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A D V O C A C Y  O N  T H E  F R O N T  F O O T
Having worked in a  num ber of 

industries, I'm very aw are  of the fac t that 
there are recurring stories in the m edia 
for which you need to have  a  p repared 
co m e b a ck . These are the stories that 
journalists and com m entators tend to 
fall b a ck  on when there's a  slow news 
d a y  or they c a n 't  think of a  topic for their 
colum n.

In the p ackag in g  industry, the easy 
(seem ingly shocking) story used to be

that m anufacturers are short-changing 
consumers such as, "the contents of 
ce rea l and washing pow der boxes 
are only ever 90% the size of the box". 
There's actually  a  perfectly simple

and reasonable explanation for that 
-  the contents settle after filling. In the 
restaurant industry, the expose w as (and 
probably still is) consum er outrage at 
the price of mineral w ate r and the profit 
margin on w ine and  co ffee . It's a  fair 
co p , but h ave  you ever tried to m ake 
m oney in catering?

The next stage in ALIA's ever- 
developing app ro ach  to a d v o c a c y  
and lobbying is to try to work out w hat 

the m ed ia is going to 
throw at us, before 
they take aim . We 
need to identify these 
stories by type of 
library, by geograph ic 
region and by 
issues (copyright, 
education , budgets). 
We have  a  fair sense 
of this, but w e  haven 't 
yet set it down in a 
plan.

Having a  strong 
sense of w hat's 
com ing enables us to 
have  the ev idence  

and the answers ready and it will help us 
c rea te  a d v o c a c y  materials to assist our 
members. It will also form the basis for a 
p roactive  m ed ia cam pa ig n  schedule.

I'd like to 
think w e can  
really get onto 
the front foot 
and start to 
p iggyback 
news items 
that are not 
necessarily 
about libraries 
but that can  
give us a 
platform from 
which to talk about va lue , contribution 
and im pact.

It would be wonderful if all the m edia 
co ve rag e  of libraries w as positive, but 
it is a  sad fa c t that negative stories are 
out there, and try as w e  might to be 
p roactive , w e  will need  to be alert and 
reactive  too.

O ne such exam ple of this occurred 
last month. Below is our response to a 
typical ‘death  of the traditional library' 
story that ap p ea red  in the Australian 
Financial Review : w w w .a lia .o rg .au/ 
news/1626/alias-letter-editor-financial- 
review-published.
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developing a d v o c a c y  
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L ib r a r ie s  a r e  e a r ly  a d o p te r s , n o t  l e m m i n g s

Geoff Hanmer’s article in Monday’s 
AFR left our members wondering 
how someone who clearly has such a 
poor understanding of the subject 
could have been granted so much 
editorial space. Take this line: 

“Universities and their librarians 
need to accept that knowledge is 
moving inexorably to an online 
format” No kidding. Academic 
libraries started moving into 
electronic journals and databases in 
1976. Or this one: “In the 1970s and 
’80s... libraries struggled to 
accommodate the ‘information

explosion’.” Struggled? We embraced 
new technologies. But we have 
perspective. We’re early adopters, not 
lemmings. We’re not running towards 
the edge of the digital cliff crying 
“Google and Wikipedia will save us”, 
love ’em as we do. Heaven forbid that 
a major multinational organisation 
such as Google should go broke 
unexpectedly, but what if it did?

Don’t get us wrong, we love 
Google’s ambition, we just want to 
make sure there’s a back-up, and that 
researchers have a choice of print and 
e-resources.

Another quote from Mr Hanmen 
“I believe that nearly all books or 
journal articles will eventually be 
available online.” Agreed. But at what 
cost? At some point in the next 50 
years, everything is probably going to 
be available online, but how will 
researchers be able to afford all the 
resources they need if it sits behind a 
paywall?

Sue McKerracher 
Australian Library and 
Information Association 
Kingston, ACT
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