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Amassing the Genizah

The earliest occurrences in
Hebrew literature of the root

gnz, from which the word genizah
is derived, are in late sections of the
Hebrew Bible, where it refers to the 

storage of valuable items. The root,
of Persian origin, is attested not
only in Hebrew and Aramaic but
also more widely in Semitics, with
the meanings of hide, cover and
bury. In the rabbinic literature of
the first few Christian centuries, it
carries similar senses and is used to
describe special treasures stored
away by God, such as the Torah and
the souls of the righteous. In Jewish
religious law, which proscribes the
obliteration of the name of God on
the basis of its interpretation of
Exodus 20:7 and Deuteronomy
12:4, genizah describes the removal
from circulation of some item that
is or has at some stage been regard-
ed as sacred, whether legitimately
or illicitly, and is now ruled inap-
propriate for ritual use. Such items
may include controversial religious
texts, materials once used in wor-
ship, capricious transcriptions of
the four-letter Hebrew name of God
(tetragrammaton), or artifacts about
whose sacred status there is unre-
solvable doubt. As Jewish law
developed and synagogal ritual
became more institutionalized, it

became customary for communities
to set aside a bet genizah, or simply
genizah, into which could be con-
signed Hebrew Bible texts that were
damaged or worn, as well as other
Hebraica, including works regarded
as heretical, that contained biblical
verses or references to God. There
they would await the natural
process of disintegration. 

In antiquity and in the early
medieval period, it is likely that
genizot, or what would in today's
world constitute precious archival
collections, were amassed in many
areas of Jewish settlement. It
appears that some communities
made matters secure by burying the
unwanted texts in the ground, while
others removed them to caves or
tombs, sometimes storing them first
in suitable vessels. It is even possi-
ble that the Qumran (Dead Sea)
Scrolls represent just such a
genizah. Sadly, however, the sur-
vival rate of such genizot has not
proved impressive, the ravages of
time and climate on the one hand
and the vicissitudes of Jewish histo-
ry on the other, either ensuring a
return to dust, or denying later gen-
erations adequate knowledge of
where a search might even com-
mence. Fortunately, however, in the
case of medieval Cairo (=Fustat),
the first stage of consignment into
the synagogue genizah appears not
to have been followed by removal
to a cave or burial place, with the
result that the study of Jewish his-
tory and literature has been greatly
enriched. 

The long survival of the Jewish
community on the same site in Fus-
tat; the dry climate of Egypt; the
central importance of the city to
Muslim and Jewish history for a
number of centuries; and the reluc-
tance of the Jewish communal lead-
ers to take any action in the matter
of its genizah, other than to expand
its contents with all forms of the
written word: all these factors con-
tributed to the survival there of a
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collection of some 210,000 frag-
mentary Jewish texts that is at least
as significant as the Qumran
Scrolls. Generation after generation
appear to have arranged the collec-
tion from homes and institutions in
and around Cairo of texts that were
no longer to be circulated, and
thousands of them were consigned
to the genizah of the Ben Ezra syn-
agogue. 

In a move that was to make its col-
lection unique in terms of world
culture and history, the community
of Fustat chose to preserve much of
the written word that passed
through its hands, regardless of its
religious status. There thus came to
be amassed all manner of
ephemera that had more to do with
the daily activities of ordinary folk
than with the ideology of rabbis
and scholars. In an age that certain-
ly predated the concern for the
preservation of archives, the expla-
nation for their behavior may be
that they saw Hebrew letters, or
even any texts written by or about
Jews, as either intrinsically sacred,
or bearing a degree of holiness
because of the frequent occurrence
there of references to God, the
Hebrew Bible or other religious
subjects. The peak of this archival
activity, if it may anachronistically
be described as such, was reached
between the 10th and 13th cen-
turies, precisely when the commu-
nity reached the zenith of its social,

economic and cultural achieve-
ments.

Some texts from what became
known as the Cairo Genizah were
sold by synagogue officials to deal-
ers and visitors in the second half of
the 19th century. Famous libraries
in St. Petersburg, Paris, London,
Oxford, New York and Philadelphia
acquired major collections but it
was Solomon Schechter who
obtained communal permission to
remove 140,000 items to Cam-
bridge University Library in 1897.
The Genizah texts are written in
various languages, especially
Hebrew, Arabic and Aramaic, main-
ly on vellum and paper, but also on
papyrus and cloth. They represent
the most important discovery of
new material for every aspect of sci-
entific Hebrew and Jewish studies
in the Middle Ages. As a result of
the conservation, decipherment and
description done for over a century,
but particularly in recent years and
at Cambridge, previous ignorance
has been dispelled and theories
drastically modified. Among the
subjects that have benefitted sub-
stantially are the emergence of
Hebrew grammatical systems; the
development of synagogal lec-
tionaries and of translations and
interpretations of the Hebrew Bible;
and the literary history of such sec-
tarian works as the Damascus Doc-
ument and Ben Sira. Major impacts
have also been made on the textual 

and exegetical study of Talmudic,
Midrashic, liturgical and poetic lit-
erature, and on the evolution of
Jewish religious law. Knowledge
and understanding of Karaism, of
Fatimid Egypt and Crusader Pales-
tine, of special Jewish languages
such as Judaeo-Arabic, and of daily
activities in the Mediterranean area
have also expanded greatly.

The Early Hebrew Codex 

It is important to note that it was a
change in how Jewish culture was
transmitted in the early medieval
period that led to these literary
achievements. Although the num-
ber of complete Hebrew codices
that have survived from the ninth
and tenth centuries is still only in
single figures and their content pre-
dominantly biblical, the evidence of
the Genizah leaves little room for
doubt that many of its fragments
originally belonged to codices of
various types of literature. The
Hebrew codex apparently made its
appearance in the eighth century,
perhaps under the influence of
Islam, which had borrowed the
medium from the Christian and
Classical worlds. The contents of
scrolls were copied on to bound vol-
umes (codices), to which later gen-
erations added their own notes.
Such codices began as no more
than a few folded leaves but even-
tually evolved into substantial vol-
umes with many folios. By being
committed to a written form in
these codices, oral traditions
acquired a new degree of authority.
The centralization of the Jewish
community under Islam and the
high degree of literacy made possi-
ble the wide distribution and accep-
tance of such texts.

