
F
r

o
n

t
 L

i
n

o

4 inCite N ovem ber 1995

Jan  G a e b le r
ALIA president

O n 24 O ctober 1986 the 
front cover of inCite (in 
those days it was a news­

letter) carried an article by Roy 
Stall (WA) that had the blazing 
headline Subject —  the bleeding 
obvious.

The article discussed financial 
restraints, job redundancies, and 
the conundrum  that professional 
librarians somehow were not seen 
to be useful to business in the in­
formation gathering process. Local 
business people, time and again 
when surveyed, were found to rely 
on personal contact, overseas vis­
its, and trade magazines, rather 
than any form o f planned infor­
mation gathering with on-line da­
tabase resources.

Stall wrote, ‘I’m starting to 
think that our profession needs to 
be much more aggressive and 
much more professional in its pro­
motion of what it has to offer, and 
to direct part of that promotion to 
showing how profits will benefit 
by introducing sophisticated infor­
mation services.’

Well, it’s now nine years down 
the track and Stall’s article is so 
relevant, it could have been writ­
ten yesterday!

I had kept a photocopy of the 
article because it was issued the 
week we had officially opened the 
library I had established for the 
then State Bank of South Australia 
and its message proved to be a bea­
con for the library. We went on to 
win a multitude of survival battles, 
both in times of normal economic 
restraint and during the recent 
dire financial straits when the 
Bank resorted to a government 
bailout and ultimate privitisation.

So it is perhaps ironic that this 
article has now come to surface as 
I was cleaning out filing cabinets, 
having negotiated a redundancy
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from my employer. And perhaps, 
even more ironic that I found 
great comfort in Stall’s article.

I had won my battles, over and 
over again. Each time the library 
was in a position o f greater 
strength. But then the bank was 
sold. The new owners moved in, 
my existing executive support sys­
tem was decimated with a ‘new 
broom ’ and I discovered I was a 
little like that hamster on the 
treadmill who paddles round and 
round thinking he is getting so far 
then realising he is right back 
where he started.

And this is where I found com­
fort in Stall’s article, because its 
main message is that we cannot 
change opinion alone. I had done 
a wonderful job convincing my or­
ganisation of the usefulness oi its 
library, but while 1 was doing that 
who was out there convincing the 
potential buyer?

I could have stayed on and I 
have no doubt that I would have 
sold the new owners on the useful­
ness of their library, but it had two 
fine staff members besides myselt 
and I felt it was time for them to 
take the Irontline.

And I’d like to put my ener­
gies into figuring out the success 
factor for impressing people with 
the worthiness of our profession.

A good starting point is the re­
port Navigating the economy of 
knowledge prepared for the Librar­
ies W orking Group by the Insti­
tute for C ultural Policy Studies, 
Griffith University. This is the 
first-ever comprehensive and m- 
depth study we have of users and 
non-users of state and public librar­
ies throughout the country. I urge 
all o f you to read it and make use 
of this wonderful asset we have for 
acknowledging our strengths and 
identifying and addressing our

weaknesses. Much of the informa­
tion is applicable across all library 
sectors. For example, the report 
finds that there is no quibble with 
the ‘goodness’ of libraries which 
are on the whole seen with high 
regard. However, these same re­
spondents fail to see the ‘useful­
ness’ o f libraries, as they can get 
what they need by other means.

W e have to start selling the 
usefulness of libraries and surely 
the key to this usefulness is our li­
brary profession. I was concerned 
by a statement by Sydney morning 
herald columnist Padraic 
M cGuinness recently with his 
viewpoint ‘libraries could as easily 
be set up by voluntary associa­
tions’. He seems to think libraries 
are perhaps one step up from a 
bookstore or ncwsagency and on 
par with the local video library. 
Here is a good example of some­
one who has a public forum and 
needs a much better understand­
ing of librarianship as a profession.

Librarians are experts in the in­
formation industry, trained to ana­
lyse information needs and then 
meet those needs by calling on 
their knowledge of the inform a­
tion itself.

I was pleased to attend the 
New Zealand Library and Infor­
mation Association’s conference in 
Masterton, New Zealand, in Sep­
tember because it had some very 
pertinent speakers to the subject of 
librarians seizing the opportunities 
that were before them.

A very impressive speaker from 
Berkeley, California, Professor 
Bob Berring, said librarians in the 
USA were losing out to econo­
mists and business managers. 
W hen asked to name a librarian, 
the public will name Katherine 
H epburn in an old movie with 
Spencer Tracy. Professor Berring
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was not optomistic for the profes­
sion in his country, but he was 
adamant that Australian and New 
Zealand librarians still had a 
chance to seize the opportunities 
that their USA counterparts had 
let slip by.

Then we heard Charles Landry 
from the UK, whom some would 
know from the last ALIA public li­
braries conference, talk about en­
vironments. W e had to have 
libraries that said ‘yes’ when you 
entered them. And importantly, 
we had to work in an environment 
where it was okay to fail —  be­
cause that enabled us to take risks 
ind these risks were necessary if we 
were to grow and progress. The se­
cret, however, was to encourage 
com petent’ failures rather than 
incom petent’ failures.

Carolyne Cohn, from Swets, 
*ave a well researched paper on the 
changes that global electronic ac­

cess will mean to various serial 
processes in terms of access, acqui­
sition and publishing. Carolyne 
and 1 were the only Australian del­
egates to the conference outside of 
some key trade representation 
from Blackwells, Baker and 
Taylor, DA, James Bennett and 
Bill Mason.

I hope to encourage more Aus­
tralians to attend this conference 
in the future as it is an excellent 
opportunity to form strategic part­
nerships with our New Zealand 
colleagues. I found it a trem en­
dously ‘friendly’ conference with a 
high calibre of speakers and 
thought-provoking topics.

And it seems we all have the 
same lament! W hile having a pre­
dinner drink with a New Zealand 
delegate, she lamented that our 
profession did not receive its right­
ful esteem. ‘O h well, she said, so­
ciety does not place a high value

on waiters and waitresses and in 
the final analysis, are we any dif­
ferent?... they deliver a plate of 
food and we deliver information.’

1 th ink it’s time we listen to 
Bob Berring and answer Roy 
Stall’s nine-year-old plea and get 
our collective act together and 
start planning and implementing a 
strategy that ensures our profes­
sion is not left behind.

W e’ve got to take Charles 
Landry’s advice and be prepared to 
risk failure, because that’s w hat’s 
been stopping us thus far, I think.

I’ll go first. I’m prepared to de­
clare that a library is only as good 
as the librarians that are running 
it. They organise, they archive, 
they retrieve, they use, they syn­
thesise, they educate, they know.

Librarians are experts in the in­
formation industry. Before others 
will believe it, you have to believe 
in yourself! ■

A  IBl/l iiform Global
w ith  F u ll  T e x t

YES!! 
and YES!! 
and again YES!!

■ The 'original' ABI database??
■ Using SilverPlatter interfaces??
■ ERL compliant??

In terested  in a 30-day  trial  of 
SilverPlatter s ABI/Inform Full Text, 
free-of-charge? Then fill out the 
form below, and return it to us.

N a m e : .................
O rg a n is a t io n : .. 
E -m ail address:
P h o n e : .................
F a x :.......... ........... .

To participate in a trial o f SilverPlatter's A B I/  
Inform  Full Text, or to get m ore inform ation, 
return your form to, or contact A LD IS  as b e­
low  -

5th Level, 181 Fitzroy Street 
St Kilda, Victoria, 3182.

E-mail: aldis@aldis.com.au 
Phone: 03 268 7687 

Fax: 03 268 7689
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