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A r e  l ib r a r i e s  
c u l t u r a l  in s t i tu t io n s ?
O n the  e v e n in g  of 12 M ay, at the  M u s e u m  and  A rt 

G a lle r y  of the N orthern  Territory, a ce leb ra tio n  w as 
he ld  as part o f a c t iv it ie s  for n a t io n a l L ib ra ry  and  

In form ation  W e e k . The great debate: 'A re lib raries cu ltu ra l in
stitutions?' w as  jo in tly  hosted by M a ry  Teague, d irec to r of the 
N o rthe rn  Territory L ib ra ry  and  In fo rm ation  Se rv ic e s  (N T L IS ) 
and R ob in  H em p e l, con ven o r of A L IA  Top End. The au d ien ce  
com p rised  an in teresting cross-section o f the  Top End  c o m 
m un ity  and  the lively, festive atm osphere w as  reflected  in the 
co lo u rfu l d isp lay  o f trop ica l flow ers and  b a llo o n s  featuring  
this year's  them e, Po w er your m ind.

In o p en in g  the  even t, the H o n o u ra b le  Jo h n  A h  Kit, M in 
ister for L ib raries, re flected  on this them e . As a bare  footed  
c h ild  ru n n in g  a ro u n d  the Parap  cam p , 'W h o  c o u ld  have  
im ag ined  ... that I w o u ld  eve r even  h ave  co n tem p la ted  b e 
co m in g  a p a rlia m e n ta ry  rep resen ta tive ? ' B rie fly , he shared 
the m ov in g  personal story of his search for know ledge . W h ile  
m en tio n ing  the  im p o rtan ce  of books and  p rin t resources in 
lib ra ries , he a lso  stressed the  benefits  o f l ib ra ry  se rv ice s  
su p p ly in g  in fo rm ation  access through e le c tro n ic  resources, 
e s p e c ia lly  in rem ote  and  iso lated  regions.

H e  then op ened  the debate by cha lleng in g  the tw o  expert 
team s to re flect on  the chan g in g  and  so m etim es con fus ing  
im age o f lib raries in the 21st C entury. This w a s  the  c u e  for 
ch a irp e rso n , M a ry  Teague to w e lc o m e  the a d ju d ica to r, 
M ik e  D il lo n , c h ie f  e x e cu tive  o ffic e r o f the  D e p a rtm en t 
o f C o m m u n ity  D e v e lo p m e n t, Spo rt and  C u ltu ra l A ffa irs, 
and  the  t im ekeep er, B il l  C o n s tan tin e , N T L IS . M a r y  then 
in trod uced  the  debating  pane l, 'an  e c le c t ic  m ix o f Territory 
p ersona litie s '. M em b ers  of the a ffirm ative  team  w e re  E liz a 
beth D esa illy , head  o f schoo l, H o sp ita lity  and  Tourism  and 
Pa lm erston  C am p u s  m anager N orthe rn  Territo ry  U n ive rs ity ; 
Isaac B ro w n , asso c ia te  professor, Facu lty  o f In d ig en o us R e 
search  and  Ed u ca tio n  at N o rthe rn  T errito ry  U n iv e rs ity  and 
G e r ry  W o o d , M L A  for N e lso n . The n eg a tive  team  featured  
Su e  O liv e r , d ire c to r Legal P o lic y  D iv is io n , N T  D ep artm en t 
o f Ju stice ; N o e l Padgam , form er M L A , cu rren tly  goat farm er; 
and  N T  w rite r and  h istorian, Peter Forrest.

A  lively, passionate and hum orous exchan g e  ensued  w ith  
the final w o rd  go ing  to M ik e  D illo n , ad jud ica to r. In a serious 
tone, h igh ly  appropria te  to his role, M ik e  su cc in c t ly  sum m ed 
up the p e rfo rm an ce  o f the tw o  team s. H e  po in ted  out that 
u n fo rtu nate ly , on  both  sides, the re  had  b een  a q u ite  m is 
gu ided , yet re lentless attem pt to de fine  cu ltu re  by a rush to 
the d ic tionary . This had resulted in the em p lo ym e n t o f fau lty 
logic, ve ry  m uch  at the expense of rational argum ent. The re
sult w as  that the negative team  had scored the w in n in g  point. 
H o w eve r, in keep in g  w ith  the tone of the  even in g , the third 
negative  speaker had u nexpected ly  spoken  out to ch am p io n  
the cau se  of lib raries, the reby  chan g in g  sides and  upsetting 
the b a lan ce . So  the a ffirm ative  argum ent, 'That lib raries are 
cu ltu ra l institu tions' had fin a lly  p reva iled !

Robin H em pel, convenor, ALIA Top End
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