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A ustralian L ibrary W e e k  celebrates  
the im portance o f libraries to Aus
tralian culture, intellectual life, and  
e d u catio n . There  are fe w  A ustral

ians w hose lives have not been significantly  
enriched by access to libraries at som e tim e.

Libraries lib era te  the m in d , they  exc ite  
and encourage  im a g in a tio n , and fo r m any  
people they underp in  life-long  learning. And  
all this is ach ieved  at rela tive ly  little cost —  it 
is ironic that Australia spends almost tw ic e  the 
m oney on gaols in w h ic h  w e  lock p eop le  up 
than on public  libraries, used by over fifty per 
cent of the pub lic .

Libraries have been the central interest in 
m y life, and m y passion, since I com m enced  
w ork in the State Library o f N e w  South W ales  
on 25  M arch  1 9 5 7 . I am  finishing m y w orking  
career in tw o  m onths at a most exciting tim e  
for libraries, and the  A ustralian p eop le  w h o  
use them . T e c h n o lo g y  and te le c o m m u n ic a 
tion developm ents, but m ost im portantly  the 
internet, are reshaping the  in form ation  e n v i
ronm ent in w h ic h  libraries operate. A ustralia  
has m uch to gain from  these developm ents , 
but also m uch to contribute by exam ple  to the  
em erg ing  g lo b a l lib rary . O u r  professional 
thinking, and level o f library service even w ith  
resource constraints, is w orld-c lass in stand
ard. W e  should be very proud o f this.

W e  are in the m idst o f a paradigm  shift in 
te c h n o lo g y  and te le c o m m u n ic a tio n s  w h e re  
the survival o f co llected  hum an m em ory is at 
risk. The sheer am ount of digitised information  
created in recent years, and the dynam ics of 
the in form ation  exchange process, m ean w e  
h ave lost contro l o f an y  serious cap a c ity  to  
p e rm a n e n tly  store the  record o f in te llectua l 
life and hum an endeavour. It is ironic that so 
m uch debate in recent w eeks has focused on 
issues o f con ten t contro l and b lock ing  tech
nologies, rather than on h o w  w e  preserve the  
valuab le  digital inform ation delivered through  
it every  day.

Professor Robin  W illia m s , dean  o f the  
Faculty o f Art, Design and C om m unica tion  in 
R M IT  U nivers ity , has recently impressed m e  
w ith  com m ents  to the  V irtu a l O p p o rtu n ity  
Congress at Parliam ent House, M e lb o u rn e  in 
O c to b e r last year.

T h e  internet can be an im m ensely p o w 
erful tool for the d eve lo p m en t o f c om m unity; 
because it supports the very th ing that creates 
a c o m m u n ity  —  h um an  in te ractio n . T he  
strange phenom eno n  o f the internet is that it 
enables  the  fo rm atio n  o f co m m u n ities  inde
pendent o f geography. Eventually there w ill be 
a g lobal society o f 'th e  connected ' laid over  
the m ore trad itional com m unities. This global 
culture w ill p robably offend the sensibilities o f 
m any w h o  see it as som e hom ogenizing proc-
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ess lead ing  to  a kind  o f in te rna tiona l 
M c D o n a ld s  cu lture. H o w e v e r m any parts of 
local culture can be easily transferred to the  
'net and w e  are increasingly seeing the W e b  
used as a m echan ism  for re -a ffirm ing  la n 
guage and social values in alienated, exiled or 
besieged p e o p le s ...'

The capacity o f the internet to deliver vo l
umes o f in form ation, and the capacity  o f p e o 
p le  to so easily p lace content on it, has led to 
the  present d eb ate  o v e r content. L ibraries, 
because of their central role in the provision  
o f in form ation, sit squarely in this debate. But 
they also do this because o f the strong position 
th e  library profession has tra d itio n a lly  taken  
over issues o f in te llectual freedom , includ ing  
access, free service, professional ethics and
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Oration continued...

censorship. The issues involved in this debate  
are p o ten tia lly  far broader than possible con
trol o f pornography and other content, but un
fo rtu n a te ly  the d ebate  is usually  n a rro w ly  
fram ed against this a lone.

This A ssociation , and the  A ustra lian  li
brary profession in general, has a strong cor
pus o f shared and w e ll-a rticu la ted  principles  
d irectly  relevant to this debate. These include  
the im portant Statement on freedom to read, 
and the Statement on professional ethics, and  
m ore recently  the Association's Interim state
ment on the use o f online information in li
braries. These statements co m e from  the age 
o f p rin t as the  m ain  source o f in fo rm atio n . 
Print is still very m uch alive  and w e ll, but vast 
am ounts  o f in fo rm atio n  are n o w  b eco m in g  
av a ila b le  through the internet.

