
ACT Library Service review
J u s t ic e  R a e  E ls e - M itc h e ll  s p o k e  to  A L IA  A C T B ra n c h  
o n  th e  d a n g e rs  o f  g o v e rn m e n t b y  c o n s u lta n ts

(Justice Rae E lse-M itch e l l ’s sp eech  to th e B ranch has h a d  to b e ed ited  to ab ou t h a l f  its 
o rig in a l length, bu t so f a r  as possib le w ith ou t ch an g in g  e ith er th e words o r  the 
emphases. Ed.)

xactly seven years ago I was the guest at the dinner 
o f the A C T  Branch o f the Library Association o f  
Australia. I spoke o f  the history o f the Canberra 

Public Library Service and outlined the plans for its fu­
ture, which had been devised by the staff o f the Service 
in association with the Advisory Committee o f which I 
was then the Chairman.

These plans included:
• a change in the name o f the Library, from Canberra 

Public Library Service to the A C T  Library Service, to 
signify the new status o f the library;

• an increase in the responsibility o f  senior staff and the 
upgrading o f the position o f the C ity Librarian to one 
comparable with a State Librarian;

• the construction o f  the Tuggeranong Town Centre 
Library;

• the implementation o f the recommendations made by 
Ted Flowers in 1982  which included automation o f 
the A C T  Library Service;

• the collection o f materials o f  historical and heritage 
significance as part o f a move to make the library com­
parable to State Reference Libraries;

• the extension o f opening hours including Sunday after­
noons;

• the relocation o f the Kingston Library and the acquisi­
tion o f  a second mobile library;

• the constitution o f  the Library as a Board or statutory 
authority, along the same lines as State Libraries.

Regrettably, in the confusion surrounding the intro­
duction o f self government in the A C T , little was done 
to achieve these goals. The name was changed; the con­
struction o f  the Tuggeranong Tow n Centre Library 
gained impetus from local political pressures; but other 
recommendations were either rejected out o f  hand or 
deferred for political or financial reasons.

In spite o f the failure to adopt the Development Plan 
the Library continued to provide a sound service to the 
A C T  community and there was little or no dissatisfac­
tion expressed about the nature and quality o f  the Serv­
ice.

The 19 8 6 -19 9 0  Development Plan was succeeded in 
1991 by a Five Year Plan for 19 9 1 -19 9 5  which restated 
several o f  the goals announced in 1986  including the 
creation o f a statutory body to administer the library, the 
development o f a central Territorial Library to embrace 
historical and heritage materials and a second mobile 
unit.

The goals o f  the Five Year Plan were in course o f  
implementation when in 1992, for no obvious reasons, 
the A C T  Governm ent commissioned a review o f the 
A C T  Library Service, to:
• review present objectives against current responsibili­

ties;

• examine the efficiency o f the delivery o f services, and
• recommend possible changes to current services.

W hen this review was announced, hopes were held 
that it would bring the Development Plan and the Five 
Year Plan up to date and recommend the implementa­
tion o f the remaining proposals and any fresh ones which 
had emerged since 1986. But, contrary to these hopes 
and expectations, the review released a couple o f months 
ago is most disappointing.

It does not proceed on the obvious basis o f  examin­
ing the 1986  and 1991 plans but instead offers a miscel­
lany o f comments, some derogatory, which have already 
done a good deal o f harm to the morale and operative 
efficiency o f the Service and many o f the personnel. The 
review asserts that the approach to the review was ‘highly 
consultative’. But the consultation was both inadequate 
and sporadic, in the case o f the Advisory Committee only 
once, for part o f an afternoon. The members were never 
asked to comment on any agenda or on any of the find­
ings, even the most adverse findings.

So the review disregarded the cardinal principle o f  
natural justice, enshrined in the law and public adminis­
tration, that an adverse finding on any issue should not 
be made unless the party likely to be affected has been 
given an opportunity to respond to and comment on the 
proposed finding.

Secondly, in spite o f a conclusion commending the 
commitment o f the A C T  Library Service staff, the re­
view contains derogatory findings and observations like 
the following, which I quote:
• ‘long standing conflicts at senior levels’;
• ‘poor performance monitoring’;
• ‘lack o f communication throughout the organisation’;
• ‘a high level o f  inertia within the Service’;
• ‘a judgement of peers (unnamed) that the Service is 

isolationist’;
• ‘a lack o f meaningful community input’;
• ‘a high degree o f tension between professionals and 

non-professionals’.

I could go on with other like comments but will con­
tent myself with two general observations:
• firstly, if the authors o f reports like this review choose 

to make assertions in extreme and damaging terms they 
should supply the evidence and identify their sources;

• secondly, it should be recognised that critical com­
ments made in a public forum may give rise to actions 
for defamation and injury to reputations. Recent court 
decisions have established that book reviews o f an ex­
treme nature may land the reviewer in court as defend­
ant in a claim for damages.

Curiously, these damaging assertions follow the find­
ing that ‘through careful planning and management and
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^  the commitment o f A C T  Library Service staff, the A C T  can claim to have one 
of the best public library systems in Australia’. However, the report proceeded 
to say that ‘even the best services are capable of improvement and we have 
been able to identify a number o f areas where we believe A C T  Library Service 
has the opportunity to provide an even better service’.

