
C onferen ce report

Reading the future
Report o f  the Australian Library and Information Association Conference, held in

Melbourne, 6-11 October 1996.

he Australian Library and In 
formation Association (ALIA) 
biennial conference m arked 

the centenaiy of the First Australa
sian Library Conference held in Mel
bourne in 1896.

W arren Horton (Director General, 
National Library of Australia) w arned 
the audience that diminishing levels 
of public funding are endangering 
the role of libraries in defending Aus
tralian culture from the hom ogeneity 
of mass culture. Although it is widely 
acknowledged that libraries must find 
alternative sources of revenue, there 
had been little public debate over 
how this might affect their goals. For 
example, there has been no discus
sion of the business initiatives under
taken by the State Library of NSW’s 
Alison Crook. Horton urged rigorous 
debate about the nature of the busi
ness in which libraries are involved 
and highlighted the need for libraries 
to co-operate with information crea
tors and other cultural institutions.

Advocacy

Charles Landry (Comedia, UK) of
fe re d  lib ra ria n s  th e  c h o ic e  o f 
reinventing libraries or m anaging 
decline. The latter is som ew hat akin 
to growing old - it can feel comfort
able, reassuring and easy, and one 
can be nostalgic for the past w ithout 
having to plan for the future. It is 
more challenging, though, to con
sider how  to create a process of re
newal. Toward this end, Landry urged 
librarians not to confuse technique 
with purpose. He argued that the 
library needs to re-situate itself as 
part of the grand plan of a citizenship 
agenda and asked the audience to 
imagine an environm ent devoid of 
libraries in order to focus on their

present and future roles. In his view, 
libraries offer:
• a space for learning new  skills in 

an era of ‘life long learning’ ;
• a space of social cohesion that 

addresses the need for em pathy 
betw een different cultures and 
generations;

• a solution to the ‘information rich/ 
poor’ divide that addresses the 
need for people to be informed 
and com petent if they are to be 
participatory citizens;

• a ‘public space of the m ind’ - an 
opportunity for chance encoun
ters with knowledge, to explore 
and browse and to be a private 
person in a public space;

• an environm ent of active partici
pation, unlike other institutions 
which involve consum ption not 
creation; and

• wealth creation.
Landry argued that libraries should 
adopt a five year ‘advocacy plan’ that 
adopts active - not reactive - strate
gies focussing on the future rather 
than the past. In a borderless world, 
librarians’ visions draw back to known 
limitations and im pede their ability to 
develop news models. For this rea
son, non-librarians may prove to be 
the most effective library advocates.

Neil MacLean (Macquarie Univer
sity Library) distinguished betw een 
access to technology and access to 
information, noting the dangerous 
tendency of libraries to regard tech
nology as a panacea for all ills arising 
from declining budgets and increas
ing costs. A further distinction, he 
said, should be m ade betw een free
dom  of access and  ‘free’ access. 
Changes to the ‘knowledge econom y’ 
arising from innovations such as the 
Internet have resulted in a less ‘linear’ 
learning process which involves a

num ber of sources of information. 
This has enorm ous potential to chal
lenge the organisation and access 
policies of libraries.

At o n e  e n d  o f th e  m ark e t, 
‘infotainm ent’ is replacing informa
tion and the creation and provision 
of content is m erging through verti
cal integration; w hile at the other end 
n iche  serv ices are  p ro liferating . 
Landry queried w ho w ould pay for 
this information in the long run? W hen 
governm ents look after vested inter
ests, he argued, its role is com pro
mised and the public interest becomes 
blurred. At the sam e time, the public 
sphere is under threat from privatisa
tion and technology. How will librar
ies add value and w ho will receive it?

Libraries must be repositioned as 
a centre of service excellence if they 
are to survive in the new  econom y of 
knowledge. They must accept that 
technologies will continue to prolif
erate, that com petition is a way of 
life, that the rate of change will be 
difficult to predict and that costing 
and financing are increasingly im
portant.