I be lieve  very strongly that the principles  
behind  these statements still underp in  prov i
sion o f lib rary  services to A ustralians in an 
electron ic environm ent, and are o f fundam en
tal im portance also to the m ain tenance o f our 
dem ocratic  values. It saddens m e that m uch of 
the  d e b a te  a bout m ateria l on the  internet 
seems to start from  the perspective o f control 
of in ternet content, rather than a recognition  
o f the  liberating and dem ocratic  nature o f the 
internet and its w onderfu l capacity  to provide  
in form ation  so d yn am ica lly .

T he  Association has m ade very good sub
m issions to  all re levan t e n qu iries  o f recent 
years, not just on behalf o f the professions but 
also the  interests o f Australians w h o  depend  
on access to  in form ation through libraries.

The present hearings o f the Senate Select 
C o m m itte e  on Inform ation Technologies O n  
the  Broadcasting Services Amendment 
(Online Services) Bill 1999, encapsulate m any  
o f these issues. I encourage you to read the  
Hansard o f these hearings, freely  and d e m o 
c ra tica lly  a va ilab le  through the  internet, and  
the Association submission. W h a t interests m e  
is not the debate  over w hether the proposals 
in the Bill for control o f m aterial are practica
b le , although I share the alm ost general doubt 
about this, but som e o f the matters being dis
cussed.

W h ile  m uch o f the debate has focused on  
contro l o f pornography, there has also been  
an undercurrent flow ing  through the questions 
about access to m aterial on the internet w hich  
is free ly  a va ilab le  in print form  in the m ajo r
ity o f libraries right now . This includes for ex
a m p le  m aterial on bom b m aking , drugs and  
sh o p liftin g , exam ples  often used o f w h a t is 
argued to be questionable m aterial. There has 
also been questioning on w hether m aterial on 
the internet expresses w hat m ight be argued to 
be undesirable social values, or does not por
tray desirable stereotypes including of w om en . 
A gain , libraries hold m uch m aterial a lready  
w h ic h  w o u ld  certainly not m eet the test of the  
questioners , q u ite  apart from  m uch  o f the  
stock o f newsagents as discussed in the C o m 
m ittee. It is disconcerting to see the w ord  'u n 
su itab le ' so often used in this debate.

It is inevitab le , and in m y v ie w  necessary 
if libraries are to fulfil their role in supporting  
dem ocratic  values, that they w ill hold material 
repugnant to som e people in the c o m m unity .

T he  A ssociation 's  Statement on freedom to 
read gets to the heart o f this in the words 'M a 
terial should not be rejected . . .  w h ich  is likely  
to offend some sections o f the library's c o m 
m u n ity '. This p rin c ip le  has to  be part o f the  
d e m o c ra tic  p rinc ip les  u n d e rly in g  access to  
m aterial on the internet.

M y  second c o m m e n t on the hearings is 
that it is w e lcom ing  to read so m uch evidence  
recognising the  general good sense o f the  
com m unity  in understanding these issues, but 
especially  parents' and children 's  m aturity  in 
understanding content issues. I spent most of 
the first tw o  decades o f m y  career w o rk in g  
close ly  w ith  lib rary  users, in c lu d in g  young  
people , and m y o v e rw h e lm in g  recollection is 
of th e ir responsibility, b a lan ce  and m aturity . 
'Trust the p eo p le ' is c e rta in ly  a slogan I b e 
lieve in.

I w an t to com m ent on the  evidence given  
by Jennefer N icholson, acting executive d irec
tor o f the A ssociation , again  at the  3 M a y  
hearing. This can be found on pages 1 9 0 -1 9 7  
o f the  transcript. This e v id e n c e  as you m ay  
kn o w  was part o f the A B C 's PM coverage of 
the hearings that evening. Jennefer in articu lat
ing the  lib rarian 's  responsib ilities for young  
p e o p le  and in ternet c o n te n t provision c a re 
fu lly  and sensibly, in m y v ie w , exp la ined  that 
this involves a partnership o f the librarian, the 
young person and the responsible adult, and  
in the context of strong internet guidelines and 
policies. This seems to m e the  correct balance  
of responsibilities and reality. The library can 
not, and should not, be expected to m onito r  
internet access on any m ore  restrictive basis, 
and I do  not see it as g iv ing  open slather to  
pornography.

Sir A n th o n y  M as o n , w h o  d e liv e re d  the  
inaugural A ustralian Library W e e k  O ra tio n  in 
1 9 9 6 , in his speech was e loquent about issues 
fu n d am en ta l to the  fre e -flo w  o f k n o w le d g e, 
ideas and inform ation in Australia, a m atter he 
described as vital to the po litica l, in te llectual, 
eco n o m ic  and social life, as w ell as the e d u 
cation, o f all Australians. H e  spoke during the  
m ajor C opyright Law  R e v iew  C om m ittee  re
v ie w  o f the tim e , and expressed a pro found  
sense of unease about the thrust o f some o f the 
then discussion docum ents. H e  argued they  
fa ile d  to g ive  ad e q u a te  p ro m in e n c e  to  the  
p a ram o u n t A ustra lian  p u b lic  interest in the  
fre e -flo w  o f k n o w le d g e , ideas and in fo rm a 
tion. H e  spoke also o f the  need to  a c k n o w l
edge that the v a lu e  o f A ustralia 's  im ports o f 
copyright m aterial far outw eighs the va lue  of 
its exports o f such m aterial.