Where there are sets of volumes,
there is inevitably a need to store
and exchange them. It has indeed
recently been demonstrated that in
the Jewish communities of North
Africa in the ninth and tenth cen-
turies texts were being widely
copied and circulated and that
extensive libraries, covering various
languages, were being amassed and
sold. Such libraries included not
only the classical Jewish sources
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but also the newest commentaries
on the one hand and more general
learning on the other. They were
actively built up by individuals,
sometimes businessmen rather
than specialized scholars, and by
communities, through gifts, appeals
and purchases, and they were made
available for academic use by stu-
dents and for ritual use by congre-
gants. By creating, copying and dis-
seminating the contents of these
libraries, the Maghrebi Jews of
means introduced a wide variety of
literary works to other communi-
ties and thereby exercised a power-
ful influence on the levels of Jewish
cultural achievement. 

The impressive contents of the
Cairo Genizah are in no small
degree due to the arrival there of
many Jewish refugees from Tunisia
and to the transfer of the biblio-
graphical riches of the North
African communities to the Egypt-
ian centre. Book lists are also a
common feature of the Genizah dis-
coveries and demonstrate the exis-
tence of reference literature for edu-
cational activities by the communi-
ty. Bibles, prayer books, talmudic
texts and commentaries, Jewish
legal and theological tracts, as well
as scientific, medical and philo-
sophical works, are among the
items that are regularly listed,
sometimes in the context of a pub-
lic sale. It is remarkable that a bib-
liophile, who was having a book-
case made, prepared a delightful
text in praise of such an item of fur-
niture and its educational impor-
tance, with the apparent intention
of having it engraved on the front.
Equally remarkable is the fact that
when the Egyptian Jewish commu-
nity raised funds in the 12th centu-
ry for the ransom of Jews who had
been captured by Crusaders in the
Holy Land, they also made arrange-
ments to pay the conquerors for the
safe return of Jewish books.

Muslims, Christians 
and Jews

Given the dominant Islamic envi-
ronment in which they lived, it is
not surprising to find that the Ara-
bic language played a major role in

Jewish life and that Jews built and
furnished houses, wore fashionable
jewellery, and pursued general
commercial and cultural interests
much in the same way as their
Muslim neighbors. They even visit-
ed each others homes on the occa-
sion of religious festivals. The inter-
change of religious ideas sometimes
produced parallel developments, as,
for instance, in the matter of the
adoption of mystical ideas similar
to those of the Sufis, while at others
it created an opposite reaction, as,
for example, in the defense of Jew-
ish interpretation of Scripture or
Jewish religious philosophy against
non-Jewish challenges.

As far as their status in Islamic soci-
ety was concerned, Jews and Chris-
tians were dhimmi peoples, that is,
tolerated monotheistic minorities
living under the protection of Islam,
and as long as they agreed not to
give offense to Muslims by any pre-
tence at equality, they could, when
the Muslim rulers tended towards
tolerance, enjoy a reasonably good
lifestyle. The Jews simply paid their
special poll tax, wore their distinc-
tive Jewish clothes, built no syna-
gogues higher than mosques, and
went about their ordinary business.
There were occasionally times
when rulers decided to take a max-
imalist position. A national leader
might object to the existence of all
non-Muslim houses of worship;
local leaders might ban Jewish ritu-
al slaughter, demand more taxes, or
refuse access to water wells. In the
reign of the Fatimid caliph, al-
Hakim (996-1021), the Jews of
Cairo compiled a chronicle
(megillat misrayim) in which they
praised him for saving them from
the mob and from judicial execu-
tion on tax charges but it was that
same ruler who ordered the
destruction of all the synagogues
and churches, and whose troops
engaged in an orgy of murder, rape
and plunder in Cairo and Damas-
cus. Generally, however, a produc-
tive blending of various cultures
was the dominant theme, particu-
larly during the Fatimid period,
from the 10th to the 12th centuries.

It is now clear that Muslims, Chris-
tians and Jews in the East did not

live intellectually ghettoized lives.
They were aware of each other's
texts and traditions, sometimes
recording these in their own lan-
guages and literatures, and at other
times subjecting them to criticism
and even derision. In a religious
debate with Rabbanites and
Karaites conducted at the end of the
10th century, the Fatimid vizier,
Ya`qub ibn Killis, a convert from
Judaism to Islam, cited the content
of the prayer book of Sa`adya ben
Joseph in order to heap ridicule on
the Jewish liturgy. Although there
was the occasional romantic tryst
between a man and woman of dif-
ferent religious allegiance, inter-
marriage was not a phenomenon of
the time. Conversion, however, cer-
tainly was. Just as in Christian
Europe, there were Jews who were
so anxious to climb the social and
political ladder that they felt con-
strained to convert to the dominant
faith. Some of them made life diffi-
cult for their former co-religionists
while others retained a certain sym-
pathy for them, even engaging
them in religious dialogues. But the
movement was not always in one
direction and there are accounts of
Muslim and Christian anger at con-
versions to Judaism. The records of
rabbinical courts make reference to
approaches made by non-Jews
wishing to throw in their religious
lot with the Jews. As was the tal-
mudic custom, they were initially
rebuffed but there were a number,
some of them women, who were
determined enough to repeat their
applications until they were finally
accepted and even married into the
Jewish community. One convert
missed only one thing from his for-
mer life: the Jews could not make
bread like the non-Jews!

