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Asian recipe for success
A le x  Byrne  reports on the Third National Roundtable on Libraries and  A sia

r  he Third National Roundtable 
on Libraries and Asia, held in 
Canberra on 16 Febru
ary 1995, demonstrated both the 
achievements of Australian libraries in 

developing collections on Asia and 
the challenges facing us.

Planned by the National Library, 
with the assistance of a reference 
group, the Roundtable was attended 
by some 90 delegates including aca
demics and librarians. Issues papers 
were circulated to provide back
ground and identify possible recom
mendations for action. The 
Roundtable focussed on identifying 
measurable outcomes to lead to a sig
nificant improvement in the quality 
and services of Australian library col
lections on Asia.

Reports produced by the DNC 
Office in the National Library gave 
fresh insight into the current status of 
collections and the levels of collecting 
activity. The outstanding achieve
ments of the National Library and the 
Australian National University Li
brary were clearly evident. Monash 
University’ Library also has developed 
most significant collections; other li
braries have tended to focus on par
ticular regions.

Strong emphasis on the Distrib
uted National Collection led to rec
ommendations that Australian 
libraries with Asian collections should 
first identify areas in which they are 
willing to discuss collecting agree
ments and then move to develop a 
network of collecting agreements us
ing the existing agreement ‘models’. 
Also, many existing informal, or semi- 
formal, ‘understandings’ between li
braries should be reported to the 
DNC Office.

Preservation of Asian materials is 
a key issue because of the quality of 
materials often used in publishing and 
the absence of preservation facilities in 
most Asian countries. A plan to en
sure the preservation of significant 
collections of Asian materials includes 
the development of both preservation 
codes and indicators of significance 
for use in the Conspectus database.

Specific attention was paid to 
South Asian with a paper by Profes
sor Robin Jeffrey on future directions 
in Australian research and a syndicate 
meeting to identify possible strategies 
to improve collections on that region.

Associate Professor Beverley 
Hooper, President of the Asian Stud
ies Association of Australia, gave an 
overview of trends and prospects in 
Asian studies. She reminded partici
pants that Asian studies was no longer 
just the province of those in Southeast 
Australia but was being pursued ‘on 
the periphery of the continent. Pro
fessor Max Brennan, Chairman of the 
Australian Research Council, spoke 
on the role of the Council in support
ing research in Asia. It appears that 
applications to support collaborative 
collection building are in a Catch 22 
situation — applications from indi
vidual institutions fail because they do 
not evidence cooperation, and con
sortium applications fail because they 
compete with the institutions’ other 
applications.

Chooi-hon Ho, Associate Librar
ian at Monash University, challenged 
participants to respond to the need to 
train ‘Asianist librarians’ with both 
language and professional skills to 
provide quality services. Various 
models for training were discussed to
gether with the possibility of libraries

outsourcing services such as catalogu
ing to make best use of specialised 
skills.

Electronic services and the Inter
net have major implications for Asian 
collections and communication with 
colleagues in Asia. Brief papers can
vassed in the National CJK Project, 
Internet links, database development 
and the promise of Webserver devel
opment. The fading of distinctions 
between printed collections and on
line services was clearly evident. Op
portunities to provide information on 
collections via the Net and the chal
lenges facing the provision of biblio
graphical access to existing collections 
of printed materials were highlighted. 
Electronic publishing provides cost 
effective methods to accommodate 
the variety of scripts encountered with 
Asian materials, including those used 
in South Asian languages.

The Internet was used in plan
ning the Roundtable and to allow 
those not attending the meeting to 
participate in the debate. The issues 
papers were mounted on the National 
Library’s Webserver and information 
was circulated on the Asialib 
listserver. Since the major collection 
on Asia are located in the National, 
university and state libraries, this was 
most effective.

Although the collections at the 
National library and ANU over
shadow all other Asian collections in 
Australia, the Roundtable demon
strated that much can be achieved by 
collaborative action throughout the 
country. The recommendations will 
lead to cooperative collecting agree
ments, commitments to preserve sig
nificant materials and more effective 
use of electronic services. ■
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