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T h a t  e q u ity  a n d  s o c ia l 

in c lu s io n  im p e ra tive  

w h ich  i t  a  s ig n if ic a n t  

m a rk e r  o f  a  c iv i l  socie ty  

has been g re a t ly  

cha llenged b y  recent 

events in  A u s t ra lia ,  to  

the d is q u ie t o f  m a n y . ..

So who u i  an Australian?
A LIA's first object is 'To promote the 

free flow  of information and ideas in 
the interest of all Australians and a 

thriving culture, economy and dem ocracy'. 
Just tw enty-tw o words convey the essence of 
w hat w e profess for a better Australia and 
world, regardless of that sector of the profes
sion which may claim  our affiliation or inter
est. It is a statement not, however, w ithout 
nuance. That part of it which attracts some 
attention is the sense of 'free'. This applies 
prim arily  to 'flow ' not to cost. How ever, it 
also neatly conveys that, as far as is possible, 
capacity to pay should not inhibit access to 
information and ideas.

The part of ALIA's first object which has 
not been much reflected on is the meaning 
of 'a ll Australians' although that national 
equity im perative underpins most of ALIA's 
policy statements, for example those on serv
ices for people with disabilities, home deliv
ery services and information literacy.

In just one of those areas, library services 
for people w ith disabilities, Australia has 
m ade significant progress, w ith  adaptive  
technology now a m ajor facilitator as dem 
onstrated through the research of Kirsty 
W illiam s o n , Don Schauder and their c o l
leagues at Monash University.

Further research in this area is now pos
sible thanks to the establishment of the ALIA  
Tw ila  Ann jenssen Herr Award w ith  gener
ous funding provided by our Tasmanian col
league and ALIA Fellow Tw ila Herr to enable 
her lifetim e work in the area to continue. It 
was a h ighlight of my presidential year to 
accept the donation from Tw ila in her Tas
manian nursing home in January, and to be 
able to reassure her that the award w ill ben
efit those with MS and other forms of disabil
ity which impact on the daily lives of nearly 
one in five Australians.

That equity and social inclusion im pera
tive w hich is a significant marker of a civil 
society has been greatly challenged by re
cent events in Australia, to the disquiet of 
many. N o less has there been, by admission 
of the principals, major disruption to the free 
flow  of inform ation about events involving  
asylum seekers in their voyages to Australia 
and subsequently in w hat are officia lly  des
ignated 'Immigration Reception and Process
ing Centres' but w hich even by the federal 
government are called 'detention centres'. So 
w hat has this to do with our profession and 
ALIA, when the asylum seekers are not Aus
tralians?

The reference to 'the interest of all Aus
tralians' in ALIA's first object is, of course, 
not to be narrowly defined to those w ho are 
legally Australians —  if it w ere a sizeable  
population of Australian residents w ould not

be our concern. Similarly, the 'interest' of al I 
Australians implies that w e —  the profession 
and ALIA —  concern ourselves with matters 
global, and in response to this to the new  
ALIA International Relations Advisory C o m 
m ittee at its first m eeting in February spent 
considerable tim e discussing assistance to  
East T im or and Afganistan. Your association 
is a m em ber —  a w ell regarded one —  o f 
IFLA, the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions. The In terna
tional Relations Advisory C om m ittee also 
discussed the belated response from the fed 
eral governm ent to my enquiry several 
months ago about the availability  of library  
and inform ation resources in the detention  
centres. This response was described on p54  
of the January-February issue of in C ite , and  
read in part

L im ite d  l ib ra ry  fa c il i t ie s  c o n s is t in g  o f  
re a d in g  m a te ria ls  a n d  room s, a re  p r o 
v id e d  a t a l l  d e te n t io n  c e n tre s . . .T h e  
m a te r ia l h e ld  is in  b o th  E ng lish  a n d  
c o m m u n ity  la n g u a g e s  a n d  in c lu d e s  
m a te r ia l fo r  c h i ld r e n  as w e l l  as 
a d u lts . In a d d it io n  to  the  b o o k s , m a 
j o r  A u s tra lia n  n e w sp a p e rs , b o th  Eng
lis h  a n d  c o m m u n ity  la n g u a g e  ones, 
a re  a v a ila b le .. .

That response, of course, refers only to 
detention centres on the Australian mainland
—  it begs a question about the provision of 
resources in the Australian-funded centres 
elsew here. M ore  recent correspondence  
from Australasian Correctional Managem ent 
Pty Ltd, w hich manages the detention cen
tres, states

A C M  w o u ld  b e  d e lig h te d  to  h o s t 
v is its ... to  lo o k  a t th e  ru d im e n ta ry  sys
te m s  in  p la c e  a t th e  d e te n t io n  c e n 
tre s ...

This was in response to my request to 
A C M  that it facilita te  visits by professional 
members of ALIA to the centres to evaluate 
their resources.

ALIA w ill continue to pursue this issue 
because it is in 'the interest of all Australians'
—  and of those likely to become one. If you 
are able  to assist by visiting the centres in 
Sydney, M elbourne, Perth, W oom era, Port 
H edland  and Derby (Curtin) please let me 
know [a lan.bundy@ alia.org.au].

It is of some consolation that those asy
lum seekers who survive their detention with 
their sanity and optim ism  relatively intact, 
w ill have free access to Australia's 
m ulticultural public libraries —  and perhaps 
grow to appreciate through them that be
yond their experience of retribution, there is 
a more enlightened, humane, inclusive and 
w elcom ing  Australia. Agree? Disagree? Let 
/n C /fekn o w  [incite@ alia.org.au]. ■
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