Jews in Palestine

The Genizah discoveries have illu-
minated what were once the dark
expanses of Palestinian Jewish his-
tory and revealed how the Jews of
the homeland conducted their per-
sonal, public and intellectual lives
in the centuries immediately before
and after the Crusader invasion that
began in 1099. It turns out that the
Jews were encouraged to resettle

11IFLA JOURNAL 27 (2001) 1

The Cairo Genizah: a Medieval Mediterranean Deposit and Modern ...



Jerusalem after the Arab conquest
of the seventh century and that,
despite the difficult economic con-
ditions and political upheavals
brought about by competing Mus-
lim claims to the territory, commu-
nities grew and flourished. Frag-
ments relate to Ramla as the capital
city and to the havoc wreaked there
by the terrible earthquake of 1033,
to Tyre and Acre as busy sea ports,
to Tiberias as a centre of Torah and
textiles, and to Ashkelon as a par-
ticularly strong fortress. It was per-
haps as a result of the earthquake
that part of the synagogal premises
of the Palestinian Jews in Ramla
was still in a state of ruin in 1039.
To obtain funding for repairs and
maintenance, the leaders leased
part of the property to a private
individual, Sedaqah, son of Yefet, at
an annual rental of half a gold
piece. There were of course even
more miserable times. During the
first half of the 11th century, for
instance, letters refer to the battles
between Bedouin insurgents and
the Fatimid rulers and provide
gruesome details of the robbery,
rape and crippling overtaxation. 

Later, Jews fought alongside Mus-
lims in a desperate effort to defend
the Holy Land against the Christian
attacks and, when they failed, those
unable to flee suffered massacres or
capture. As some eye-witness
accounts relate, major fund-raising
efforts had to be made in other Jew-
ish centres to pay the ransoms
demanded by some Christians for
the release of Jewish prisoners.
Those who did escape made their
way northwards to the cities of the
Lebanese coast or southwards to
Egypt and many documents testify
to their resilience in maintaining
their traditions and their identity
for two or three centuries. Contrary
to what was previously thought,
there was a significant Jewish pres-
ence in Palestine during the Cru-
sader kingdom. Although only a
few Jews lived in and around
Jerusalem, there were active and
sometimes even prosperous com-
munities in the other cities. Follow-
ing the recapture of the Holy City
by Saladin in 1187, Jews rebuilt
their community there and,
although their situation remained

precarious, they were strengthened
by the arrival of immigrants from
western Europe. The deteriorating
situation in England and France in
the late 12th and early 13th centu-
ry, coupled with the spiritual attrac-
tions of settlement in the land of
Israel, encouraged a number of
eminent rabbis and their flocks to
make this ideological emigration,
or `aliyah.

The 20th Century

We may now turn from medieval
Egypt to modern Cambridge. Since
more than 100 years have passed
since Solomon Schechter brought
back his famous hoard of Hebrew
manuscripts, we may now take
stock of the achievements of each
generation of librarians and schol-
ars. The century may be divided
into five fairly self-evident periods.
The first, that of Schechter and his
contemporaries, was undoubtedly
enthusiastic and industrious and
the foundations were laid for much
subsequent research. The University
Librarian was highly cooperative
and much involved in arranging the
conservation and research and a
team of scholars and librarians set
to work on about 30,000 items (the
Old Series) in the Collection. There
was then a steady move away from
institutional interest to individual
research and while Cambridge Uni-
versity Library concentrated on
other work and on surviving the
First World War and the Depression,
the centre of Genizah research
moved elsewhere, in one case tak-
ing some 251 borrowed fragments
temporarily with it! A binder's
assistant was the only one at the
University Library with any signifi-
cant knowledge of the Genizah
material and one of the librarians
even suggested that the remaining
110,000 pieces should have been
burnt years earlier. In the years just
before and just after the Second
World War, the oriental staff situa-
tion improved and this led to more
interest in the Genizah material,
with individual scholars and consol-
idated research projects making the
running and attempts even being
made by some Library staff to keep

an account of the growing number
of publications about the Genizah
manuscripts. These efforts, to a
large extent inspired by the expan-
sion of academic Jewish studies in
the newly established State of
Israel, culminated in the great
expansion of the 1950s inspired by
S. D. Goitein, and the sorting of
over 40,000 fragments in the New
Series. The Faculty of Oriental
Studies and the University Library
formally recommended in 1960
that funds be sought for the
appointment of a mature scholar as
an Under-Librarian who would
arrange for the sorting, identifica-
tion and cataloguing of the Collec-
tion; and would record all pub-
lished work relating to it. He would
also arrange for visiting scholars to
contribute their areas of expertise
to the cataloguing programme; and
would initiate and manage a plan
that would bring credit to the Uni-
versity and to its Library and which
would signal a service to Hebrew
scholarship. Insufficient funding
was forthcoming for the complete
project but it did prove possible in
1965 to appoint the first full-time
librarian with responsibility for the
Cambridge Genizah material who
also dealt with queries and visitors,
and began to catalogue the biblical
fragments. Additional boxes were
appended to the New Series, the
microfilming project made good
progress, material was added to the
Library's record of its published
Genizah items, and the steady
stream of researchers working on
the Collection continued unabated.
Even more importantly, a project
was commenced properly to con-
serve some of the Collection.