Copyw rongs

At a session entitled ‘Should Informa
tio n  b e  Free? C o p y rig h t an d  
C o p y w ro n g ’ J a n n e t te  W righ t 
(Waverley Council, previously State 
Libraiy of NSW) spoke about her 
former library’s approach to copy
right issues, particularly in relation to 
its commercial activities such as the 
Image Library. This is a service simi
lar to commercial graphics libraries, 
w hereby the library searches for and 
provides a copy of a desired image 
from within a standing collection. 
The Image Libraiy charges users of 
the service using a scale of fees set
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according to the status of the person 
or organisation.

The Public Libraries Netw ork, 
which shares bibliographic informa
tion electronically amongst 95 librar
ies, successfully balanced the rights 
of library users with those of informa
tion creators by negotiating special 
licences for electronic journals. It is 
important to remember, Wright noted, 
that library users are often both crea
tors and users of copyright material.

Order from chaos

John N euw enhuisan (editor of 24 
Hours magazine) sought to debunk 
the often-stated platitude that copy
right encourages creativity. Rather, it 
curtails it, for as m oney markets shape 
the types of w ork protected 
by intellectual property re
gimes, researchers are chan
nelled into undertaking only 
protectable types of work, 
rather than work that, though 
unprotected, may serve the 
w ider good. For example, 
current copyright provisions 
p ro tec t th e  p ro d u c ts  o f 
chemical com panies but not 
traditional natural remedies. 
Copyright laws often restrict 
the flow of know ledge (for 
instance, w hen letters are 
p ro te c te d  from  b io g ra 
phers).
Knowledge does not obey 
normal econom ic laws of 
scarcity - if given away it is not lost, it 
is expensive to create and cheap to 
copy.

The selection and ordering 
of information is becoming 

a crucial aspect of 
accessability in an age of 
information proliferation

The argum ent that peop le  value 
things more w hen  they pay for them  
does not hold for intellectual p rop

erty. Who adds more value to know l
edge - publishers or libraries? Whereas 
publishers can add value to a w ork 
by selecting it for publication, librar
ies may be adding the ultimate value 
by m aking the w ork  accessib le  
through the process of information 
categorisation. The selection and or
dering of information is becom ing a 
crucial aspect of accessability in an 
age of information proliferation; and 
on this point, Neuwenhuisan recalled 
Borges’ library, w hose chaos he com 
pared with the Internet’s.

Indigenous issues

Marcia Langton (Northern Territory 
University) spoke about the specific 
requ irem en ts of A borigines and

Torres Strait Islanders as users and 
depositors of materials in public li
braries and archives. She identified 
areas where the inappropriate use of 
sacred material had discouraged Abo
rigines from contributing materials, 
and described difficulties experi
enced in accessing the work of some 
anthropologists. In cases w here chil
dren had been stolen from their par
ents, records were often censored by 
authorities in a m isguided and pat
ronising attempt to ‘protect’ people 
from the truth.

The future

Tim Jacobs (Director, Arts Victoria) 
reported on the w ork of the Libraries 
W orking Group of the Cultural Minis- j 
ters’ Council. He presented several 
‘snapshots’ of the W orking Group, 
including one of ‘The Technology 
Thing’. Although it is predicted that 
libraries internationally will offer pub
lic access to the Internet by about 
2003, in Australia this date is closer to 
this year or next year. Jacobs believes 
that the results of the W orking Group 
will only be apparent ten years from 
now. The major danger to its success 
is that librarians may not accept the 
challenge of leadership.

Several papers struggled with the 
idea of valuing the economic 
costs and benefits of public 
libraries. Of these, Ainslie 
D ew e’s (Lincoln University 
New Zealand) described a 
study which had aimed to . 
produce a valuing m ethod
ology. Accounting firm Coop
ers & Lybrand m anaged the 
project, w hich seem ed to in
dicate that the m easurem ent 
of the value of libraries de
pended  on the m ethodology 
used.

The conference signalled 
a m om ent of rupture in the 
continuation of library prac
tice. Librarians are simulta
neously fearful and excited 

by the future as they read it. As Derek 
W hitehead put it, ‘it is not technology 
w e feel insecure about, but social 
and organisational change’. The con
ference read a future w here elec
tronic technologies, econom ic m an
agement, and changed learning strat
egies will mark the boundaries of 
librarianship.a

Maureen Bums
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