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There war 
considerable debate 
about the cost of 
implementing 
A L IA net... eery 
much ‘blue sky ’ 
stuff back then. Not 
only ‘blue sky but 
‘green field’, too...
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T he firs t A u s t ra lia n  A s s o c ia t io n  w e b s ite  

and  in ternet p resence  began just o ve r ten 

years ago. It w as an au d ac io u s m ove , and 

on e  w h ic h  co m b in e d  the ta lents o f a num b er 

o f p e o p le . B a c k  th en , the best b ro w se r a v a il­

ab le  had  a g rap h ica l user in te rface  (in  contrast 

to u su a l p ra c t ic e ) and  the co n c e p t o f putting  

im ag es to g e th e r w ith  text and  v ie w in g  them  

both at the  sam e tim e w as  q u ite  an in n o vatio n . 

E -m a il, on  the o ther hand , w as  not so m u ch  of 

a n o ve lty  b a ck  th en , and  little  has ch ang ed  in 

the e n su in g  p e rio d .

W ith  the  fu ll support of the A L IA  G e n e ra l 

C o u n c il , w e  forged ahead  and d eve lo p ed  se rv­

ic e s  th a t w h ic h  w o u ld  e v o lv e  to b e c o m e  v i­

tal to th e  fu n c t io n in g  o f the  A s s o c ia t io n . The 

w e b s ite  g re w  from  th irty  pages to the present- 

day 4 0  0 0 0 + , and our e-lists —  w h ic h  began in 

S e p tem b er 1 9 9 6  —  have  g row n from  a h an d ­

ful to the  m ore  than  10 0  that w e  e n jo y  today. 

E -m a il tra ff ic  is s t ill the  life b lo o d  o f c o m m u ­

n ic a t io n  in the  d ig ita l w o r ld , an d  m o re  than 

2 5 0  m e m b e rs a re  cu rre n tly  m ak in g  use o f an 

A L IA n e t a cco u n t and  in ternet-based  se rv ice s  to 

m an age  th e ir e -m a il and  personal w e b s ite s .

G e tt in g  to th is  p o in t w a s  not e asy . T h e re  

w a s  c o n s id e ra b le  d e b a te  ab o u t th e  co s t o f 

im p le m e n tin g  A L IA n e t  (see K e rry  Sm ith 's a rt i­

c le ) , an d  the need  fo r a sou nd  b u s in e ss  p lan  

—  v e ry  m u ch  'b lu e  sk y ' s tu ff b a c k  th e n . Not 

o n ly  'b lu e  sk y ', but 'green f ie ld ', too —  m uch  

o f w h a t w e  w an ted  to do and create  co u ld  on ly  

be d e ve lo p e d  or b u ilt by a h and fu l o f experts 

(w h e re a s  th e  IT  se c to r is fu ll o f e xp e rts  n o w ) 

and  w ith  no fo rm u la  or rou tine  to d ic ta te  how  

th in g s sh o u ld  be d o n e . Lo rtu n a te ly , the  team  

headed  in the right d irection  from  the start, and 

the system  that has d eve lop ed  has a ve ry  strong 

fo u n d a tio n , w ith  e q u ip m e n t w e ll-m a tc h e d  for 

the jo b . But it w asn 't just the h ard w are  and  soft­

w a re  that m ade A L IA n e t w h a t it is, but a lso  the 

'w e tw a re '. W ith o u t doubt, the co n trib u tio n  of 

A L IA  m em bers has m ade the A L IA n e t a bustling  

h ive  o f a c tiv ity , and  a fan ta stic  su c c e ss . To a ll 

those w h o  have co n trib u ted  through the years : 

a ve ry  b ig  'th an k  y o u ', fro m  the te c h n ic a l e x ­

perts to the co n ten t co n trib u to rs , from  the t ire ­

less lis to w n e rs  to the c o u n c illo rs  and  d irecto rs  

w h o  g ave th e ir fu ll support, the strong  sense  of 

c o m m u n ity  and  the rea lisa tio n  that it is indeed  

a g ro up  effo rt has streng thened  a ll a sp e cts  of 

A L IA n e t's  o p e ra tio n .

H o w e v e r, the speed at w h ic h  the A s s o c ia ­

tion  has e m b race d  the e le c tro n ic  w o rld  is not 

w ith o u t its d o w n s id e . Th e  e xp o n e n tia l g row th 

in d ig ita l p u b lish in g  has been d ire c t ly  a ttribu t­

ab le  to the g radual d e c lin e  in p r in t p u b lish in g . 

