Feeling rur

Thelma Rungkat, RILSIG president

F rom time to time the Rural and
Isolated Libraries Special Interest
Group (RILSIG) is called upon to

reconsider its role within ALIA and as a

group catering for 'special interests'.

What do we mean by ‘rural' and
how ‘isolated' are we? Is it necessary to
be ‘rural' to be ‘isolated'? Are there
some members who are ‘rural' but not
'isolated'? Are there common features
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of rurality and isolation that makes it
sensible to cater for them in one inter-
est group? And what can RILSIG do to
make the work and professional life of
its members more interesting and valu-
able?

The Macquarie dictionary defines
'rural’ as related to ‘country’. But what
is 'country'? While the term 'rural' re-
lates in most people's minds both to re-
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i. To work towards the improvement of library and information services in rural and

isolated situations;

ii. To provide a supportive communication network for ALIA members in rural and/

or isolated locations;

jii. To be an advocate for rural and isolated library and information workers and us-

ers with the profession and with governments and institutions at all levels.
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moteness from service centres and
population size the definition varies ac-
cording to context.

On the basis of ALIA-RILSIG's 1995
membership lists 67 per cent members
fall into non-metropolitan areas. Ex-
actly half of these (34) are rural but not
remote; 29 per cent are not in rural set-
tings, but in large metropolitan cities;
and 4 per cent are off-shore. The term
‘off-shore’ in these figures applies to
overseas members only. 'Isolation’ is a
little easier to define in library terms
than rurality. It can include remoteness
indicated by distance from any small or
large population centre and from other
residences, or separation by physio-
graphic features, such as sea, moun-
tains or desert or climatic conditions.
Political, religious or ideological barri-
ers can also cause isolation, as can sub-
ject uniqueness or security require-
ments or format of library holdings or
type of user served.

Some of the particular problems
facing members and their libraries at
the moment are:
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* inadequate equipment and software
to operate networks successfully;

e telecommunications difficulties, es-
pecially with landlines, in rural and
remote areas leading to disruption of
service;

« a lack of follow-up service for equip-
ment and software and intermittent
or no maintenance of networked
lines of communication in rural and
remote areas;

« apart from those in universities, rural
or isolated librarians have little op-
portunity to hone their information-
searching skills using new networks
nor have they been able to develop
programs to assist users to make ef-
fective searches, even where appro-
priate equipment is available —
because finance is too limited to al-
low extended use of the equipment;

professionals in rural or isolated li-
braries with small staff cadres find it
difficult to get leave of absence to
attend conferences or training ses-
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sions on Internet and other networks
because they are often the library's
only qualified person;

* teleconferencing, although a means
of aural meeting and sharing of ideas,
is severely limited by high charges
and, for practical reasons, by restric-
tion on the numbers of people who
can participate concurrently.

RILSIG seeks to gather data from
members on some of these and other
issues which will support action to
overcome their problems. This means
that members need to be clear on their
own needs and have specific evidence
of their own problems in this area. It is
no good lobbying without the facts. We
need direct interaction between RILSIG
members and those marketing Internet
and other network connections about
how networks can best serve rural and
isolated libraries. We need concrete
evidence from governments about
w'hen non-metropolitan telecommuni-
cations will be brought up to a standard
equivalent to that of large metropolitan
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CD-ROMs now available using

communication systems. We need defi-
nite confirmation that finance will be
available to carry out the necessary
work and to provide rural and remote
libraries with cheaper telecommunica-
tion links and good quality equipment.
Pressure needs to be exerted to ensure
that isolated libraries, wherever they
are located, will be able to make use of
large information networks.

Strategic planning and concerted
action can best be initiated in a face-to-
face forum tailored to the needs of ru-
ral and isolated libraries and librarians.
Major conferences on automation are
generally dominated by the latest in vir-
tual library options for university and
large research libraries and have little
to offer the small rural or isolated li-
brary. That is why RILSIG is planning
Forum 96 to take place immediately
after the biennial conference from
11-13 October this year.

We hope our members and others
can afford time to come to this forum
and help improve their services. -
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...to announce that Stev/e Ridley
[formally of KilnersJ and his
dedicated team have joined our
third-generation family-owned
company.

e Relocation of library books
and files in our specially
designed library trolleys

e Dismantling and rebuilding of
all library shelving

CONTACT
Steve Ridley - Chris Whitfield
Ph (02)316 6500
Fax (02) 316 5268

Whitfield’s Waratah

2 Victoria Street, Botany NSW 2019
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