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The role of a LIS professional might appear to 
many to be among the safest, least dangerous of 
occupations. But, as ANDREW FINEGAN writes, 

when you’re working in the aftermath of a war in a place 
like Kosovo, your everyday life can require a great deal of 
tact and careful negotiation.

I	was	jet-lagged	from	30	hours	of	flights,	and	the	evening	

drive	into	Pristina,	the	capital	of	Kosovo,	felt	surreal.	

Luli, my counterpart from the United Nations Mission 

in	Kosovo,	casually	pointed	out	the	UN	compound.	A	

large	block	consisting	mostly	of	demountable	buildings	

and surrounded by two-metre high concrete barriers 

and	barbed	wire.	It	was	where	I	would	be	working,	in	the	

Office	of	the	Chief	of	Staff	as	an	Associate	Information	

Management	Officer.

My	knowledge	of	Kosovo	was	limited.	I	knew	it	had	

undergone	a	war	in	the	'90s,	and	that	was	about	it.	I	also	

had	little	idea	of	what	working	at	a	UN	mission	would	be	

like,	other	than	what	I’d	read	in	Emergency Sex and Other 

Desperate Measures: True stories from a war zone. As it 

turned	out,	my	role	was	not	unlike	my	previous	international	

development	work,	where	there	was	a	focus	on	building	

organisational	capacity	in	information	and	knowledge	

management.	It	was	a	highly	diverse	–	and	bureaucratic	–	

organisation,	so	the	role	quickly	turned	into	one	of	careful	

diplomatic change management, requiring me to build 

collaborations across departments and navigate a complex 

web	of	internal	politics.

Another major part of my role involved developing 

and	facilitating	community	partnership	projects.	While	

Kosovo	is	still	culturally	divided	and	the	conflicts	of	the	past	

are still in the living memories of many, there are those who 

are	keen	to	move	forward	and	put	past	differences	aside.	It	

was a privilege to hear their stories, discuss their ideas, and 

create	partnerships	to	make	the	ideas	happen.	From	an	

information management perspective, the challenges arose 

in facilitating the project management and documentation 

process.	Building	human	connections	became	an	essential	

part of liaising with partner organisations, so that they 

could	meet	UN	standards.

Two years later, I’ve returned to Australia, but many 

of	the	lessons	I	learned	remain	relevant.	I	try	to	maintain	

a broad perspective, and I value an understanding of the 

wider world we live in and how the sociopolitical climate 

directly	affects	the	work	that	we	do.	This	is	so	important	for	

connecting with diverse communities on a grassroots level 

while also continuing to form international collaborations 

with	our	regional	neighbours.	In	this	respect,	ALIA’s	recent	

commitment to the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) is important, especially in the way that it aligns 

with	IFLA’s	International	Advocacy	Program.	But	for	many	

Australian library professionals, the role we have to play in 

supporting	these	outcomes	sometimes	seems	unclear.

Taking	the	time	to	work	overseas,	particularly	in	

countries and environments that are culturally, politically 

and economically different from our own, builds 

perspective.	I	would	encourage	all	professionals	to	take	

this	kind	of	opportunity	if	it	arises.	The	experience	of	

collaborating	with	diverse	teams,	both	in	the	workplace	

and out in the community, arguably develops the most 

important	of	professional	skills	–	the	ability	to	create	

human connections, empathise with the needs of others 

and	approach	challenges	from	their	perspective.	It’s	

only through sharing our experiences and exchanging 

knowledge	that	we	can	come	to	sustainable	solutions.	Of	

course,	it’s	not	easy	and	it	takes	time,	but	we	need	each	

other	to	learn,	and	together	we	become	stronger.		

ANDREW FINEGAN, AALIA (CP)
Reference Librarian, Pictures & Manuscripts Branch

National Library of Australia

afinegan@nla.gov.au

COMFORT 
ZONE

out of the

Left: At the NEWBORN monument, Pristina, Kosovo