W h ils t  the secto r is w e ll a w a re  o f the  need to 

p re se rv e  a re c o rd  o f a c t iv it y  an d  to a rc h iv e

im p o rtan t d o cu m e n ts , th e re  is no d o ub t that 

fu n d s  that w o u ld  have  o th e rw is e  been  sp en t 

on p ap e r and  book p ro d u ctio n  have been  d i­

verted  to d ig ita l rep rod uction . N on eth e less , the 

im p le m e n ta tio n  of p o lic ie s  w h ic h  d icta te  open 

standards w il l  en su re  that w h a te ve r m ate ria l is 

kept on A L IA n e t  is p re se rve d  fo r a lo ng  tim e  

to co m e  —  h o p e fu lly  as long as a p rin t-based  

p u b lic a t io n , o r longer.

But w h a t ch ang es w e  see in w e b s ite s  and  

p u b lis h in g  p a le s  in to  in s ig n if ic a n c e  w ith  the  

c h a n g e s  m ad e  in c o m m u n ic a t io n s  b e tw e e n  

m em bers o f the A sso c ia tio n  and  the sector, and 

the w id e r  w o r ld . E-m ail has b eco m e p ra c t ica lly  

u b iq u ito u s and  is often the ch o sen  m ed iu m  for 

c o m m u n ic a t io n , m ore so than te le p h o n e , m a il 

o r even  face-to -face  co n tac t. T h e  ease  at w h ic h  

a m em b er can  co m m u n ic a te  w ith  like -m in d e d  

in d iv id u a ls  is n o w  taken  fo r g ran ted , ye t w e  

a ll k n o w  that it w a s  the  lib ra ry  se c to r w h ic h  

steered  m u ch  of the in frastru ctu re  that w e  see 

today . C o m p u te r p ro fe ss io n a ls  d e ve lo p e d  the 

te ch n o lo g y , yet in fo rm atio n  p ro fe ss io n a ls  l ib ­

erated  the m e d iu m . T h a n k fu lly , the lib ra ry  and  

in fo rm atio n  secto r has m a in ta in e d  a firm  grip  

on th e  d ire c t io n  o f the  in te rn e t, and  has b e ­

co m e  the 'm o ra l g u a rd ia n ', e n su rin g  that tools 

and  se rv ic e s  a re  not o n ly  u se fu l, but that they 

su p p o rt e x is t in g  s tan d a rd s  w h ils t  e n h a n c in g  

p r iv a c y , e n su r in g  d ig ita l righ ts , an d  a l lo w in g  

freedo m  o f a c c e ss .

C o n se q u e n tly , there  is m u ch  fo r the secto r 

to  th in k  ab o u t, to g rap p le  w ith , and  to m a n ­

age , o ve r the n ext ten ye a rs . A t the b eg in n in g  

o f the in te rn et, it w as  'fro n tie r- lan d ', w ith  fe w  

ru les and little  d isc ip lin e . N ow , in its pubescent 

state, the u b iq u ity  of it a ll has rea lised  'se rv ice s ' 

su ch  as G o o g le  and  Y ah o o , has c re a te d  se lf- 

p u b lis h in g  o p p o rtu n it ie s  to the  p o in t o f o ve r­

k il l , and  has op ened  up a Pandora 's B o x  o f d if­

f ic u lt  issues fo r the general p u b lic  to fa ce  and  

d ea l w ith . Yet, in am ongst a ll o f th is , the lib ra ry  

se c to r has not lost its w ay , or its v a lu e . It is not 

d iff icu lt  to sense an in fo rm ation  revo lu tio n  tak ­

ing p la c e  in th e  n ext ten y e a rs , w h e re b y  the 

lib ra ry  and  in fo rm atio n  secto r reg a ins co n tro l 

o v e r  the  m o rass o f in fo rm a tio n , and  c h a m p i­

ons the c a u se  o f k n o w le d g e -se e k in g . A  s im p le  

il lu s tra t io n  from  the re ce n t A L IA  In fo rm a tio n  

O n lin e  C o n fe re n ce  springs to m in d : d iscu ssio ns 

o ve r con tent m anagem ent system s dem onstrate 

ve ry  c le a r ly  that such  th ings are in the ir in fancy, 

and  that as the  lib ra ry  and  in fo rm atio n  secto r 

is d ra w n  in to  the d e ve lo p m e n t o f su ch  to o ls , 

'co n te n t m an ag em en t' w il l  a c tu a lly  w o rk , and 

to o ls  w il l  be created  w h ic h  w il l  a llo w  co n te n t 

to be m an ag e d . W e  have  co m e  a long w a y  in 

ten years , but there  is s till a long w ay  to go! ■
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