The final period, that of the past 27
years, has seen its own special
developments. Since 1973, a fully
comprehensive programme of work
on the Collection has been conduct-
ed in the context of a newly created
Genizah Research Unit. The
remaining 32 crates of unclassified
material were sorted in 1974 and
1975 into the Additional Series
under a variety of subject headings.
With the assistance of external
funding, the microfilming and con-
servation of all 140,000 fragments
was completed in 1981. A busy
team of researchers catalogued
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about 65,000 fragments, and some
50,000 published references to
Cambridge Genizah items were
located and published, with the
help of a special computer pro-
gramme. Cambridge University
Press joined forces with Cambridge

University Library to publish 12
volumes in the newly established
Genizah Series. Young researchers,
visiting scholars, international
cooperative projects and major
exhibitions became features of the
Units work. Over GBP 1.3 million

was raised from outside sources in
support of the Units projects and
information about Genizah
research was conveyed to the wider
public through a regular newsletter,
Genizah Fragments, the media, and
the Internet.
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Introduction

The reorganization of the library in
order to adopt new techniques and
to incorporate the electronic library
is sometimes called re-engineering.
This term expresses the feeling of a 

revolutionary era, changes in atti-
tudes, entrance to new technologi-
cal areas and building a new library
system based on virtual collections.
However, unlike the original defini-
tion of re-engineering, which means
that the new system replaces the
old one, the traditional library is
not abandoned or neglected, but
continues to develop side by side
with the electronic library. The
library continues to purchase and
catalogue books and to provide ser-
vices to readers who personally
visit the library. The combination of
both the traditional and the elec-
tronic services is called today the
hybrid library.

Manpower and the 
Electronic Library 

The new tasks are not equally divid-
ed according to the old scheme and
the additional workload for devel-
oping and maintaining the electron-
ic library does not always fit into

the existing order. Some tasks are
related to traditional library depart-
ments and some are new. In gener-
al, the electronic library is adding
many additional duties to the pre-
sent team.

Licensing electronic journals is
strongly connected to the serials
department, but it is a labor-inten-
sive and time-consuming job. Link-
ing the electronic journals to the
library homepage is a new task that
nobody did before. Readers services
are provided not only personally,
but also by electronic means today.
This includes technical support in
addition to bibliographic services.
New databases and e-journal collec-
tions must be checked constantly by
librarians as to their contents, for-
mat and methods of linking. This is
a wearisome task. It is followed by
preparing written explanations and
messages to readers about new ser-
vices, and giving group instructions
on how to use the electronic library.
In fact, developing and maintaining
the library homepage which
becomes the heart of  bibliographic
work, requires a lot of effort in
planning, writing texts, and techni-
cal work. 

Working in a state of continual
change means dealing constantly
with new missions, new technolo-
gies, new partners to compete with
and constant pressure to proceed
and not to be left behind. Changing
library priorities and strategic plan-
ning is one thing; performing all
duties with the same team becomes
the problem.

Administratively many libraries are
still organized according to the old
system, which is based on tradition-
al departments such as acquisitions,
cataloguing, serials, etc. Employees
feel secure within this administra-
tive framework since many of them
have a tenure status and other priv-
ileges. Duties and hierarchy are
usually well defined in this system. 
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It is difficult to change the old hier-
archy and duties and it is not desir-
able to do so unless it is necessary.
There is a strong justification for
the traditional library organization,
but a flexible and dynamic solution
is needed for the areas that are
affected by constant change. Here,
what is suitable today may not be
appropriate tomorrow. Libraries do
not yet have enough experience to
define and measure all new tasks
related to electronic library duties.
Some new duties may develop into
a new department and some may
vanish after a while when a special
task is completed. Therefore, only a
different approach will enable the
library to cope with the new duties
without dramatically changing the
administrative manpower organiza-
tion of the library. The solution
should not be a part of the old hier-
archy, but it can be an addition to it.
The library can create a parallel
scheme in which librarians should
be treated on an individual basis
rather than according to their place
and duties in the traditional hierar-
chy. Special tasks can be given as
personal assignments to people
with qualifications, ability and
enthusiasm to do more and to take
part in new and advanced develop-
ments. It appears that responsibility
for a mission in the area of the elec-
tronic library is a reward in itself
because of the professional interest,
the esteem of the library's manage-
ment and the personal pride of
achievement. 

The prerequisite to such an
approach is an appropriate organi-
zational surrounding with new val-
ues. The creation of the correct cul-
ture demands investing efforts in
employees' education, learning new
techniques and constant updating.
Most libraries do not get enough
additional manpower, if at all, to
compete with new duties related to
the electronic library. When they
get additional manpower it is
invested first of all in technical
duties that require skilled engi-
neers, etc. Most of the work
required for the transition into the
electronic library areas is done by
the existing library team. The com-
puter or the PC with its basic soft-
ware is an essential tool, and librar-

ians should improve their ability to
use it constantly. The combination
of experienced librarians well
trained in modern technology with
personal responsibility to individual
or team missions is the key to suc-
cess and progress. 

The Technion-Israel Institute of
Technology is a technological uni-
versity and a research institution
located in Haifa, Israel. It has a cen-
tral library and 20 departmental
libraries, operating as one biblio-
graphic unit. The electronic library
is being developed and maintained
by the Central Library for the whole
campus.

At the Central Library senior librar-
ians voluntarily took personal
responsibilities that were not in
their areas of responsibility. The
head of the book cataloguing
department is linking e-journals to
the library homepage; the head of
the book acquisitions department
prepares for licensing e-journals;
the heads of reader services, cata-
loguing and acquisitions serve as
the library homepage editorial
team; the information specialist
classifies e-journals; the reference
librarians take part in various tasks
in the development of the electron-
ic library. Even the secretary is
involved in updating information
related to electronic items.

It was not planned so, but devel-
oped as a result of a continuous
process which began with raising
problems, discussing them with
library senior staff and trying to
find practical solutions with the
present manpower. The discussions
included topics such as problems
related to improving the homepage
and electronic services to the
departmental libraries, cataloguing
e-journals, the linkage between the
library catalogue and the library
homepage, technical problems
related to the library integrated sys-
tem, to local databases and more.
Many issues were solved in a cre-
ative and efficient way; some are
still not solved. Also, some mistakes
were made and corrected as part of
this process. The most important
outcome was the sense of partner-
ship and shared responsibility of

the senior team and the feelings of
shared success and professional
pride.

Librarians at all levels are encour-
aged to participate in courses that
improve their computer capabili-
ties. Such courses are organized for
librarians, sometimes together with
other Technion employees, in coop-
eration with the Technion manpow-
er division. In-house lectures on
special technical subjects are given
from time to time to the librarians
by the technical staff of the Central
Library. 

