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M y e lection as vice-president of 
A LIA  is somewhat ironic as I never 
intended to be a librarian. I trained 

in itia lly  as a prim ary school teacher and 
spent most of my short career in the buco lic 
fastness of the Hunter V a lley .

Being teacher-in-charge of the 
M anobalai Public School, however, fostered 
the developm ent of cham eleon attributes 
w h ich  have stood me in good stead ever 
since.

After the m andatory grand tour of Asia 
and Europe, I retrained as an arch iv ist and 
jo ined the U n ive rsity  of W ollongong . A l
though adm in istrative ly part of the lib rary , 
the arch ives operated independently of the 
Deweyists. It was a shock for all concerned, 
when the V ice-Chancellor asked me in 1982 
to adm inister the library until a new ch ief li
brarian was appointed.

The secondm ent inc luded a brief to 
change the culture and operation ot the li
brary. Quite a tall order for a caretaker! Dur
ing the two years it took for the new lib rar
ian to arrive , a program of organisational 
change was im plem ented. Despite the ch a l
lenge, I looked forward to a return to the or
dered saneness of the arch ives.

Such was not to be. I was to remain in
volved with the adm inistration of the library 
during the two years the new lib rarian  
stayed. W ith the position again vacan t, it 
was tim e to play Ham let and take 'arm s 
against a sea of troubles'. Becom ing un iver
sity lib rarian  was akin to being sent to 
prison. Survival was tenuous and depended 
on a de licate  m ix of p lann ing , f le x ib ility , 
strategic alliances, ingenuity and listening as 
w ell as a measure of cunning.

Armed with these skills , my four years as 
president of the Council of Austra lian U n i
versity  Librarians was re la tive ly  easy . The 
council has re-engineered itself to meet the 
challenges brought about by changes in the 
higher education environm ent. It is involved 
heavily in lobbying on behalf of university li

braries and in developing programs such as 
consortium purchases of databases. The ho
m ogeneity of its m em bership provides the 
council with considerable focus and the ab il
ity to act q u ick ly  when the need arises.

During the next few  years, all lib raries 
w ill face increasing threats and m any w ill 
not survive . Those w h ich  do w ill have op
portunities to extend their roles and ac tiv i
ties. They w ill do so, however, only if they 
are quick to capitalise on opportunities and 
flexib le enough to take new directions.

For its part, A LIA  must extend its strate
gic alliances to ensure effective support for 
its members. Among these alliances w ill be 
a variety of partnerships with the various sec
tors of lib rariansh ip . C A U L  has proven the 
effectiveness w h ich  a special interest group 
can have and the im portance of a synergy 
with A LIA . O ther groups, especia lly  public 
libraries, need to be encouraged to develop 
their national agendas and to do so in con
junction with kindred bodies.

Already, A LIA  has proven its ability to be 
an effective lobbyist and this activity needs 
to be strengthened and undertaken at every 
opportunity. Not just on matters obviously  
related to libraries, but also on issues co n 
cerned w ith the inform ation infrastructure 
and governm ent p o lic ies as w e ll as social 
issues such as censorship and freedom of 
speech.

To remain effective , A L IA  may have to 
re-assess itself w ithin the quality fram ework. 
Some functions may need to be abandoned 
despite their intrinsic worth. Others w ill be 
increased or adapted to meet em erging 
needs.

W hatever occurs, the next few years are 
like ly to present a w ide range of opportuni
ties w h ich  w ill require more than a liberal 
mix of flexib ility and ingenuity if best advan
tage is to be obtained. ALIA  is well-placed to 
assist lib rarians and lib raries to meet the 
challenges of the future and I look forward to 
participating. ■
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