M any o f the suggestions which follow were formulated many years ago. Is 
it likely that the authors o f the review were unaware o f the Flowers Review or 
the 1986  and 1991 Plans? In fact, an extra mobile library, Sunday afternoon 
opening, a territorial library incorporating a local historical and heritage library 
and the vacation o f the Kingston building, have all been on the A C T  Library 
Service agenda for a long time. These were devised to benefit the public. But 
the proposal to ‘cease video, CD , music score and record collections’ is likely 
to be strongly opposed. Modern public libraries all over the world see these 
items as ‘library materials’ a term which is no longer restricted to books and 
printed documents.

Some recommendations are obscure— for instance:
• ‘A C T  LS should build on its operational systems achievements to date and 

now shift its focus to user systems’, and
• ‘a focused staff development program for A C T  LS should be developed 

using specialised resources from elsewhere in the A C T  Governm ent Serv­
ice’.

Are these simply managerialist gobbledegook? If not, the review should 
have said what they really mean and how they should be implemented.

O f serious concern is the recommendation that ‘staffing in central services 
should be reduced by 4  positions’. No reason is advanced for this in the 
review. Is this a product o f Treasury anxiety to reduce costs? or was it motivat­
ed by some other unseen and undefined influence, or simply to show that the 
review would result in some financial economies?

There are some useful proposals, such as the creation o f regional advisory 
committees and the combination o f disability and other services. A  good deal 
o f the statistical data provides comparisons which may silence some o f the 
criticism o f the A C T  Library Service as highly expensive and ineffective. But 
these and other commendable features are impaired by the general tone of the 
findings and comments. Consequently, I have little doubt that if the review is 
given full effect it will disturb the management and morale o f the A C T  Libr­
ary Service and result in the Service becoming mediocre if not sub-standard.

I have written twice to the Minister for Urban Services, stating that the 
members o f the Advisory Committee were opposed to the fragmentation o f  
services which the review proposed, expressing the need for the Government 
to appoint a properly qualified Chief Librarian in place o f the present unquali­
fied acting director, and pointing out that the review had already damaged 
staff morale.

The review is important for this Association as well, for it may be the 
harbinger o f steps to replace qualified librarians by ‘management experts’ who 
are quite unfamiliar with the complex issues o f conducting a library Service, 
issues which managerialists tend to denigrate as pedestrian.

The review should certainly be published immediately as widely as possible 
for public and professional comment. W hoever initiated the review should 
give an undertaking that the recommendations will not be implemented but 
will be reconsidered in the light o f  public and professional reactions. W ithout 
such a procedure— an essential element o f ‘open government’— the review 
will not gain professional or community acceptance and the expected im­
provements in the Service are unlikely to be achieved.

(The Hon. M r Ju stice Rae E lse-M itchell CMG, DLitt, FRAHS, FRALPA—  
a n d  m any honorary distin ctions— is perhaps best known in recen t years f o r  his 
som etim es con troversia l Chairmanship o f  th e C om m onw ea lth  Grants Comm is­
sion, 1974-1989. To pick  only a tiny sam ple o f  his o th er a ch ievem en ts in  a long, 
f u l l  a n d  still very a ctiv e  life, h e has been a fu d g e  o f  th e Suprem e Court o f  NSW, a 
QC, lectu rer in  Australian C onstitu tional Law a t Sydney University, D eputy 
Chancellor o f  M acquarie University, P resident o f  th e State Library o f  NSW, Chair­
m an o f  th e A CT Library S ervice sin ce 1975, a m em b er o f  th e C ouncil o f th e NLA 
1974-84. H e re ce iv ed  the R edm ond Barry A ward in 1986.)

“ I  lo v e  i t  b e c a u s e  i t  is so 
f le x ib le .  A n d  i t  is f a s t e r  th a n  

a n y th in g  e lse  /  h a v e  s e e n .”
Gabi BrieChief Librarian, Kempsey Shire Library

I N S I G H T
IN FORM ATICS

The New Standard In Library Systems 
(07) 356 3631

W h o  U n d e r s t a n d s  

L ib r a r ie s ?

W ith over 8 year's experience 
placing library people there 
are not m any problems w e  
haven't tackled sometime, 
somewhere.

A t L ibrary Locums you  w ill 
talk to people

❖  w h o  exclusively handle  
library vacancies

❖  w h o  a re  e x p e rts  in  
m a tc h in g  p e o p le  to  
lib rary  jobs

❖  w h o  h ave  the w id est  
know ledge of the library  
job m arket

O u r ex p erien ce  s o lv in g  
l ib ra ry  s ta f f  p ro b le m s  
m eans w e w ill find the best 
solution for you.
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Svd n ey  Tel. (02) 699 1855
Fax. (02) 698 4534

Brisbane Tel. (07) 350 3351
\ C a n b erra  Free Call 008 244 337

WHO CARES ABOUT SERVICE?

A u s tra lia
Your Link with the World of Serials

Ph: (07) 371 7500 Free call: 008 111 134 
or free from NZ 0800 44 6133 

and tree from PNG 05 08 61 055 
Fax: (07) 371 5206
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