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Another 
aoo amp turn wao 
tha t public 
librarieo would 
continue to play  
the vital role they 
have ahvayo 
playeb, tha t lo ‘the 
great equalizer ..

Build, renovate or denote — 
adapt, grow and thrive
T h e  m a n a g e m e n t  c o u r s e  a n e c d o t e  g o e s  
s o m e th in g  l ik e  th is :

A  team of men (it is always a team 
of men in management course an
ecdotes) is building a road though a 
jungle. For weeks, they have toiled 
up a particular valley. They have 
overcome malarial mosquitos, 
swamps, poisonous reptiles, and 
terrible heat. The leader, a fore- 
sighted man, sees a tall tree on a 
high hill, and has climbed to the 
top —  from this vantage point he 
can see both ahead and behind. 
Suddenly he shouts down 'Turn 
back —  we're in the wrong valley!'
To which the foreman on the 
ground shouts back 'Shut up —  
we're making good progress'
W e  in  l ib ra r ie s  a re  in c r e a s in g ly  in  th e  

p o s it io n  o f  th a t  le a d e r  w h e n  it c o m e s  to  l i 
b ra r y  f a c i l i t ie s .  A  r e c e n t  s e m in a r  h e ld  in 
M e lb o u r n e  u n d e r  th e  t it le  Build, renovate 
or detonate, fo c u s s e d  o n  th e  fu tu re  o f  l i 
b r a r y  b u ild in g s .

T h e  s e m in a r  c o v e re d  an  e c le c t ic  ra n g e  
o f  s u b je c ts  —  w ith  the  c o m m o n  th e m e  o f  
b u ild in g s .  S p e a k e r s  d is c u s s e d  th e  ro le  o f  
th e  p u b l ic  b u ild in g , th e  fu tu re  a n d  p re s e n t 
im p a c t  o f  d ig it a l  t e c h n o lo g y ,  th e  p a rts  
p la y e d  b y  v a r io u s  s t a k e h o ld e r s ,  a n d  th e  
m e a n in g  o f  l ib r a r y  sp a ce s .

T h e  m e s s a g e  th ro u g h o u t  w a s  c le a r  —  
as it w i l l  b e  to  inCite re ad e rs  —  th a t  l ib r a r 
ies h a v e  n o t o n ly  re c o g n is e d  th e  im p a c t  o f  
the d ig ita l r e v o lu t io n , th e y  h a v e  a d o p te d  it, 
a d a p te d  to  it, a n d  a re  in v e s t in g  h e a v i ly  in 
d ig ita l t e c h n o lo g y .

P o s s ib ly  th e  m o st in te re s t in g  a s p e c t  o f  
th e  d a y  w a s  th e  a s s u m p t io n  th a t  l ib ra r ie s  
w o u ld  t a k e  s u c h  a le a d in g  r o le .  W h i l e  
s p e a k e rs  v a r ie d  in th e ir  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  th e  
d e g re e  to  w h ic h  l ib ra r ie s  h a v e  a lr e a d y  e m 
b r a c e d  th is  'n e w  a g e ',  it w a s  o n ly  a q u e s 
t io n  o f  d e g r e e  ra th e r  th a n  p r in c ip le .

A n o th e r  a s s u m p t io n  w a s  th a t  p u b l ic  l i 
b r a r ie s  w o u ld  c o n t in u e  to  p la y  th e  v i t a l  
ro le  t h e y  h a v e  a lw a y s  p la y e d ,  th a t is 'th e  
g re a t  e q u a l is e r '.  S in c e  th e  19th  c e n tu r y 's  
M e c h a n i c s '  In s t itu te s  a n d  C a rn e g ie  l ib r a r 
ies w e r e  b u ilt ,  to  to d a y 's  p ro v is io n  o f  d ig 
ita l in fo rm a t io n  th ro u g h  p u b l ic  l ib ra r ie s ,

th e  p h i lo s o p h y  o f  w e lc o m in g  a ll  w i th  'a  
d e s ir e  to  k n o w ' h as  n o t  c h a n g e d  to  a n y  
g re a t  d e g re e .

T h is  w h o le s a le  a d o p t io n  o f  th e  d ig ita l 
m i l ie u  h a s  n o t  b e e n  l im it e d  to  p u b l ic  l i 
b ra r ie s . O n  m a n y  te r t ia ry  c a m p u s e s , th e  l i 
b ra ry  w a s  o n e  o f  th e  first p u b l ic ly  w e b - ac-  
c e s s ib le  s e r v ic e s ,  a n d  m a n y  l ib ra r ie s  h ad  
w e b - s ite s  b e fo r e  m o s t o th e r  s e c t io n s  o f  
th e ir  a c a d e m ic  c o m m u n it y .