T he  G o vern m en t, after CLRC advice and  
other m a jo r consultations, som e m onths ago 
released the exposure Digital Agenda Copy
right Bill. The Bill addresses the issue of c opy
right reform  in a digital env iro nm ent, and has 
been eagerly aw a ited  by libraries and others 
because o f the total inadequacy o f the present 
copyright law  in such an environm ent. It is fair 
c o m m e n t to  say that lib raries, a lthoug h not 
w in n in g  all th e y  m ig h t have w a n ted , have  
been fa ir ly  pleased w ith  the  exposure draft 
and seen it as a reasonable attem pt to balance  
the rights of copyright holders and public  in
terest.

But the  reaction  o f the  copyright o w n e r  
interests, led by C o p y rig h t A gency L im ited

[CAL] and the p ub lish ing  sector, has been  
tru ly  astonishing. T h ey  have argued fe ro 
ciously that the proposals are severely de tri
m ental to all c opyrigh t o w n ers . Essentially  
they w a n t all uses o f copyrigh t m ateria l, no  
m atter h o w  sm all or h o w  p rivate, to  be li
censed. They dem and that the long-held rights 
o f students, lib raries and researchers are  
stripped aw ay  in a digital env iro nm ent. They  
are, in s im ple terms, intransigent in their o p 
position to any national interest interests.

I am  appalled at this cam paign for several 
reasons; the first being that I th ink  it com pre 
hensively mis-states the position o f libraries in 
the  n e w  dig ita l e n v iro n m e n t if the Bill is 
passed. The Bill s im ply a llow s libraries to uti
lise n e w  te c h n o lo g y  in p ro v id in g  the  n e w  
services to the sam e lim ited  user group they  
have alw ays existed to serve, rights they have  
exercised  very responsib ly. It does not in 
crease the range o f activ ities they  can carry  
out under the  Copyright Act. Libraries have  
had tigh tly  regu lated  rights to c opy  lim ited  
am ounts of copyright m aterial for their users 
for a long tim e, and nothing in this Bill extends 
those long terms rights in a d ig ita l e n v iro n 
m ent.

But I am  also appa lled , as an A ustralian  
interested in the c iv ic  good o f this country, at 
w hat the effects upon education , cultural life, 
in tellectual v igour and a w h o le  range o f spe
cialised pursuits inc lud ing  science w o u ld  be 
if this cam paign w e re  to  be successful. A nd I 
am  appalled  that the debate seems to be go
ing on v irtua lly  u n know n outside specialised  
interests and u n k n o w n  to m ost A ustralians, 
w hen  it is their present rights that are threat
ened. A nd, it has to be said, I have in recent 
years b ecom e angered  at the  c a lu m n y  and  
misrepresentations associated w ith  this cam 
paign.

This copyright debate is o f central im por
tance to the Australian people  and the quality  
of their lives. It is essential that P arliam entar
ians be in form ed o f p u b lic  v iew s  on these  
w eigh ty  matters, and the diversity o f op in ion  
and passion. But w ith  som e exceptions, nota
bly the efforts of the Australian D igital A lliance  
and the Australian Consumers Association, the  
public interest v ie w  on the copyright debate is 
just not being heard . A nd  de b a te  is lim ited  
largely to specialist m edia. It is just not seen as 
a m ajo r public  issue, yet the ou tcom e w iil d i
rectly and deep ly  affect most Australians.

A n d  the A u s tra lia n  lib ra ry  profession  
shares c u lp a b ility  in this. L ib rarians , by 
shared professional values and history, b e 
lie v e  in a b a la n c e d  c o p y rig h t reg im e that 
takes a c c o u n t o f the  le g itim a te  interests of 
c o p y rig h t o w n ers , and th e  b a la n c in g  na 
tional interest. But the ir v iew s are little  heard  
by our leg is lators. W h a te v e r  else happens  
w ith  this O ra tio n , the A ssociation  w ill p re
sum ably post it on their w ebsite . I encourage  
the A ssociation to also exhort the profession  
to  just on ce , in d iv id u a lly  and  a ll, b e c o m e  
agitators and m ake the ir v o ic e  heard on this 
issue to  the ir legislators no w , and to en co u r
age th e ir user to be invo lved  in the  debate. 
Libraries are central to d em o cra tic  access by 
Australians to the in fo rm ation  they  need for 
the ir lives, and a ba lan ced  c o pyrigh t reg im e  
in the  d ig ita l e n v iro n m e n t c en tra l to  th e ir  
c ontinu ed  effectiveness. «
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