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Alan Samagalski, B izline librarian, State Library of South Australia

O
v e r th e  past ten  years, fro m  

M e lb o u rn e  to  Paris and  fro m  
N e w  Y o rk  to  S in gapo re , th e re  

has been  a w a v e  o f  l ib ra ry  e x p a n s io n  

and  r e b u ild in g .  S in g a p o re  is c u r re n t ly  

p u tt in g  $ 5 0  m il l io n  in to  th e  re d e v e lo p 

m en t o f its n a tio n a l lib ra ry . Several years 

ago th e  N e w  Y o rk  P u b lic  L ib ra ry  System 

—  w h ic h  runs on  an a n n u a l b u d g e t o f  

U S $200  m il l io n  —  op e ne d  a sc ience, in 

d u s try  and  b u s iness  lib ra ry ,  w h ic h  re 
ce ives m ore  than  750  0 0 0  vis its  pe r year.

In V ic to r ia ,  th e  K e n n e tt g o v e rn m e n t 

is sp e n d in g  $ 1 6 0  m il l io n  on  the  re d e ve l

o p m e n t o f  th e  State L ib ra ry  o f  V ic to r ia  

w h ic h  w i l l  tra n s fo rm  it in to  o n e  o f  the  

w o r ld 's  g rea t lib ra rie s .

H o w e v e r,  o n e  fa c to r  w h ic h  is in 

c re a s in g ly  c o m m o n  to  a lm o s t a ll l ib ra r 

ies, w h e th e r th e y  are loca ted  in A u s tra lia  

o r overseas, is th a t th e y  m ust ju s tify  th e ir  

e x is te n c e . R e le v a n c y  is h ig h  o n  th e  

agenda and  the re  is pressure to  see som e 
sort o f  e c o n o m ic  re tu rn  fo r a ll the  in ve s t

m e n t. L ib ra r ie s  m u s t p ro v id e  se rv ice s  

w h ic h  e n h a n c e  th e  e c o n o m ic  w e l l- b e 

ing  o f  the  state.

O n e  such se rv ice  is B iz lin e , the  b u s i
ness in fo rm a tio n  se rv ice  o f  th e  State L i

b ra ry  o f  South  A u s tra lia , w h ic h  a im s to  
p ro v id e  d ire c t,  p ra c t ic a l in fo rm a tio n  to  

business.

B iz l in e  does  n o t a c t as a bus iness  

c o n s u lta n t.  W e  d o  n o t a d v ise  p e o p le  

a b o u t th e  best shares to  b u y  o r  the  best 

in ve s tm e n ts , b u t ra th e r, w e  p ro v id e  the  

in fo rm a tio n  p e o p le  need to  m ake  those 

sort o f  d e c is io n s  fo r  them se lves .

M o s t o f  th e  in fo rm a tio n  B iz l in e  p ro 

v id e s  co m e s  fro m  c o m m e rc ia l o n lin e  

databases (such as M E D LIN E ), c o m p ile d , 

m a in ta in e d  and u p d a ted  by p riva te  c o m 

p a n ie s , u n iv e rs it ie s  o r  l ib ra r ie s . U s in g  

these  d a tabases , B iz l in e  has s u p p lie d  

th o usa n d s  o f c lie n ts  w ith  in fo rm a tio n  on 

e ve ry  c o n c e iv a b le  business to p ic .

Perhaps the  best w a y  to  e xp la in  w h a t 

B iz lin e  does is by  e xa m p le . For instance, 

w e  w e re  asked w h a t is th e  sta te  o f  th e  

te le c o m m u n ic a tio n s  system  in V ie tn a m . 
T o  f in d  o u t w e  accessed  a n u m b e r  o f 

o n lin e  databases c o n ta in in g  th e  fu ll- te x t  

o f business repo rts  o n  th e  in te rn a tio n a l 

te le c o m m u n ic a tio n s  in d u s try .

F rom  th e m  w e  w e re  ab le  to  p ro v id e  
an o v e rv ie w  o f g o v e rn m e n t re g u la tio n s  

and  p o l ic y  c o n c e rn in g  V ie tn a m 's  b u r 

g e o n in g  te le c o m m u n ic a t io n s  in d u s try , 

jo in t  ve n tu re s  w ith  fo re ig n  f irm s  and the  

m ilita ry 's  use o f  th e  te le c o m m u n ic a tio n s  

n e tw o rk  fo r  c o m m e rc ia l pu rposes .