The Library as a Leader

Libraries' management already
know that they must adjust them-
selves to a situation of constant
change. The pace of development is
influenced strongly by factors out-
side the library: many new databas-
es and new e-journals are offered
frequently in the market, some-
times in more than one interface
and much research  is required
before reaching a decision regard-
ing new products. There are long
periods of preparation for the
implementation of a new version or
a new library integrated system and
then it takes time to absorb it.
Library hardware should be updat-
ed as a result of technology
advancement, new Web-based uni-
versity teaching materials should
be accessed and combined in the
virtual library, and user education
is required on a larger scale and in
various forms. 

Library directors are also under a
lot of pressure to achieve goals
much faster in order to compete
with others in the information
world. Electronic information man-
agement has become prestigious,
and in order to lead in this area the
library should take initiatives and
enter into new projects if they are
related to its services. The Technion
Central Library became a specialist
in networked information, mainly
in giving diverse unified services to
all users of the campus network.

However, today there is much more
knowledge and professional ability

A Technological University Library Experience
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in the libraries to control the faster
pace of development and to direct it
according to their needs. Many
libraries have already proved their
competence in dealing with new
technologies and with the virtual or
electronic library. Libraries can act
today from a standpoint of power
rather than be dictated to by others.
Today, the status of the university
library is higher at the university
and in the eyes of the information
vendors. As a result the library can
much more influence its develop-
ment pace and directions. Of
course, this status is acquired by
investing much continuous work,
thoughts and planning and by mak-
ing mistakes and correcting them. 

Many libraries have reached a posi-
tion of leadership. Leadership
means more chances to proceed
towards future goals as the library
sees it. The library should make all
efforts to keep this position by
using vision as an administrative
tool. This means encouraging new
initiatives and ideas brought up by
the library staff, and trying to create
the future, instead of being led by
others.

These opportunities are available
now as a result of the electronic
library development, and on the
basis of the achievements of univer-
sity libraries until now. Not only
has librarianship changed into a
modern profession on the cutting
edge of technology, but libraries
have used their traditional coopera-
tion to create powerful consortia.
Universities' management cannot
ignore the impact of change
brought by libraries to the academ-
ic community. Libraries are now
experts in networked information,
and as a result they can influence
other related areas. 

At the Technion, it was decided to
change the technological approach
towards videotaped basic courses.
The courses are available now on
video cassettes which can be
watched via stand-alone television
stations in the audiovisual library. It
was decided to move to DVD tech-
nology and link the information to
the campus network using a special
server. The Central Library was

asked by Technion management to
take responsibility for marketing
the audiovisual collection in its new
form. The filmed lectures will be
available on the campus network
via the library homepage.

The Central Library is also using its
influence to convince the appropri-
ate Technion authorities that a uni-
form set of rules is needed when
putting teaching materials on the
Web. The practical experience gath-
ered by watching the pattern of use
at the library computer-cluster
serves as a tool for identifying addi-
tional needs of students other than
traditional bibliographic require-
ments. The electronic library cannot
be separated from a wide range of
other aspects related to teaching.

The library should always be aware
of future developments and be part
of them. By ignoring them the
library may lose new developments
to competitors within the institu-
tion.

Centralization versus
Decentralization

The old debate between centraliza-
tion and decentralization is now
definitely weighted in favor of cen-
tralization. In the age of virtual
information there is no meaning to
the physical location of the infor-
mation, but there are great advan-
tages, financial and bibliographic,
to unifying and incorporating dis-
tributed systems.

Libraries need stronger power to
succeed in their negotiations with
the vendors of electronic informa-
tion. Sometimes the vendors them-
selves prefer to sell e-information to
larger bodies. The rebirth of consor-
tia in its modern frame is a direct
result of this process.

The problem of decentralization is
usually an institutional problem.
While libraries are ready to cooper-
ate on a national or regional level,
they find it much more difficult to
do so on an institutional level.
Cooperation in the electronic area
means much more than interlibrary
loans and coordination of acquisi-

tions. It sometimes means losing
independence. Progress depends
much more on centralization than
on cooperation. However, coopera-
tion is a positive tool to achieve
centralization. In a distributed uni-
versity library system, electronic
databases and e-journals should be
purchased only once and placed on
the university network with access
for all readers. In reality efficiency
is not the only motive; prestige
counts too and departmental librar-
ians would not give it up easily.  A
major issue is who controls the
library homepage and other cen-
tralized computerized bibliographic
systems in a decentralized universi-
ty library system. Voluntary cooper-
ation among libraries on the cam-
pus can solve only part of the con-
flict. An official centralized manage-
ment of the electronic library can
ensure that the financial invest-
ments involved in developing the
electronic library will be used effi-
ciently to the benefit of all universi-
ty users.

At the Technion, for example, there
are 20 departmental libraries. There
is a long tradition of cooperation
among the libraries, and the techni-
cal services (acquisitions, budget
control, cataloguing, classification,
interlibrary loan) are centralized.
Cooperation worked well for a long
period. The Central Library took
leadership in computerizing the tra-
ditional services of all the Technion
libraries. The departmental librari-
ans understood the benefits of the
computerized system, added their
local demands and as a result all
the Technion libraries have one
computerized catalogue and one
readers file. As readers services
were based mainly on the paper
editions, the departmental libraries
enjoyed the prestige of providing an
important service to their readers. 

At the beginning of the 1990s
stand-alone databases on CD-ROM
were introduced in some libraries.
Networking was the next stage. The
Central Library took the initiative
and put the major databases on the
campus network. 

