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KEYNOTE ADDRESS BY THE MINISTER OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY, HONOURABLE MOSIBUDI MANGENA, AT THE 1ST AFRICAN DIGITAL MANAGEMENT AND CURATION CONFERENCE AND WORKSHOP, CSIR INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION CENTRE, ON 12 FEBRUARY 2008

Programme Director;
Distinguished Guests and Delegates;
Ladies and Gentlemen.
I am very privileged to address this 1st African Digital Management and Curation Conference and Workshop, bringing together as it does scientists, researchers, public funding grant holders, research managers, ICT infrastructure managers, librarians, records managers and data managers.  With this opportunity, I would like to congratulate the NRF, CSIR, HSRC, ASSAf, University of Pretoria and my department for their initiative to organise this event.
The Department of Science and Technology is particularly interested in the implications of the OECD guidelines for African and South African policy on the management and curation of research data.

As you might know, South Africa has an observer status on the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Committee for Scientific and Technological Policy.  Along with Brazil, China, India and Indonesia, we have been invited to participate at an enhanced engagement level with the OECD with a view to full membership.

In 2004, the OECD Council recognised the wide range of benefits that arise from improving international access and use of publicly funded research data and hence agreed to a Ministerial Declaration on Access to Research Data from Public Funding. 
In 2006, the OECD approved a set of guidelines for data access in OECD countries which provide broad policy recommendations to the government science policy and funding bodies of member countries on access to research data and sharing among researchers, research institutions and national research agencies, while, at the same time, taking into account the laws, research policies and organizational structures of member countries. These guidelines have been received for consideration in OECD countries. 
Most economically developed countries, and increasingly even developing ones, spend substantial amounts of public resources on research and related scientific facilities and instruments.  These investments generate massive amounts of data, both through very large, automated data streams, and through the datasets compiled by individual investigators. 

Yet, Ladies and Gentlemen, only a very small fraction of those investment are devoted to promoting the value of the resulting data by preserving them and making them broadly available. The largely ad hoc approach to managing such data, however, is now beginning to be understood as inadequate to meet the exigencies of national and international research and socio-economic development.  
Underlying the phrase “data curation” is an assumption that data has value. In addition to the public accountability for and access to the outputs of publicly funded research, I have identified seven major reasons to keep research data: 

(i) Re-use of data for new research, including collection-based research to generate new science.
(ii) Retention of unique observational data which is impossible to re-create. 
(iii) Retention of expensively generated data which is cheaper to maintain than to re-generate. 
(iv) Enhancing existing data available for research projects. 
(v) For compliance with legal requirements. 
(vi) To validate published research results.
(vii) For use in teaching. 

The data curation revolution raises many issues which must be addressed before data-based research can flourish – issues of trust, security, confidentiality, ownership, assured provenance, authenticity, as well as the quality of the data and the metadata. Whilst practice and experience in curation are increasing rapidly, areas of curation are still in a research and proof-of-concept phase. 

Ladies and gentlemen, for data to remain useful, it needs maintenance and enhancement. These, with the promotion of data to potential consumers, are two of the key roles of data curation, and as part of curation, the data needs to be preserved against changes in technologies which will make the data inaccessible or meaningless. 

Therefore, the work being carried out and the policies being developed will contribute to the practicality, economics and thus viability of data curation. This work is also important for funders: on the one hand it lightens the cost burden entailed in keeping data, and on the other it can protect the value of data generated in research. 

There is thus an urgent need for rationalised national strategies and more coherent international arrangements for sustainable access to public research data, both to data produced directly by government entities and to that generated in academic and not-for-profit institutions with public funding.

We believe that the rationalisation of policies and practices across nations, institutions and disciplines may be expected to result in much greater social and economic impact from the investment in public research overall by enabling improved access to and use of scientific data and information resources and by facilitating interdisciplinary and international cooperation in public science and education.
Only by such concerted, strategic efforts at national and international levels can the value of digital networks and related technological advances to the progress of science and research capacity building be fully realised.