In a w id e r  co n te x t, B iz lin e 's  jo b  is to  

n a v ig a te  a pa th  th ro u g h  th e  o ce a n  o f in 

fo rm a t io n  w h ic h  o fte n  seem s e n d less , 

c h a o tic  and  even b e w ild e r in g . In th is  so- 

c a lle d  'In fo rm a t io n  age ' w e  are d e lu g e d  

w ith  fac ts , fig u re s , sounds and  im ages.

L ib ra r ie s  are  th e  f irs t p o r t o f  c a ll in 
th is  p rocess  because  w h e th e r  th e  in fo r 

m a tio n  co m e s  to  us in  p r in te d  o r  e le c 

t ro n ic  fo rm , w e  have  to  have  som e  w a y  
o f  c o n tro ll in g  it, f i l te r in g  o u t th e  rubb ish , 

a n d  s to r in g  th e  u se fu l in fo rm a t io n  fo r  

c u rre n t and  fu tu re  re fe re n ce .

W ith  th e  a d v e n t o f  th e  In te rn e t and 

access to  huge  q u a n t it ie s  o f  e le c tro n ic  
in fo rm a t io n , the  n a tu ra l q u e s tio n  is: d o  

w e  need lib ra rie s?

First, w e  w i l l  a lw a y s  need lib ra ria n s  
beca use  w e  w i l l  a lw a y s  need  so m e o n e  

to  g a the r, store and  o rg an ise  in fo rm a tio n  

in such  a w a y  th a t it can  be re tr ie ve d  on 

d e m a n d . A n d  s e c o n d ly , w e  w i l l  c o n 

t in u e  to  need lib ra r ie s  in th e  tra d it io n a l 

sense —  th a t is, a b u ild in g  —  because  

b o o k s  a n d  o th e r  p r in te d  re so u rce s  are 

n o t g o in g  to  d isa p p ea r.

L ib ra rie s  w i l l  a lso c o n tin u e  to  be im 

p o rta n t c u ltu ra l cen tres  th a t have  an im 

p a c t o n  a c ity  o r  c o u n try 's  b ro a d  e c o 

n o m ic  p e rsp e c tive .

It is a fa c t th a t th e  m o s t su cce ss fu l 

c it ie s , th e  m os t v ib ra n t e c o n o m ie s , the  

m o s t d y n a m ic  c u ltu re s , h a ve  w e ll-  

fu n d e d  p u b lic  in s t itu t io n s  such  as u n i

ve rs itie s , m useum s, a rt g a lle rie s , sports  

fa c i l i t ie s  a n d  lib ra r ie s .  S uch  c it ie s  are 

o p e n  to  ideas fro m  th e  o u ts id e  w o r ld .  

T h e y  a re  p la ce s  w h e re  p e o p le  fro m  a ll 

o v e r  th e  w o r ld  g a the r.

L ib ra ries , and  lib ra ry  serv ices such as 

B iz lin e , a llo w  us to  m ake  e ffe c tive  use o f 

th e  so rt o f  in fo rm a t io n  resou rces  a v a il

a b le  to  us w o r ld w id e .  N o  c i ty  w h ic h  

h o p es  to  be p a rt o f  a g lo b a l e c o n o m y  

can a ffo rd  to  im p e d e  the  fre e - f lo w  o f in 

fo rm a t io n  on  w h ic h  h ig h ly -d e v e lo p e d  

e c o n o m ie s  n o w  re ly , w h e th e r  th a t in fo r 

m a t io n  co m e s  in  p r in t  o r  e le c t ro n ic  

fo rm . N o r  can w e  a ffo rd  to  n e g le c t the  l i 

b ra ry  system  w h ic h  b rin g s  o rd e r  to  th e  
c h a o tic  o cean  o f  in fo rm a tio n  w h ic h  su r

ro u n d s  us and  a llo w s  re le v a n t in fo rm a 
t io n  to  be lo ca te d  on  d e m a n d . ■
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