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International 

relatioiw are an 

increasingly 

important part of 

the function of 

many libraries 

and librarians....

Our valued international contribution
H ave  you ever thought that if you 

could just b lock out the w orld , eve ry ­
thing w o u ld  be perfect? W h ile  it 

m ight be effective for a time, u ltim ate ly w e  
all benefit from the in teractions w e  have 
w ith  others.

I recently w atched  the m ovie As g o o d  as 
i t  g e ts  and w as struck by the extent to w h ich  
the character p layed  by Ja ck  N icho lson  re­
m inded me of m any libraries and librarians. 
H ere  w as som eone w h o  w as ta len ted  and 
w ith  so much to contribute to others. Yet, his 
obsession w ith  h im self m ade him reclus ive 
and obnoxious.

W an tin g  to be a lone is not restricted to 
people. During the course of history, m any 
nations have sought to prevent the con tam i­
nation of their cultures by outside influences. 
In tim e, they d iscovered  that iso lation w as 
claustrophobic, stifled innovation  and w eak ­
ened w hat they w an ted  to protect.

To a large extent, A ustra lia  sought to 
o ve rco m e its p hys ica l iso lation  by a ready 
adoption of the exotic. This led to a cultural 
c ringe  w h ich  decreed  that anyth ing  w orth  
seeing, doing or having  w o u ld  not be found 
loca lly . O n ly  travel w o u ld  g ive the experi­
ences and know ledge necessary to be 'c u l ­
tured ' and o n ly  im ported  goods and ideas 
w ere  of value. For decades, local innovation, 
like hand-knitted sweaters, w as so o u tre  that 
it w as spurned and derided.

In 1986, I w en t to the U n ited  States for 
the first time. A cco rd in g  to lib rary literature, 
Am erican  libraries w e re  at the cutting edge 
of inform ation  inn o va tio n . I d isco ve red  
m uch of interest but also found that A ustra l­
ian lib raries w e re  ahead  of the ir A m erican  
counterparts in som e areas. Yet, there w as 
little aw areness of this innovation  in e ither 
country.

In the in terven ing  years, things have  
changed . A ustra lian  lib rarians have been 
m aking their m ark in te rn a tio n a lly  and our 
lib raries are often leaders in areas such as 
the adaptation  of in fo rm ation  techn o lo g y . 
Regrettably, there is still a re ticence to p ro ­
c la im  this success.

Internationally, there is a g row ing regard 
for A ustra lian  lib raries as centres of ex ce l­
lence and innovation. To a large degree, this 
reputation has been developed  by those w ho  
have  fo regone hom e com forts to travel 
abroad or w h o  have con tribu ted  to lib rary  
literature. It has been due also to a re lative ly 
small group of peop le w h o  have contributed 
o ve r m any years to o rgan isa tions like 
C O N S A L  in South-East Asia, the A m erican  
Society  of In form ation S c ien ce  and to IFLA .

Estab lish ing an international reputation 
and profile takes time, effort and ded ication . 
Som e organ isations have a reputation  for 
cronyism  w h ile  in others the com p lica tions 
of national politics m ake it d ifficu lt for out­
siders. O n ce  these barriers are breached, the 
Australian  contribution is frequently  not just 
recognised but va lued  and sought after.

A C L iS  has m ade a m ajor contribution  to 
the ou tcom e of international agreem ents on 
copyrigh t and intellectual property. Various 
university librarians, through C A U L , are a c ­
tive  in the cam paign  to effect changes in 
scho larly  com m un ication . Parliam entary  li­
b rarians have con tribu ted  to the estab lish ­
ment and developm ent of legislative libraries 
th roughout the P a c if ic . In A sia  and e lse ­
w h ere , lib ra ry  educato rs and conservato rs  
have  d eve lop ed  links w h ic h  are m u tua lly  
benefic ia l.

International relations are an increasingly 
important part of the function of m any librar­
ies and lib rarians. A ll ia n ce s  w ith  co u n te r­
parts overseas are regarded as a strategic 
m eans of ex tend ing  access to inform ation  
and for benchm ark ing  activities.

A L IA  has a significant role to p lay in fos­
tering international relations between librar­
ies and librarians. The Association has deve l­
oped and m aintained  extensive links w ith  
other lib rary associations. There has been a 
long-established link w ith  the N ew  Zealand  
Library and Information Association and w ith 
other library associations in the Pacific region.

In recent years, the Association has taken 
a m ore active interest in the IFLA . This inter­
est has been fostered by W arren  Horton w ho  
recognised the benefit w h ich  invo lvem ent in 
IF LA  cou ld  bring to Austra lian  libraries. At 
the 1999 IFLA  con ference in Bangkok, A L IA  
w ill be part o f a group w h ic h  w ill  host a 
workshop for library associations in deve lop ­
ing countries.

As John Donne w ou ld  have said if he had 
been a librarian as w e ll as a poet —  'no  li­
b rary is an island, en tire  o f itself; eve ry  li­
b rary association  is a p iece  of the w orld , a 
part of the m a in '. W h i le  it is im portan t to 
p rovide the best possible services to our us­
ers, the ach ievem ent of that aim  is often d e ­
pendent on the extent to w h ich  w e  can d raw  
on the resources of others.

Austra lian  lib raries have d eve lop ed  ex ­
ce llen t regional and national networks. W e  
now  need to deve lop  our international re la­
tions in order to benefit from developm ents 
e lsew here  and to m ake our contribu tion  to 
the deve lopm ent of library services through­
out the w orld . ■
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