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do for y o u r  Association?

John Shipp

ALIA president

ALIA can only be 
truly effective if  
me inhere 
participate. W ith 
the convergence o f 
A C  L IS  a net ALIA,
there will be an 
opportunity to re
appraise the future 
of the vector...

W
hat does A L IA  do for m e? Sad ly, 
this has been a too-frequent ques
tion posed to me during the last 

tw e lve  months. Even more regrettably, it has 
com e from m em bers as w e ll as non-m em 
bers.

At first I w as dum bfounded by the ques
tion. I have a lw ays  considered m y m em ber
ship as a com m itm ent to the profession —  
part duty, part obligation but m ostly support 
for the aims and ob jectives of the A sso c ia 
tion. M y  on ly grum ble has been that the sub
scription no tice  arrives at Christm as tim e!

As vice-president, I had an opportunity to 
see the inner workings of the organisation. A  
great deal of the vita lity  of A L IA  com es from 
those m em bers w h o  give so free ly  o f the ir 
o w n  tim e to partic ip a te  in specia l interest 
groups, d iv is ions, branches, A L IA  Board  of 
Education , A L IA  G enera l C oun c il and other 
activities. This w ork  is supported by the staff 
of the A L IA  national office w h o  are equa lly  
ded icated  to the Association .

A L IA  provides a w id e  range o f services 
w h ich  have been developed  o ve r the years 
in response to m em ber needs. They  are re
v iew ed  regularly as part of the Association 's 
strategic plan. The d ifficu lty for the A ssoc ia 
tion is that the m em bership is so d iverse in 
terms of geography, interests and com p os i
tion. Provid ing services w h ich  are relevant to 
peop le  in rem ote , one-person lib raries  as 
w e ll as to those w ork ing  in large m etropo li
tan libraries is com plex.

The A sso c ia tio n 's  role is co m p lica ted  
also by a m em bersh ip  w h ich  inc ludes ind i
v idua ls as w e ll as institutions. In m any of its 
activ ities , A L IA  must tread a fin e  line  be
tw een  the som etim es com peting interests of 
its constituents. This is particu larly  the case 
for activ ities invo lv ing  lobbying, personnel 
and industrial services and som e aspects of 
the A L IA  Board  of Education.

W ith  the chan g e  in industrial re lations 
tow ard  w o rkp lace  or enterprise agreements, 
some m embers expect A L IA  to act as a trade 
un ion  to p rotect the ir w o rk ing  cond itions . 
W h ile  A L IA  can , and does, p rovide ad v ice  
and assistance to members, it can not act as 
a trade union. Even if it w ere  possible, there 
w o u ld  be potential con flict w h ere  in d iv id u 
als and their em ploying institutions are m em 
bers of the Association . N evertheless, A L IA  
devotes a considerab le  am ount of resources

to the p rovis ion  of se rv ices w h ic h  assist 
m em bers w h o  are not cove red  ad eq u ate ly  
by a trade union or w h o  need independent 
advice .

An  im portant, and often u nd e rva lu ed , 
service undertaken by the Association  is lob 
bying  governm ent e s p ec ia lly  at the federal 
leve l. A lthough m any m em bers m ay not see 
a d irect re lationship  betw een  visits to a par
liam entarian  and their needs, it is one of the 
most im portant activ ities of A L IA . The lo ca 
tion of the national o ffice  in C anb e rra  is a 
strategic benefit w h ich  enab les A L IA  to par
tic ipate in both the form al and inform al net
w orks affecting governm ent po licy .

The A sso c ia tio n  m ain ta ins a w a tch in g  
brief to identify issues w h ich  affect libraries 
and information services. It then reacts in the 
most appropriate m anner, inc lud ing  w ritten 
subm issions, lobbying  key ind iv idu a ls  and 
issuing public statements. These activities are 
a im ed at prom oting the lib rary and inform a
tion sector in general but produce iong-term 
advantages for all m em bers. A L IA  benefits 
enorm ously  from the personal contacts, ex 
perience and po litical acum en of the execu 
tive d irector, V irg in ia  W a lsh .

N o  matter how  d iligen tly  A L IA  w orks to 
ensure that serv ices m eet m em ber needs, 
som eone a lw ays  seems to be affronted. O f 
ten, the problem  is a perceived  lack of infor
m ation. Yet, A L IA  w orks ex trem ely  hard to 
ensure that inform ation about its activities is 
d issem inated . in C i te  is one of the best and 
most inform ative society m agazines in A us
tralia but not all m em bers read it. L ikew ise , 
the A L IA  w e b  site is a m ine of inform ation  
about the A sso c ia tio n  and lib ra riansh ip . 
State and Territory b ranches, d iv is ions and 
specia l interest groups all do  the ir best to 
p rovide inform ation to members.

A L IA  strives to meet the needs of m em 
bers, but it can  o n ly  be tru ly  e ffec tive  if 
mem bers partic ipate. W ith  the con ve rg ence  
of A C L IS  and A L IA , there w ill be an oppo r
tunity to re-appraise the future of the lib rary 
and inform ation sector in A ustra lia  in terms 
of pub lic  representation, the needs of ind i
v iduals and the future of institutions. It w ill 
also be a great opportun ity for ind ividuals to 
becom e invo lved  in shaping the future.

As J F Kennedy w o u ld  have said —  'ask 
not w hat your Association can do for you but 
w hat you can do for your Association '. m
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