S c h o o l lib ra r ie s  a n d  l ib ra r ia n s  h a v e  a lso  
b e e n  'e a r ly  a d o p te rs ' o f  te c h n o lo g y  in th e ir  
o w n  c o m m u n it y .  In m a n y  s c h o o ls ,  th e  l i 
b ra r y  is s t ill th e  o n ly  p la c e  s tu d e n ts  h a v e  
in te r n e t  a c c e s s  fo r  n o n - a s s ig n m e n t  t y p e  
w o r k .  T e a c h e r - l ib r a r ia n s  h a v e  b e e n  d i l i 
g e n t  in p ro s e ly t is in g  fo r  in fo rm a t io n  l it 
e r a c y , b o th  in th e  c la s s ro o m , a n d  a c t in g  o n  
a m o re  d ir e c t  b as is , b y  t e a c h in g  th o u s a n d s  
o f  s tu d e n ts  e a c h  w e e k  a b o u t  th e  w o n d e rs ,  
a n d  p ro b le m s  o f  w e b - b a s e d  m a te r ia ls .

A ll  o f  th is  h as  re su lte d  in a r ic h e r ,  a n d  
m o re  c h a l le n g in g  w o rk  e n v iro n m e n t  fo r  a ll 
o f  us —  p ro v id in g  su b s tan c e  to  th e  C h in e s e  
c u rs e  'm a y  y o u  l iv e  in in te re s tin g  t im e s '.  In 
m y  o w n  l ib r a r y  s e r v ic e ,  th e  s e e m in g  d u a l 
ity  (w h i c h  is r e a l l y  a m u l t ip l i c i t y )  o f  th e  
p r in t  v e r s u s  d ig it a l  fo rm a t  q u e s t io n  p r o 
v id e s  us w ith  c o n s ta n t  c h a l le n g e s .

O n e  o f  th e  C o u n c ils  m y  lib ra ry  se rve s  is 
b u i ld in g  a n e w  1 8 0 0  s q u a re  m e tre  l ib ra r y  
b u ild in g . T h e y  d e c id e d ,  a fte r s o m e  c o n s id 
e r a b le  th o u g h t, to  p ro v id e  1 .8  m i l l io n  d o l 
la rs  fo r  b o o k s , a n d  t r a d it io n a l  p r in t  m a te 
ria l. T h e y  h a v e  a lso  a l lo w e d  fo r n e a r ly  fo rty  
p u b ic  a c c e s s  w o rk s ta t io n s . T h e  re a s o n in g  
w a s  fa ir ly  s im p le  —  o u r  s e r v ic e  h as  a b o u t  
4 0 0 0  p e o p le  w h o  v is it  o u r  l ib r a r ie s  e a c h  
d a y . T h o s e  w h o  ask  fo r h e lp  a lm o s t  a lw a y s  
start th e ir  re q u e s t  w ith  th e  w o rd s  ' I 'm  lo o k 
in g  fo r  a b o o k  o n . . . '  —  e v e n  if th e  b e s t  
s o u rc e  fo r th e  in fo rm a t io n  th e y  a re  lo o k in g  
fo r m a y  n o t b e  a b o o k , it c o u ld  b e  a v id e o ,  
a D V D ,  o r  a w e b - s ite .

T h e  r e a l i t y  is th a t  w e  a re  o fte n  m o v in g  
fa s te r  th an  o u r  users, o r  o u r  c o m m u n it y  —  
a p e r c e p t io n  n o t sh a re d  b y  a ll ,  e s p e c ia l ly  
th e  w e b - b a s e d  s e a r c h  e n g in e  w h ic h  h as  
b e e n  r u n n in g  a T V  c a m p a ig n  w h ic h  f o 
cu s e s  o n  th e ir  v e rs io n  o f  a t y p ic a l  l ib ra r ia n . 
O u r  u se r c o m m u n it ie s  a re  g ra d u a l ly  c a t c h 
in g  u p  w i th  th a t  r e a l i t y .  W h o  k n o w s ,  
m a y b e  e v e n  th e  m e d ia  w i l l  c o m e  to  g r ip s  
w ith  w h a t  l ib ra r ie s  d o  to d a y . ■
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