t scope which has led to  such wide 
acceptance o f the database in  developed c o u n tr ie s , is  
less re le v a n t to  the needs o f  the m a jo r ity  o f  p o te n t ia l 
users in  deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s . There, the m ajor in te r e s t  
l ie s  in  f is h e r ie s  developm ent.

(2) In  recen t yea rs , c i ta t io n s  re le v a n t to  f is h e r ie s  deve lop
ment per se have been d i lu te d  by the more r a p id ly  grow ing 
volume o f  c i ta t io n s  in  o th e r areas such as the b io lo g y  o f 
aqu a tic  organ ism s, pure m arine science and n o n - l iv in g  
resource aspec ts . Thus the in c re a s in g  cost o f su b s c r ip 
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t io n  has not been matched by a p ro p o rt io n a te  increase in  
access to  l i t e r a t u r e  re le v a n t fo r  f is h e r ie s  development. 
This puts the m ajor in te re s ts  o f deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  a t 
a d isadvan tage ; i r o n ic a l ly ,  i t  a lso  handicaps FAO's major 
programmes o f a c t io n  re s u lt in g  from re s o lu tio n s  o f the 
FAO World Conference on F is h e rie s  Management and Develop
m ent, and the d e lib e ra t io n s  o f FAO's govern ing bod ies .

(3) Growth in  the volume o f f ish e rie s -d e ve lo p m e n t re le v a n t
m a te r ia l e n te r in g  the database w i l l  in e v ita b ly  r e s u lt  
from the grow ing p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  in  
the system. But in s t i t u t io n s  in  deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  
c e r ta in ly  need cheaper, less d i lu te d ,  access to  these 
sources than appears fe a s ib le  th rough the c o n s tra in ts
under which the system is  now d e ve lop ing . This suggests 
South-South in fo rm a tio n  t ra n s fe r  on to p ic s  o f  s p e c ia l 
in te re s t  to  the South to  keep the need fo r  N orth-South
tra n s fe r  to  a minimum.

(4 ) F in a l ly ,  to  implement the a c t io n  programmes mentioned
above in  a reasonable tim e -fram e , we must a c c e le ra te  the 
p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s . But experience is  
teach ing  us th a t the s tr in g e n t requirem ents which have 
lead to  the broad acceptance o f the SAFIS b ib lio g ra p h ic  
database are not so q u ic k ly  met in  most deve lop ing
c o u n tr ie s  -  fo r  in s ta n c e , the requirem ent fo r  an E ng lish  
language a b s tra c t when a la rge  p a rt o f the deve lop ing  
co u n try  l i t e r a t u r e  c a r r ie s  no a b s tra c t w hatsoever, and
the q u ite  s o p h is tic a te d  index ing  needed to  f a c i l i t a t e  
r e t r ie v a l  from a comprehensive  database when s im p le r 
index ing  would s u f f ic e  fo r  a more sha rp ly  focussed
database.

Thus acce le ra te d  p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  w i l l  
have to  be founded on a s im p le r approach which can be p ro g re s s iv e ly  
a m p lif ie d  to  h ighe r le v e ls  o f s o p h is t ic a t io n  as in f r a s t ru c tu re  
develops and experience accrues. What should be the scope o f 
" f is h e r ie s  developm ent" in  the deve lop ing  co u n try  context?  There are 
a number o f ways o f lo o k in g  a t th is  problem. The FAO a c tio n  
programmes emphasize s m a ll-s c a le  f is h e r ie s  developm ent, re d u c tio n  in  
p o s t-h a rve s t lo sses , f is h e r ie s  p lann ing  and management, and the 
socio-econom ic aspects o f f is h in g  com m unities. Bearing in  mind th a t 
most deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s  l i e  w ith in  the t ro p ic s ,  a broader view would 
in c lu d e  a l l  aspects o f t r o p ic a l f is h e r ie s .  An a l te r n a t iv e  d e f in i t io n  
m ight w e ll be a l l  aspects o f f is h e r ie s  development and management -  
th a t is ,  the in fo rm a tio n  needed to  develop and s u s ta in  a v ia b le  
f is h in g  in d u s try .  Your advice on the ques tion  o f scope and the 
p r io r i t y  areas fo r  a phased im p lem en ta tion , would be most welcome.
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The bas is  o f a f is h e r ie s  development database is  a lready  
embedded in  the e x is t in g  ASFIS b ib lio g ra p h ic  database. On average one 
thousand records per year d e a lin g  w ith  v a rio u s  aspects o f a r t is a n a l/  
sm all sca le  f is h e r ie s  cou ld  be f i l t e r e d  from the e x is t in g  f lo w  o f 
in p u t .  The c o l le c t iv e  t o ta l  o f c i ta t io n s  d e a lin g  w ith  o th e r areas o f 
in te re s t  s u re ly  adds se ve ra l hundreds more. Through s im p l ify in g  the 
in p u t requ irem ents your accrued experience here in  Southeast Asia 
cou ld  add se ve ra l hundred more records per year in  s h o rt o rd e r , and 
PIMRIS may very w e ll be ab le  to  d e l iv e r  bas ic  b ib lio g ra p h ic  in fo rm a
t io n  w ith in  a r e la t iv e ly  s h o rt tim e fram e. E vo lv in g  systems in  A f r ic a  
and L a t in  America w i l l  have in p u ts .

