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Feedback to your 
Board of Directors
Do you have an idea, compliment or 
concern about your Association? Con­
tact any director below on personal is­
sues and ideas will be reviewed at each 
meeting of the Board.

E-mail to feedback@alia.org.au will 
be automatically forwarded to all Board 
members.

Alan Bundy [president] phone 
08 8302 6260, fax 08 8302 6362,
alan.bundy@alia.org.au

Joyce Kirk [vice-president] phone
02 9514 1926, fax 02 9514 2711
joyce.kirk@alia.org.au

Angela Bridgland, phone 03 8344 5368, 
fax 03 9347 7243,
angela.bridgland@alia.org.au

Kevin Dudeney, phone 02 9636 5007,
kevin.dudeney@alia.org.au

Moyra McAllister, phone 03 9679 3423, 
fax 03 9679 3111,
moyra.mcallister@alia.org.au

Chris Seaman, phone 03 6233 7350, fax
03 6231 0927,
chris.seaman@alia.org.au

Naida Tattersall, phone 07 5581 6879, 
fax 07 5581 6150,
naida.tattersall@alia.org.au

L ate August is the time of year when library 
and information associations and institu­
tions gather in the international forum of 

the IFLA conference — this year in Boston. An­
other international forum of increasing signifi­
cance and interest to the library and information 
sector is the World Trade Organisation, with the 
internationalisation of information through inter­
national trade treaties. As Steven Shrybman said 
in his paper at IFLA 2000 '...information, artis­
tic works and other forms of cultural expression 
will now be treated as commodities'.

Regional or multilateral trade or free trade 
agreements are a further area of interest. After 
some domestic opposition the Australian Gov­
ernment withdrew its support for the OECD pro­
posed Multilateral Investment Agreement (MIA), 
an agreement to allow international business in­
vestment rights to override local legislation. 
Brian Toohey writes in his article Free trade with 
strings attached (AFR 7-8 July 2001:24) that as 
part of his visit to meet with US President Bush 
in early September the Prime Minister hopes to 
announce agreement to negotiate a NAFTA- 
style free trade agreement between the United 
States and Australia. A NAFTA-style agreement 

would similarly provide for a for­
eign investor to be treated no differ­
ently from a local company, and 
allow individual investors to initiate 
a dispute which would be heard by 
an agreement tribunal rather than 
through local courts.

What concerns many library 
and information associations about 
these international trade based 
agreements is that their objectives 
to meet trade liberalisation can at 
times be at the expense of public 
policy. Publicly funded libraries 
and information services serve a 
public policy agenda that corrects 
the failure of free-markets to meet 
broader community goals such as 
universal access to information and 
literacy.

The World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) was established in the mid- 
1990s and assumed many of the 
conventions and agreements under 
the General Agreement on Trade 
and Tariffs (GATTS) and the World 
Intellectual Property Organisation 
(WIPO). What changed with WTO 
is that it introduces an effective en­
forceable regime. Two agreements 
of importance to our sector are 
Trade Related Intellectual Property 
Rights (TRIPS) an international re­
gime for the protection of intellec­
tual property rights, and General 
Agreement on Trade and Services 
(GATS).

IFLA, the Canadian Library Association and 
the American Library Association received NGO 
status to attend the WTO Third Ministerial Con­
ference in Seattle in 1999. This was also the first 
venue for large-scale demonstrations against 
globalisation. The NGO participation was kept 
removed from the main agenda and issues relat­
ing to our sector were not considered to be en­
compassed by the negotiations. The next inter­
national round of World Trade Organisation 
talks is in Qatar in November 2001 and apart 
from following progress of negotiations it will 
also be interesting to see how anti-globalisation 
demonstrations — themselves largely mobilised 
through public policy-supported free access to 
electronic information — are managed.

ALIA has had discussions with senior Trade 
representatives from the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT) involved in WTO 
policy. Our concerns are that the Australian 
government not commit to any clauses or trea­
ties that explicitly or implicitly diminish Austral­
ian citizen's rights to access information through 
a publicly funded library and information serv­
ice; and that this safety net should then not pre­
clude any such service entering into competitive 
local or export markets for commercially based 
services. DFAT advises that 'there is no pressure 
on Australia to make commitments in the librar­
ies, archives, museums and other cultural serv­
ices' category in the current GATS negotiations, 
and no WTO member has tabled any negotia­
tion proposal in this sector to date.

Australia has declined to list library services 
in its schedule of commitments. However, sev­
eral other countries have done so including Ja­
pan and the USA. The fact that two of the 
world's most influential economic powers have 
listed library services suggests that other nations 
are likely to be pressed to follow suit. Trade 
agreements should ensure that publicly funded 
libraries are protected and included in any pos­
sible separate treaty that allows special consid­
eration for cultural goods and services in inter­
national trade.

The Association has also written to Mark 
Vaile, Minister for Trade regarding the impor­
tance of recognising the depth of the cultural 
sector in the work of the WTO Advisory Group 
— the current representative is from the film in­
dustry. ALIA has provided a briefing to this rep­
resentative and will continue to do so.

ALIA is monitoring developments in intel­
lectual property (IP) rights and copyright through 
the work of its Copyright and Intellectual Prop­
erty Advisory Group and the IFLA Copyright and 
other Legal Matters committee. The ongoing 
testing of legislation to cover copyright and IP, 
particularly in the digital environment, in vari­
ous countries and within regional agreements 
indicates that there is much to be resolved, not 
least of which is prevailing jurisdictional rights.*
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