Networked CDs were not the
desired solution for the campus net-
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work. CDs can be accessed by PCs
only via the campus Novell net-
work. There were problems with
other types of computers. In the
mid-1990s when Internet technolo-
gy was made available, the Central
Library decided to use it as the
backbone of its bibliographic ser-
vices. The library homepage was
created and databases were linked
to it using an IP number for identi-
fication with no need for ID or PW.
All Technion computers could reach
the services via the campus net-
work. When e-journals started to
appear, the Central Library did not
allow any private arrangement
between a departmental library and
the vendors. The Central Library
made the licensing arrangements
for the entire Technion and linked
the journals to the central home-
page. Links were made between the
homepage and the central cata-
logue. Attempts were made by
departmental libraries to develop
independent homepages. The Cen-
tral Library encouraged them for
local faculty purposes, but not as
parallel systems. The departmental
libraries' homepages are linked to
the main library homepage which
is a part of the Technion homepage
and represents the complete elec-
tronic library.

In order to prevent decentralization
of the electronic collections, and to
ensure that the electronic library
will serve all campus users, the
Central Library has been officially
appointed to manage the electronic
library. Most e-journals and biblio-
graphic databases are paid from the
Central Library's budget. The Cen-
tral Library represents the Technion
in the Israeli University Libraries
Consortium.

Technical Support in the
Library

The volume and level of computer-
ization in modern university
libraries, together with the library's
responsibility for services via the
campus network, dictates a more
independent approach to the area of
technical support. Relying on out-
side technical assistance or on the

university computer center services
is a partial solution. Although the
situation is different in various
institutions, the trend is towards
more independence of libraries in
maintaining their networked infor-
mation services. In fact university
libraries serve as the technical cen-
tres of the electronic library. 

A university library today has a
large number of workstations. At
the Technion libraries there are 300
workstations and the number is
growing. Most or all staff members
are working with PCs and readers'
services are also based on them.
Advanced libraries have created
computer clusters for readers' use.
Maintaining and upgrading such a
large amount of equipment
demands constant work. In addi-
tion, there are servers and commu-
nication equipment. The servers
located at the library are related to
library information systems or
sometimes to the integrated library
system. At the Technion Central
Library there are five servers for
different purposes related to local
databases, the library homepage
and for backup. The library's com-
puter which is used for the "Aleph"
integrated library system is located
at the computer centre because of
historical reasons. In order to oper-
ate all the systems efficiently, the
library should have its own techni-
cal staff: an engineer or a techni-
cian. The library staff needs an
immediate address when faced with
technical problems, and library
problems are the first priority for
the library engineer.

The communication issue is a most
important one. Library services are
based on the campus network,
which is usually maintained and
developed by the university com-
puter centre. The connection
between the university library and
the university computer centre is
based first of all on network defini-
tions and network activities. At the
Technion the library proxy which is
the gateway to remote databases
and e-journals is maintained by the
computer centre. Continual coordi-
nation is necessary and should be
done by a professional person from
the library side.

In addition to the equipment and
communications mentioned above,
the library maintains a large home-
page, gives technical help to depart-
mental libraries, assists network
users, develops software solutions
for problems not solved in the
library integrated system and more.

In large decentralized library sys-
tems like that at the Technion, a
continual dialogue is needed
between the Central Library techni-
cal staff and faculty engineers in
regard to problems related to the
departmental library equipment.

In the past, the library relied much
more on the computer center ser-
vices and one or two experienced
librarians who served as coordina-
tors. Later when the level of com-
puterization in libraries progressed,
the lack of enough technical knowl-
edge became a barrier for further
development. The Internet opened
new possibilities, staff members
acquired more knowledge and tech-
niques. In order to widen the
library networked services and
invest more funding in it, the level
of technical maintenance must be
assured.

The need for an engineering depart-
ment in the library is a result of the
development of the electronic
library. This need is much more
defined than other new tasks result-
ing from the electronic library.
Once the library hires its own engi-
neer, a wider range of opportunities
are opened for improving electronic
services. Librarians can rely upon a
higher level of technical solutions.
As the development of library com-
puterized services continues there
is a demand to solve more technical
problems. In larger library systems,
one person is not enough and grad-
ually more staff will be hired for
the engineering department.

Future Possible Changes

The changes in library manage-
ment and manpower organization
are highly affected by the develop-
ment of the electronic library. It is
difficult to predict the character and
pace of change of the electronic
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library, but these factors will deter-
mine the future of library organiza-
tion. 

As a result of the present achieve-
ments of the electronic library, the
interlibrary and document delivery
department already requires less
manpower as more material is
available via the network to the
end-user. On the other hand, the
serials department maintains two
parallel systems, the print and the
electronic. When electronic versions

will totally replace the paper edi-
tions, a considerable workload will
be reduced in the serials depart-
ment, but online access to the back
volumes is still a major unsolved
problem. 

The vision of a library with very
few librarians does not seem realis-
tic. The library will still need its
professional staff, but they should
be prepared to move from one field
to the other, or to incorporate addi-
tional duties frequently. Higher

qualifications and constant updat-
ing are essential for efficient work
in the future library. 

Electronic information is not less
expensive than printed information.
On the contrary, larger investments
are needed. Libraries realize the
benefit of cooperation and the num-
ber of consortia is growing. The
electronic library is becoming more
and more a part of the virtual cam-
pus, and is being integrated with
virtual instruction.

Nurit Roitberg
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Introduction - What is Social
Information Science?

