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Why a National Medical Library is Necessary in Japan

—Analysing the Science and Technology Information Distribution Policy
in View of Citizen’s Access to Medical/Health Information—

KOWATA Yoko

The Japanese government has pursued a science and technology information distribution policy since 1969.
The first formal policy, the National Information System for Science and Technology (NIST) provided the
framework until 1995, when the Science and Technology Basic Act (STBA) was enacted. Under the STBA,
each section of the government affected by the information policy developed its own distribution improvement
project. Access to scientific information was of great concern for the Japanese government, but it overlooked
the specialized nature of medical information, which has ties to the civil rights to health information and servic-
es.

Recognizing the unique importance of medical information, the Japan Medical Library Association (JMLA)
started investigating the option of a national medical information centre at its general meeting in 1964. In 1979,
the JMLA asked the Science Council of Japan (SCJ) to recommend establishing such a centre to the govern-
ment. In 1980, the SCJ accordingly submitted its recommendation to the government, but it was rejected under
the NIST. After the rejection, the JMLA kept silent until 2001, when it reviewed the support for a national medi-
cal centre. In 2005, the JMLA reported on the proposal for a National Medical Library in Japan. The proposed
centre was called the National Life Science Information Centre, and was modelled on the National Medical Li-
brary in the USA. The National Life Science Information Centre was originally planned to serve primarily pro-
fessional users. However, the concept changed in 2012, when the project was renamed the National Health Life
Information Centre, which is intended to serve not only professionals but also non-professional people.

Access to medical information has a direct relationship to health care and quality of life, so patients need a
sufficient volume of information, and a service by which they can access and understand the information. Japan
needs a special policy for medical information, in the framework of a right to medical/health information, to
supplement the larger policy of access to scientific information. Japan should immediately begin to examine ex-
isting institutions and systems to determine their effectiveness.
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