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F r o n t l i n e
I'm actually getting in early for this Frontline. 
M y three previous m issives w ere submitted 
right on the d ead lin e  w h ich  -  I'm  led to 
believe from some of my predecessors -  is a 
pretty good record. W ho knows how long that 
w ill last!

As I'm due to go on leave for a month in 
a few  days tim e , I decided to start w riting  
sooner rather than later as my inspiration and 
desire to write a Frontline column while I'm on 
leave could be somewhat lacking. So to give 
you some idea when I've commenced writing 
this, Queensland has just won its third State 
of O rig in  m atch, Spain just won the w orld  
cup , Stephen Conroy has ju st announced 
a de lay in the internet filtering leg islation , 
and Cadel Evans has just started wearing the 
M aillot Jaune. W ell the best laid plans of mice 
and librarians haven't eventuated so I'm now 
continuing this w h ile  I'm holidays.

A cco rd ing  to the M acq uarie  D ictio n ary  
sustainable m eans, "designed or developed 
to have the cap acity  to continue operating 
perpetually , by avoid ing adverse effects on 
the natural environm ent and dep letion of 
natural resources." A cco rd ing  to that other 
re lia b le  so urce , W ik ip e d ia , su sta in ab ility  
is "the cap acity  to endure". If you look up 
sustainability on Google, it advises that there 
are 35 000 000 results. It's obviously a popular 
term.

L ib rariansh ip  as a profession , career, or 
ac tiv ity  has ob v io usly  been sustained over 
the cou rse  o f cen tu rie s . As an a c tiv ity  it 
has co n tin u a lly  evo lved . There have been 
num erous tim es over the past few  decades 
where the role of the library and the roles of 
those o f us w ho  w o rk  in libraries has been 
questioned. I'm sure epitaphs and obituaries 
have even been prepared for the dem ise of 
libraries as institutions and librarianship as a 
profession.

In d icatio n s o f our ad aptive nature are 
m an ifest. O n e  o n ly  has to lo o k  at new  
services being offered and new facilities being 
developed to meet the challenges of an ever 
changing society and the constant change of 
technology.

Just as library services and facilities change 
and adapt, so must A LIA . W e certain ly can't 
take for granted our achievements of the past, 
and the last thing w e should do is rest on our 
laurels. As I wrote in an earlier piece for inCite 
the sustainability of ALIA  is entirely dependent 
on m em bership -  no m embers, no fees, no 
asso cia tion . That's w hy the 2 0 0 8  M em ber 
Survey has been so important to identify those 
things which members value highly and those 
things which don't rate particularly high. The 
A L IA  Board and National O ffice  have been 
aligning and developing strategies and services 
to meet these needs.

W e  need to be responsive to m em ber 
needs. A t the tim e of w riting  it looks as if 
w e 're  doing that pretty w e ll as membership 
had increased by 4 %  at the end of June. This 
is extrem ely pleasing as the current trend for 
member organisations is for mem bership to 
reduce rather than grow. W h ile  that's great 
news, adapting and being responsive is not 
w ith o u t its ch a lle n g es . W h ile  organ ism s 
often adapt and change over hundreds, if

not thousands of years, organisations such as 
ours don't have that luxury. Services w e 've  
offered in the past that once upon a time were 
heavily used can pretty soon become like an 
appendix: the organ is no longer required but 
still remains part of the body. Then if the organ 
becomes infected it can cause the demise of 
the body. W h ile  I'm not aware of ALIA  offering 
any ap p en d ix - like  se rv ice s , w e  ce rta in ly  
need to remain vig ilant that w e don't. It's the 
Board's role to ensure A LIA  remains a healthy 
body, so there w ill be times when w e w ill take 
pre-emptive action to prevent the maintenance 
of an appendix-like service.

F ina n c ia l su sta in ab ility  is not a luxury , 
it's essential. A L IA  is a com pany lim ited by 
guarantee, so the Board has an obligation to 
ensure the organisation remains solvent. W e're 
not a large organisation. In terms of finances 
ALIA 's annual operating budget is less than the 
salaries budget of my rather small university 
library. W ith  a re lative ly sm all budget A L IA  
needs to focus on meeting the needs of those 
who pay membership fees. This is no different 
from  o ther co m m un ity/p ro fess io n -b ased  
m em bership organisations. A L IA  has often 
been seen as a caring and sharing organisation 
-  o ffering  se rv ices  and a c tiv it ie s  eq u a lly  
to mem bers and non-m em bers a like . I can 
assure you the Board and A LIA  National Office 
w ill continue to focus on providing services 
and activities for members at the expense of 
non-members.

A L IA 's  ro le in the su sta in ab ility  o f the 
p ro fession  is key. A L IA  is the body that 
credentials organisations offering library and 
in fo rm ation  tra in in g  and ed u catio n , thus 
und erw riting  the q u a lity  o f q u a lifica tio n s 
for mem bers and non-m em bers a like . It is 
also a service w e currently offer educational 
institutions and organisations for free. W h ile  
this is a service that maintains the heart of the 
organisation and the profession, it is just one 
exam ple o f w here w e  need to see how  w e 
can m ake it run more effective ly and more 
efficiently.

I'm almost out of Frontline mode and back 
into ho liday mode. I'm currently  on a train 
which is advertised as the green way to travel, 
and last night I bought a can of beer w hich 
was branded as being environmentally friendly 
w ith  green la b e llin g . S u sta in a b ility  -  it's 
everyw here and w e all need to ensure A LIA  
remains a most adaptive organisation.

Graham Black 
ALIA President
graham.black@alia.org.au
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