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E a c h  m o n th , O P IN IO N  fe a tu re s  c o n trib u tio n s  fro m  in v ite d  g u e s t w riters.
The op in ions  ex p re s s e d  in this c o lu m n  d o  n o t n ecessarily  re fle c t th o s e  o f th e  
A u s tra lia n  L ib ra ry  a n d  In fo rm a tio n  A ss o c ia tio n .

C o lle c tiv e  a m n e sia  -  a re  w e  co m p lic it  
in the c lo su re  of sp e c ia l libraries?

The editorial C o lle c t iv e  a m n e sia : reversing  
the g lo b a l e p id e m ic  o f a d d ic tio n  library closures  
recently a p p e a re d  in the alcohol and  other drug 
(AOD) sector's most prominent international 
journal, A d d ic tio n . It highlighted the down-sizing 
and closing of more than twenty-five AO D libraries 
in the United States.

O n e  the authors of 
this p iece, US-based 
Andrea Mitchell,
Executive Director of 
SALIS (Substance Abuse  
Librarians and Information 
Specialists) reiterates the 
argument presented 
in C o llective  a m nesia  -  that libraries are closing 
and, by extension, librarians are being discarded. 
Materials are being thrown out and possibly lost and  
to stop this erosion w e need collaboration am ong  
the field's professionals and funders, strategies to be  
developed to preserve w hat has been built, and  
calls for digitisation and creation of digital archives to 
preserve materials in digital format and m ake them  
more widely and freely available. Essentially, think 
about the value of a  library and the services which 
LIS professionals produce to satisfy their information 
needs. Is it really that simple to throw aw ay  a  library 
and the gate-keepers with their keys?

O ne of the intrinsic questions asked w hen facing  
decisions about w hat needs to be cut or down
sized, is, w hat is its value? How do you m easure the 
value of an information service and the information 
itself? If a  collection has been built over a  number 
of years, addressing the needs of a  particular 
research au d ien ce  and beyond, catalogued, 
arranged, filed, etc., such that when som eone is 
searching for a  particular p iece  of information, it 
is a cce sse d  in an efficient manner, with possible 
new  information ad d ed  or some other kernel found 
serendipitously in the search, w hat is that worth?

Likewise Christine Goodair (Co-ordinator of 
National & International Programmes at the 
International Centre for Drug Policy St George's, 
University of London and President of SALIS) has 
found that within the substance misuse sector, 
despite the dem and for evidence  based resources, 
the loss and down-sizing of d ed icated  library and  
docum entation centres in substance misuse in the 
UK and Europe is a  matter for concern  because  
there is nothing to rep lace  them -  not even virtual 
collections. This erosion of resources is detrimental 
to the sector as m any are left to seek information 
from the internet which is time consuming and  
questionable in terms of the veracity and quality of 
resources found.

The situation in Australia mirrors the experience of 
Andrea and Christine. ADLIS (Australian Alcohol and  
Drug Librarians and Information Specialists) which 
w as originally established in 1978, b ack  in 1993 had  
a membership of about 25 libraries (including three 
organisations from New Zealand). In November of 
this year ADLIS will m eet again after 19 years, but 
now there are only 13 m em ber organisations, m any  
of which have been downsized.

Special library closures occur across disciplines 
not just specialist health 
areas like AOD. Some 
are closing, receiving 
a  massively reduced  
budget or the library is 
being relegated to a  
basem ent (or cupboard) 
to die a  slow death.

Australian LIS professionals are aw are  of this issue 
and the need to take action. However I suggest that 
m any of us lack professional passion and a c c e p t  
library closures as just an inevitable sign of the 
times. It m ay be  that our own apathy is aiding and  
abetting library closures. I ca n 't help but w onder if 
other professional groups would quietly stand by and  
w atch not just their livelihood, but the integrity of their 
discipline disappear?

I believe the key to survival for us is twofold.
It's important to have a  real aw areness and  
appreciation of our parent organisation and be 
expert in our specialist information. We must be  
prepared to diversify and find new  opportunities 
within the workplace, b eco m e invaluable, integrate, 
and infiltrate within the organisation. M aybe fulfil 
more than one role to safeguard your primary task. 
Library m anagers need clear strategic goals to know  
when to fight and when to compromise, when to 
grab an opportunity and when to dodge a  poisoned 
chalice . It's a  long gam e involving the adoption 
of broad strategic approaches and looking at the 
bigger picture rather than distinct library specific 
tasks. Time, effort, and enthusiasm are required to 
deploy strategies that might save special collections, 
your library, and ultimately your job.

But beyond this, librarians need to speak out, 
ad vo cate  within our own organisations and out in 
the real world for quality information, libraries, and  
LIS professionals. Becom e involved and strengthen 
your professional networks and be the library's voice  
in other outside networks. Infiltrate and promote at 
all opportunities: special libraries are worth the effort 
not just to LIS professionals or researchers but to 
everyone. Find your vo ice and m ake it heard.
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