Social Information Science is a
new specialization in the frame-

work of information studies and
librarianship. It deals with the study
of applications and development of

all the elements connected to the
retrieval and processing of social
and medical information, including
the study of society's information
needs, the characteristics of data
retrieval sources, data processing
methods, the ethics of providing
information, the development of
institutions such as social and med-
ical information banks, and the cre-
ation of the new professional: the
Social Information Scientist. This
discipline was developed by the
author as a special expertise for MA
students in the Department of Infor-
mation Science in Bar-Ilan Univer-
sity, Israel. The theoretical and sci-
entific basis of the subject was cov-
ered at length in her book: Social
Information Science - Love, Health
and the Information Society - The
Challenge of the 21st Century (Sus-
sex Academic Press, Brighton,
1996). 1)

The basic assumption behind the
need to develop this new field is
that in addition to the technological
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efforts and inventions that charac-
terize the information society, we
also need to develop the humani-
tarian and social aspects of the new
society emerging before us. In a
pioneer article about electronic
publishing (1978), T.H. Nelson
noted: "The paper world we lived in
for so long may and perhaps should
be supplanted by an electronic
counterpart. But in this transforma-
tion, we have a chance to improve
the world - a one time chance." 2)

The basic premise of the new field
is that modern man needs two
types of social information for his
well-being: (1) direct information,
such as: names of institutions, pub-
lic and voluntary aid organizations,
support groups, information on
medical treatments and preventive
medicine, etc.; and (2) supportive
knowledge - meaning the knowl-
edge and information found in lit-
erature, movies and poetry, from
which one can draw comfort, sup-
port, insight, a new way of looking
at problems, and original solutions
found and tried by others. Social
and medical information, when
transmitted in a reliable and empa-
thetic manner along with detailed
explanations, will give modern man
emotional and social stability, and
reduce stress as much as possible.

Just as in the 20th century new aca-
demic disciplines have been estab-
lished (e.g., psychology, criminology,
educational guidance counselling,
business management, computer
sciences and others), now, at the
threshold of the 21st century, it is
important and worthwhile to create
a new profession appropriate to the
spirit of the times and the needs of
society. The 20th century put man's
social needs on the stage of scientif-
ic research. The 21st century should
continue to find solutions for these
needs by using new technology and
new information channels to give
man an anchor that will enable him
to take responsibility for his life, to
be involved in decisions affecting
his life and to choose his best
options. During the last 20 years,
we have witnessed a growing
awareness of this subject through
the rise of new issues and projects
such as: patient education, preven-

tive medicine, the establishment of
medical information centers in hos-
pitals, and the development of
referral services in public libraries,
all of which prove that there is a
need for social and medical infor-
mation.3)

The concept of using information
and literature for the benefit of soci-
ety is not new, as proven in the
fields of bibliotherapy and psy-
choneuroimmunology.4) In addition,
there are a lot of different social,
practical activities that are not suf-
ficiently known to the general pub-
lic.5) What then is the innovation in
the new field of Social Information
Science? First, its interdisciplinary
approach, which combines three
elements: information technology,
literature (in printed and electronic
form) and the public's need for
social and medical information; sec-
ond, its application in library sci-
ence as a unique expertise with the
purpose of educating a new genera-
tion of qualified, responsible Social
Information Scientists. As responsi-
bility and credibility are essential in
such a delicate field such as social
information, creating a formal and
recognized profession will prevent
the penetration of nonprofessionals
into this field.

The Conception of the
Bar-Ilan University 

Programme  

The official purpose of Social Infor-
mation Science is to create institu-
tions called social and medical
information banks, and a new pro-
fessional - the Social Information
Scientist, as the author explains in
detail in her book (1996). The
process of the entry of a new pro-
fession into society involves slow
stages of trial and error. This phe-
nomenon was taken into considera-
tion during the development of the
programme. It was also clear that
transforming the librarian into a
Social Information Scientist will not
be an easy task in light of the
librarian's conservative image and
low library budgets. On the other
hand, it is obvious that public and
school libraries should look for new

challenges in wake of the decline of
reading books and the expansion of
new information technologies. Tak-
ing all these assumptions into con-
sideration, the Bar-Ilan University
programme has three aims: 1) the
training of new librarians (Social
Information Scientists) for hospi-
tals, nursing and rehabilitation
institutions; 2) educating specialists
to develop self-help sections and
social information banks in public
and school libraries, community
centers, and local municipalities;
and 3) the encouragement of talent-
ed students to develop private ini-
tiatives in the field of social infor-
mation. It has been explained from
the start to all those who register
for the programme that this is a
new field and that there is no Social
Information Science profession in
Israel yet.

The Information Science Depart-
ment in Bar-Ilan is the largest
department of its kind in Israel (550
students) and its aim is to promote
new fields in order to help Israeli
society become an advanced infor-
mation society. Social information
is one of its new projects, in addi-
tion to other programmes: Informa-
tion Management, Information Sci-
ence, and Administration of Public
and School Libraries.

Curriculum for Social
Information Science

The programme began in 1993 as
an MA specialization and includes
two options: 
1) Programme with a thesis (27
credits including 2 seminars); and
2) Programme without a thesis (37
credits including 3 seminars). Stu-
dents with BA degrees in librarian-
ship were exempt from taking the
introductory courses (13 credits).
The programme lasts 2-4 years.
Only outstanding students with BA
degrees in the social sciences were
accepted.
The new specialization is based on
an interdisciplinary approach and is
built on four components:

1. Basic courses in information sci-
ence and librarianship (data

20 IFLA JOURNAL 27 (2001) 1

Shifra Baruchson-Arbib



retrieval, cataloguing, classifica-
tion, etc.);

2. Basic courses in psychology:
"Introduction to Psychology" and
an introductory course in group
dynamics;

3. Study of the therapeutic aspects
of all kinds of communication
media: books, poetry, movies,
Internet sites, etc. (bearing in
mind different age groups: chil-
dren, adolescents, adults and
senior citizens); and

4. Studies of the potential applica-

tions of the new specialization in
existing frameworks such as
schools, public libraries, and
libraries in hospitals, nursing
and rehabilitation centres, as
well as in new frameworks such
as management of new social
information banks.

The following is the programme
curriculum. Please note that each
year there are some changes made
according to lessons learned during
the course of the previous year. 

After six years of activity, it is time
to evaluate the success and practi-
cal application of the new field.
From the point of view of the
department, it is a success. During
all these years, from 20-25% of the
students have chosen this special-
ization despite the fact that it has
been made clear to them that this is
a new programme and there is no
guarantee that they will find jobs at
this stage. Most of the students have
chosen the programme without a
thesis since it offers a greater selec-
tion of credits, a fact that allows
them to obtain widespread knowl-
edge in other areas of information
as well and will enable them to find
jobs in the future in various places.