Whereas a mainframe computer is  needed fo r  the c re a tio n  o f the 
e x is t in g  ASFIS b ib lio g ra p h ic  database, a m icrocom puter system would be 
s u f f ic ie n t  to  deve lop the envisaged subsystem. M icro-CDS-ISIS so f t 
ware is  a p p ro p ria te  and a lready  w ide ly  used. P r in t-p ro d u c ts  cou ld  be 
processed through desk-top  p u b lis h in g  so ftw are  and d is t r ib u te d  a t a 
r e la t iv e ly  low c o s t. P e rio d ic  updates to  the machine readable  v e rs io n  
cou ld  be d is t r ib u te d  on d is k e t te s .  I t  is  perhaps not a fo r lo r n  hope 
th a t much o f the work cou ld  be c a rr ie d  out in  a deve lop ing  co u n try  
in s t i t u t io n  to  take advantage o f  lower costs as w e ll as deve lop 
in d ig e n t e x p e rt is e  w ith  modern in fo rm a tio n  techno logy. In  o th e r 
words, the o p e ra tio n  would deve lop ra th e r  as a f ie ld  p ro je c t  than an 
FAO Regular Programme a c t i v i t y .  As such, i t  should be p o ss ib le  to  
o b ta in  "seed" support from donor agencies. One o f  the most se rio u s  
c o n s tra in ts  under which the ASFIS programme has evolved has been the 
alm ost t o ta l  la c k  o f ex tra b u d g e ta ry  s u p p o rt, fo r  i t  is  not w ith in  the 
mandate o f most donor agencies to  d i r e c t ly  support a core and. 
c o n tin u in g  Regular Programme a c t iv i t y  such as ASFIS.

In  summary, we b e lie v e  th a t a g lo b a l database and 
correspond ing  p r in t -p ro d u c t  re le v a n t to  the needs o f  f is h e r ie s  
development w i l l  be an im po rtan t ad junc t to  the e x is t in g  ASFIS 
database to  the user community in  developed c o u n tr ie s , and to  the 
e v o lv in g  re g io n a l systems such as SEAFIS and PIMRIS in  deve lop ing  
c o u n tr ie s .  On s c ie n t i f ic / t e c h n ic a l  grounds, i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  
j u s t i f y  a separa te  database; indeed cyn ics  m igh t view th is  proposa l as 
a m a n ife s ta t io n  o f  the w iden ing gap between North and South. But we 
l i v e  in  a w orld  where economic r e a l i t i e s  have to  be faced -  in  th is  
case the fa c t th a t ASFIS can no longer deve lop as a comprehensive 
system w ith o u t ra p id ly  e s c a la t in g  costs  th a t put i t s  products and 
se rv ic e s  fu r th e r  beyond the  reach o f  the vas t m a jo r ity  o f  in s t i t u t io n s  
in  deve lop ing  c o u n tr ie s .

The ideas presented in  th is  paper o f fe r  a p o te n t ia l ly  v ia b le  
a l te r n a t iv e .  But a t present they are on ly  ideas. I  should be 
g r a t e f u l  fo r  your fra n k  o p in io n  and your suggestions so th a t th is  tim e 
around, as I  re tu rn  to  Rome, I  s h a ll  h o p e fu lly  not fe e l th a t we are 
aga in  lo s in g  va luab le  t im e .


