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While

acknowledging the 
need to protect 
vulnerable membero 
ofjociety and to 
preserve law and 
order, I  have an 
enduring concern 
about allowing 
government,! to 
control acceoo to 
knowledge...

I n June I represented A L IA  at the A m erican  
L ib rary  A ssoc ia tion  co n fe ren ce  in W a s h 
ington, D C . There is nothing quite like an 

A LA  sum m er con ference. If you are looking 
for an intim ate gathering , seek e lsew h e re . 
These conferences are for those hardy souls 
w h o  like c row ds, queues and co n tro lled  
confusion.

N o w h e re  is this m ore ev id en t than the 
co n fe ren ce  exh ib ition . A n y  thoughts o f a 
qu ick  w a lk  around evaporate  at the sight of 
hundred 's  of booths d isp lay in g  a d iverse  
range of products and services. It w as like an 
enorm ous pou ltry  sh ow  w ith  fam ilia r  
backyard  breeds as w e ll as exotics ranging 
from the p icturesque to the outlandish. Each 
exhib itor enclosed in an allotted area w h ich  
ranged from the palatial to closet-sized cells.

Som e exhibits attracted lots of attention 
w ith  their flashy decor, g ive-aways and new  
products. O thers w ere  less w e ll patronised 
due to their location  or the arcane nature of 
the ir offerings. W h a t  does the W este rn  
C reationist U n io n  publish?

A L IA  had its ow n  booth courtesy of the 
Australian G overnm ent and w e  attracted our 
fair share of the interested, w eird  and curious 
as w e ll as the professional freebie seekers. It 
w as a wonderfu l opportun ity to prom ote the 
Association , Austra lian  publish ing and A us 
tralia as w e ll as a great w a y  to m eet people.

T he  co n fe ren ce  is used to launch  n ew  
products and there w e re  p len ty  on offer, 
m any of them  internet-related. W a n d e r in g  
through the exhibit hall, I w as rem inded just 
how  the internet has changed the w ay  librar
ies operate and how  m arve llous it is.

Preparatory to attending the con ference,
I w as able to use the internet to identify the 
sessions I w anted  to attend. This saved me a 
great deal o f tim e and enab led  strategic 
breakfast, lunch and d inner m eetings to be 
arranged w e ll in ad van ce . H ote ls w e re  
booked  through internet-based serv ices at 
ten per cent less than m y travel agent cou ld  
offer. I also managed to get a seat at a B road 
w a y  show  w h ich  w o u ld  have been sold out 
by the tim e I reached  the U n ited  States of 
Am erica. A ll this ach ieved  at 3 am N ew  York 
time.

W h ile  there is som e risk in buying serv
ices over the internet, the same can be said 
of any form of m arketing. The old adage —  
let the buyer bew are  —  holds true. Just b e 
cause a hotel has an attractive webpage is no

guarantee  of a cco m m o d a tio n  quality . I re
duced  m y risk by ch eck in g  the hotels on 
other travel sites and by looking at printed 
guides. This p roved  to be e ffec tive  for the 
hotels in San Francisco  and N e w  York. I'm  
still w o n d e rin g  abou t the houseboat I 'v e  
booked for the IFLA  con fe rence  in Am ster
dam  later this year.

The q ua lity  of internet sites is provid ing 
a rich ground for m oral, ph ilosoph ica l and 
p o lit ic a l debate . M o re  than the prin ting 
press, rad io  or te lev is ion , the internet p ro 
vides a m eans of co m m u n ica tio n  w h ich  is 
virtua lly  ungovernable. Its very nature makes 
content regulation difficult, if not impossible.

The relative cheapness of the technology 
perm its w idespread  access and the d is lo ca 
tion o f tim e and geog raphy p rov ides 
oppo rtun ities  not a v a ila b le  w ith  o ther 
com m un ication  m edia . It is both a means of 
co m m u n ica t io n  and an A la d d in 's  C ave  of 
know ledge.

Like the genii of fo lk lore, there is scope 
for both m a levo len t as w e ll as benevo len t 
uses. The future p rob ab ly  relies m ore w ith  
self-regulation than leg is lation . W h ile  a c 
know ledg ing  the need to protect vu lnerab le  
m em bers of society and to preserve law  and 
order, I have an enduring concern  about a l
lo w in g  governm ents to con tro l access to 
know led ge . Even d e m o c ra t ic a lly  e lected  
governm ents som etim es forget that they are 
elected  by the people, for the people.

In general, w e  should be encouraging the 
creators of w ebsites to self-rate their sites 
accord ing  to content and to use m echanism s 
w h ich  lim it the possib ility  o f inappropriate 
access. M an y  sites contain ing sensitive infor
m ation utilise M etadata  tags w h ich  prevent 
access from  sites using pop u la r screen ing  
software such as Net N anny . O thers require 
a password issued by a com m erc ia l agency 
w h ich  verifies that the person seeking access 
is an adult. This is not in fa llib le  of course as 
passw ords can  be transferred , w itting ly  or 
o therw ise, to others.

There  is an onus also on the part of all 
m em bers of soc ie ty , p a rticu la r ly  parents. 
This responsib ility includes the provision of 
e th ica l and m oral standards against w h ich  
appropriate use of know ledge  includ ing that 
accessed  v ia  the in ternet can  be m ade. 
W h e n  all else fails, there m ay be just reason 
for e lim inating  particu lar sites but this form 
of censorship  should be used care fu lly  and 
infrequently. ■
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