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F r o n t l i n e

r

I was lucky enough to go to IFLA  for the first 
tim e th is year. As I said in the A L IA  blog, 
it's like  the U n ited N ations for the lib rary  
w o rld . A t the 2 0 1 0  IF LA  Congress there 
w ere  ap p ro xim ate ly  3 ,0 0 0  delegates from 
128  d iffe rent co u n trie s . The annua l IFLA  
Congress is undoubted ly  the p in n a c le  in 
terms of international engagement and making 
connections. It's a com bination of meetings 
and a genera l lib ra ry  c o n fe re n ce , w ith  
underlying tenets of international collaboration 
and the sharing of ideas and issues.

Attending such an event ce rta in ly  made 
me reflect about how we're (ALIA) positioned 
internationally, and how the Australian library 
environm ent com pares w ith  other parts of 
the world . I'd have to say on both counts we 
are positioned very  w e ll. O b v io u s ly  there 
are a large number of developing countries 
w h ich  haven't yet had the opportun ity  to 
develop sophisticated library and information 
associations such as ours. Surprisingly, even a 
number library and information associations 
o f w e ll deve lo p ed  co u n trie s  don 't seem 
to be as w e ll positioned as A L IA  in term s 
o f structu re , fu n ctio n  and a c tiv it ie s . The 
A ustra lian  lib rary  environm ent also  seems 
quite healthy com pared to a number of our 
peer countries. No doubt there are a number 
of Australian libraries affected by the G FC  but 
its impact on Australian libraries seemed to be 
fa irly  benign when compared to some of the 
drastic measures that are being taken overseas. 
Although things are tough for many libraries at 
the moment, my own included,
I'd have to say w e are a lucky 
country though of course that 
doesn't mean things cou ld n 't 
be better.

O n e  o f the real benefits  
o f  a t te n d in g  c o n fe r e n c e s  
w h ere  there are in ternational 
delegates is meeting them and 
understanding their issues (one ol 
the downsides is feeling enviou 
o f people w ho  can speak finer 
English in addition to their nativ 
tongue and probably one or tw 
o ther lang uag es). In teresting  
enough, regardless of w here c 
international co lleagues are frc 
once  you strip aw ay the relat 
wealth factor many of the issues 
the sam e -  m em ber engagem ent, 
fund ing , staffing, techno log y, and 
government support. W e can certainly 
all learn from each other, regardless 
of how rich or poor our countries and 
libraries may be.

O n e  in te rnatio na l them e not m any o f 
us have thought about is provid ing  lib rary 
services to people in immigration detention 
centres. W h ile  libraries in Australia have been 
provid ing co llections for migrants for many 
years (did you know  that the Mt Isa pub lic 
library used to have one the largest collections 
of Finnish language material in Australia?) we 
are now faced w ith this different challenge. 
Th is w as raised at our most recent Board 
m eeting in O ctober. It cu rre n tly  appears 
to be a topic that sits in po litica l 'no man's 
land '. W ho se responsib ility  is it to provide

the service and resources and to ensure it is 
of an appropriate standard -  The Department 
o f Immigration and C itizensh ip , contractors 
who manage the centres on their behalf, state 
governments, or local authorities? A L IA  has 
written to D IA C  seeking clarification  on the 
issue.

N ow dear reader (I know there are at least 
a dozen of you who read my colum n) it's that 
tim e of the year again for you to consider 
whether you'd like to have a direct influence 
on the d irection A L IA  is taking . Regardless 
o f w hether you support the d irection  the 
Association is taking or w ou ld  like to see it 
take an alternative direction, nominations are 
being ca lled  for the Board o f D irectors and 
V ice  President/President elect. Being on the 
A L IA  Board is interesting and challeng ing  
and it certa in ly increases your awareness of 
the broad church that is A L IA . For the past 
tw o  years, A L IA  Board D irecto rs and V ice  
Presidents have ascended to their positions 
w ithout the need for an election. This is not 
a healthy situation for an organisation of fifty 
members, let alone one like A LIA  with about 
six thousand members. Please consider!

Back to the international theme. Although 
I'm  pre-em pting next year's lib rary  tourist 
issue o f inC ite I thought I'd get in early  and 
show  you a photo of the Stockholm  Public 
Library. It was bu ilt in 1928  and is situated 
not far from the Stockholm  C B D . Inside it's 
w o n d e r fu l ly  a ir y

and  lig h t w ith  
the stacks lite ra lly  running around 

the inside w a ll. It's sim ply one of the nicest 
libraries I've visited.

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