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Happily, here in 
Australia we have a 
tolerant and open 
society. For no, the ‘c ’ 
word [cenooro hip] 10 
not a major uknie at 
the m om ent...

Pressure to 
control1 information
A coup le  of months ago I w as shocked 

to hear a news item about the arrest 
o f a C h in ese  national w o rk ing  as a 

librarian in D ick inson  C o llege in Pen n sy lva 
nia. T h e  rad io  story cove red  the case  of 
Yongyi Song w h o  w as held for five months 
detention  in a Be ijing  prison on the grounds 
that he had been gathering  state secrets 
w h ile  on a v is it to C h in a . By  all accoun ts  
Yo n g y i Song w as c o lle c tin g  docum ents 
w h ich  had been w id e ly  a va ilab le  during the 
Cu ltu ral Revo lu tion . H ap p ily , after vigorous 
lobbying  by his colleagues, IFLA  and others, 
the librarian w as released and returned to his 
job  in Pennsy lvan ia . H ap p y  ending. But was 
it rea lly  a happy end ing? W a s  I justified  in 
fee ling  p leased w hen  I heard that this man 
had been released from gaol? Cou ld  some of 
us find  ourselves in a s im ila r situation and 
com e under physica l or legal threat because 
w e  co n ve y  inform ation w h ich  others do not 
w an t con veyed ?

In looking at our situation as inform ation 
professionals in a western dem ocratic  co u n 
try, I feel confident that no Australian  lib rar
ian is in danger of being arrested and put in 
gaol, in this coun try , s im p ly  for co lle c tin g  
public  docum ents. But the problem  is that all 
of us, w hether w e  realise it or not, are under 
pressure to 'co n tro l' inform ation —  and not 
just in the b ib liog raph ic  sense. Increasing ly 
organisations are realising the va lue  of infor
mation so inform ation is being restricted and 
not be ing  m ade a v a ila b le  to those w h o  do 
not have  obvious rights or the resources for 
access. I rem em ber some ten years ago w hen  
the N e w  South W a le s  state governm ent de
cided to make its legal reports ava ilab le  e lec 
tro n ica lly  exc lu s ive ly  through a com m ercia l 
netw ork  service . W e  jum ped  up and dow n  
but in tim e cam e to a ccep t the so-called  
'co m m erc ia l realities'.

O f  cou rse , w e  recogn ise  that there are 
s ituations w h e re  it is ap p rop ria te  to w ith 
ho ld  in fo rm ation  from  genera l c ircu la t io n  
—  for p r iv a cy  reasons, or for cu ltu ra l rea 
sons as w ith  certa in  A b orig ina l know ledge . 
W h a t  con cern s  m e is that in the n ew  e n v i
ronm ent w ith  the g row ing  realisation  of the 
p o w e r and  v a lu e  of in fo rm atio n  in the 
kn o w led g e  eco n o m y , w e  m ay not be p a y 
ing enough  attention  to p reservation  of the 
notion of the free f lo w  of inform ation w h ich  
should  be ava ilab le . There have been a few  
flurries o f interest and  attem pts by our p ro 
fession to set d o w n  som e basic  p rin c ip les  
about this. For exam ple, w h en  the ideo log i
cal push to 'user pays' concepts began to be 
acted  out in loca l and  state governm ents,

the profession had to start defin ing core  and 
value-added services. But inform ation  te ch 
no logy rather than ideo logy  is, I b e lieve , a 
greater threat.

Som e in form ation  is ce rta in ly  easier to 
access because  of te ch n o lo g y . But on the 
other hand, the general m ain tenance of in 
fo rm ation  in e le c tro n ic  form  makes it ve ry  
easy to p lace restrictions on access and uses. 
And w h en  this cap ac ity  is linked to o rgan i
sational know led ge  m anagem ent strategies 
in regard to h o ld ing  back  rather than d is 
sem inating inform ation, w e  need to be co n 
cerned  about inform ation flow .

In brief, in em bracing  IT and its potential 
for sharing inform ation , w e  need to under
stand the o ther side of the IT co in  and  its 
potential for cutting peop le  out of the infor
mation loop.

H ap p ily , here in Australia  w e  have a to l
erant and open society. For us, the 'c ' w ord  
(censorship ) is not a m ajor issue at the m o 
ment, but w e  need on ly  to look at the legis
lative proposals such as the Digital Agenda 
B ill and Broadcasting Services (Amendment) 
A ct  and  others to see that there are more- 
subtle dangers in the digital age. These pro 
posals purport to bu ild  on concep ts of d e 
m ocracy, but because of the w a y  access to IT 
and infrastructure are u nequa lly  distributed, 
the ir effect can  be to m ake access s ign ifi
can tly  m ore d ifficu lt than in earlier times.

In the com ing  years as governm ent ide
ologies d rive market concepts to their logical 
conc lu s ion  and the scope and reach of gov
ernm ent d im in ishes, w e  have to face some 
ve ry  s ig n ifican t questions around  the free 
flo w  of inform ation. A nd  w hat is im portant 
for us to realise is that the issues are not com 
ing w ith  a flag  on top say ing  'w a tch  out', 
alerting us to the need to consider w here  w e  
as inform ational professionals stand. The is
sues are em bedded  in the expectations of 
our com m u n itie s , our governm ents, our 
bosses and in our day-to-day practices in li
braries and inform ation services. So w hat w e  
need to do is resist Censorship  but also real
ise that another type of 'censorsh ip ', w ith  a 
sm all 'c ',  is a fact of life in an e le c tro n ic  
w orld . In this context, the issues of p rinc ip le  
are often hard to detect and attacks on the 
basic p rinc ip les of freedom  of access to in 
formation are largely unintended. W e  should 
not lose sight of the need to com bat this 
more subtle form of censorsh ip  w h ich  is im 
posed by others or by ourselves through our 
w ork practices, w e  need to w ork  to m aintain 
basic rights to information. ■
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