There are already major data-sharing and access activities in some areas, particularly in spatially related data for example, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research's Satellite Applications Centre, the South African Environmental Observation Network, the SA Data Centre for Oceanography, Statistics South Africa, and the Chief Directorate: Surveys and Mapping of the Department of Land Affairs, as well as in bioinformatics.
Such initiatives are usually working according to global standards and are globally networked.

Nevertheless, in view of the potential benefits that can be derived from increasing and improving access to such resources, the establishment of a more transparent and predictable environment coordinated and funded from the top is desirable.  The sharing of public research data will open up new opportunities to raise the quality and productivity of research, but the full realisation of this potential requires additional attention to human systems that develop and manage data policy and practice.  At the same time, there are competitive values and other legitimate reasons for restricting access to data from publicly funded research. 

You would probably agree that developing countries are particularly disadvantaged by barriers to the access of information.  Although not all databases produced in OECD countries are relevant in less developed ones, either because of their subject matter or geographic focus, those that do have broad applicability as a global public good will typically be unused in the developing world if there is a high price for access, or even, in many cases, any charge at all. 

Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, the failure of developing countries to take full advantage of their own data resources by promoting access to and re-use of them creates similar problems.  However, unlike the richer countries, the poorer ones can ill afford to squander their digital resources and related opportunities.

Let me now turn to some of the challenges that confront us as we move to bridge the digital divide in our country and the rest of Africa.  One of the most important of these is improving research data access.  In this regard we believe that statements expressing high expectations regarding research data access (for example, by government ministers) could bode well for the National System of Innovation.  It will be necessary, too, to look into ways in which research and associated activities are rewarded, as well as general funding criteria.

In terms of expanding current successful activity, we will have to look into ways of encouraging data management and building it into standard data agreements, as well as introducing provisions on research data access into funding agreements. We are also addressing numerous other challenges, none of them insurmountable.

In September 2007 for instance, my Department convened a multi-stakeholder workshop which focused on issues of major importance to all gathered here today.  These were –

· identifying a policy direction for the country regarding access to research data, so that South Africa's research data may be more comprehensively used for the benefit of the research community, industry and society;  and

· reflecting on international perspectives on data access policy within the context of South Africa's research and development needs; and identifying obstacles to be overcome to improved research data access in the country.

The workshop was attended by delegates from higher education institutions, science councils, government departments and the South African Academy of Science. Foreign delegates included OECD representatives and international experts in this field. 

The importance of developing a research and development policy was discussed, and participants supported the use of OECD principles and guidelines, which are comprehensive and cover the necessary ground.  It was agreed that capacity development for data curation and management was necessary to ensure the successful implementation of the guidelines, and this concern was related to other challenges that might be encountered.

Some of the issues raised by participants included the following:

· The role of government in data management and provision of access would have to be considered, and roles and accountability determined.

· Institutions would have to have data management policies in place before they receive funding.

· The general mindset on data sharing, which is not part of the country's culture, would have to be changed.

· South African scientists would have a responsibility to collaborate with Southern African Development Community countries on data management.

So, the African Digital Curation Conference is directly linked to the need to develop a national policy to improve the digital curation of scientific research output, and my department will provide full support in this regard. I strongly recommend that a strategic-level advocacy for data curation is needed to set the African curation agenda over the medium and long terms, and to enhance the Africa’s standing, contribution and opportunities in this area. 
I sincerely hope that this conference will create a shared understanding of curation and digital management in our research community, and that the research community will be given the opportunity to present their requirements in respect of ensuring long-term accessibility to their electronic research output. 

Finally, the Department of Science and Technology and I would like to encourage all delegates to diligently work together to make this initiative a success and pride of Africa.

I wish you success in your deliberations. I will be waiting with great interest the conclusions of the conference.
Thank you.
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