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S e c u r i t y  a n d  L i b r a r i e s ?
Knife or iron bar wielding gentlem en: this is the 

first thing that com es to my mind. Not a  com m on  
happening in libraries? No, but it h ap p en ed  in the 
Alice Springs Public Library, making m e very aw are  
that staff need  safety and  security training. It w as 
during holiday activities that noises in the foyer 
alerted m e to problems. A very large m an w as 
waving both a  butcher's knife and  a  m ach ete  at 
a w om an covered  in blood on the floor. A staff
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m em ber had rushed to help her -  to my horror, as 
it w as during the peak of the AIDS epidem ic.

Som eone behind m e whispered, "I’ll ring the 
police." I shut the door behind me, aw are  other 
staff mem bers w ere making sure no one followed 
me. I kept on talking to the m an while trying to 
get the staff m em ber to m ove out of range of his 
w eapons. I m anag ed  to get him to b ack  out of 
the library just as am b u lan ce  officers arrived, who  
took over talking to him until the police arrived. All 
this hap p en ed  within minutes, but felt like hours.

We tend to think of library security as looking 
after our stock and making sure no one m akes off 
with part of the collections, computers, or other 
items. But security is also caring for both ourselves 
and our customers/clients. Thus a  high priority 
in security should be  o ccupatio nal health and  
safety training and making library premises safe for 
everyone: teaching staff correct ways of handling 
resources and equipm ent, encouraging users to 
observe safety procedures, while w e  ensure that 
nothing gives anyone grounds to sue us!

It also raises the need  to ad eq u ate ly  staff our 
libraries. Some libraries have  late hours with only 
one staff m em ber on duty. This m ay be a  good  
w a y  of keeping costs down, but leaves people  
open to danger. I worked in a  two storey university 
cam pus library -  evening shift had one person on 
duty from 5:30pm until 8:30pm. After closing w e  
would lock the doors and then ch e ck  no one had  
rem ained in the building. O ne evening, checking  
upstairs I d iscovered som eone hiding in the stacks 
-  h e ’d left the library earlier and  returned without

being seen. The next d ay  he w as picked up at 
another cam pus library and  found to be mentally 
ill. This fright led us to acquire  a  mobile phone so w e  
could call cam pus security if in need.

Security m eans being safety conscious in our 
relationships with library users, as well as in how  
w e operate our services. Security is not just about 
keeping the burglar out, but ensuring people in the 
library are in a  safe and  secure environment.
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