What is the academic profile of the
students? Ninety-nine percent of
them are women between the ages
of 30 and 50. They all have BA
degrees in the social sciences - edu-
cation, psychology, social work;
some of them also have teaching
certificates and a BA degree in
librarianship. From a professional
point of view, most of them are
already working: 30% as librarians
and the rest as educational counsel-
lors and teachers. It was natural for
students with a tendency to aid and
support to choose this specializa-
tion.

In the middle of 1999, a survey was
conducted among the students who
had already completed the pro-
gramme in order to evaluate the
satisfaction from the programme
and its success in the field of
employment. The survey focused on
four central questions: 1) What
motivated the students to register
for this specialization; 2) Did the
studies influence their awareness to
the social aspect of library science
and their attitude towards readers;
3) Are they working in the field or
have they developed at their places
of work special projects such as:
self-help sections in libraries, infor-
mation centers for social services,
preparation of a bibliotherapeutic
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Introductory courses: 13 credits

Name of course Credits*
Introduction to information science 1
Introduction to computers 1
Research methods and statistics 2
Introduction to reference work 1
Cataloguing methods 1
Classification methods 1
Computer services in libraries 1
On-line data retrieval 2
Internet resources 1
Marketing of information services 1
Organizational behaviour 1

Specialization: Social Information Science
Required introductory courses: 4 credits

Introduction to psychology 2
Group dynamics 2

Specialization courses: 8 credits required for thesis programme; 
17 credits for non-thesis programme

Library services for special populations 1
Medical bibliotherapy in health care institutions 1
Literature and movies as means of support and insight 2
Bibliotherapy for senior citizens 1
Bibliotherapy for children 1
Advanced course in bibliotherapy for senior citizens 1
Bibliotherapeutic evaluation of children's literature 1
Data bases in the social sciences 1
Social information in social services 1
Evaluation of reading abilities 1
Basic skills of the Digital Information Scientist 1
Copyright and ethical issues 1
Elective courses on other subjects 4

Required seminars: 2 credits for thesis programme;
3 credits for non-thesis programme

Social Information Science 1
Scientific research in librarianship 1
Information systems in educational institutions 1

* 1 credit = 30 hours of learning = 1 semester.

Evaluation and 
Application - Data 

and Methods



catalogue, preparation of a self-help
literature catalogue or social Inter-
net site?; and 4) Do they have pri-
vate or public plans to apply it in
the future.

The main findings of the survey fol-
low. The survey was sent to 150 stu-
dents and 73% of them responded.
Most of them (52%) answered that
they chose the specialization
because it is a new and interesting
field. Some of them (19%) respond-
ed that their work deals with relat-
ed topics and their purpose is to
develop social information activities
within their libraries. Twenty-nine
percent of them responded that
they intended to learn a new pro-
fession and apply it in Israeli soci-
ety.

Concerning their awareness of the
subject, most of them (75%) said
that the course expanded their
awareness of the social potential of
library science and improved their
attention to readers' requests. Oth-
ers (19%) responded that they had
previous knowledge. The rest did
not respond (6%).

Concerning the central question
dealing with the practical aspect,
we learned that 17 students (15% of
the respondents) are involved with
activities related to the new field.
Here the answers were very varied
and interesting. Four graduates
work as teachers in this field. One,
who was a member of the first
graduating class and is a physician
by profession, is now teaching
courses in medical bibliotherapy,
bibliotherapy for senior citizens and
social information in social services,
in our department at Bar-Ilan. This
student also has a background in
psychology and is also active in
Israel in aid and welfare frame-
works. The second graduate teaches
bibliotherapy for children in the
department; she is a librarian by
profession with an MA degree in
education. She also specialized in
bibliotherapy within other frame-
works as well, and now also teach-
es courses to kindergarten teachers
on the subject. The third is a librar-
ian by profession who teaches an
introductory bibliotherapy course,
as a special extension course for

librarians. The fourth, who holds a
senior position in Israel in the field
of library science, incorporates the
subject of social information into
her lectures. Two other respondents
developed self-help sections for
youths within the framework of
school libraries. One of these pro-
jects, that took place in the town of
Or Yehuda, was studied carefully
and it clearly showed that this spe-
cial self-help section contributed to
an increase in the amount of read-
ing and heightened interest in
books dealing with teenage family
problems, drugs, violence, sex, and
others.6) Two students are jointly
building an Internet site on the sub-
ject of "breast cancer" for an Israeli
association for prevention of breast
cancer; they received funding for
the project from the Ministry of
Education. Another respondent,
also a leading figure in the field of
librarianship, prepared a "literature
catalogue" classified according to
bibliotherapeutic angles for the
Central Library of Tel Aviv. Another
respondent built a site for her
library and added information on
bibliotherapy. Four graduates are
now developing databases in the
framework of their jobs in libraries
and government projects on the
subjects of drugs, information ser-
vices for senior citizens, television
movies - and social values. Yet
another graduate is involved in
developing a municipal information
center in one of the central
libraries. Two other graduates are
involved in bibliotherapy coun-
selling - one with disabled army
veterans, and the other with elderly
stroke victims, both under the
supervision of psychology experts.

Concerning their plans for the
future, 46% responded that they
intend to develop the field within
the framework of their working
place or in a private framework.
What about academic research on
the subject? Besides articles that
were published by the author of
this paper, many seminar works
have been written in addition to
several excellent MA theses, for
example: "Bibliotherapy and hyper-
media", "Self-help Literature in
Israel 1967-1997", "Research in bib-
liotherapy - in Israel and the world

- Bibliometric analysis", "Social
Information in schools for special
education", and "Alternative medi-
cine in Israel and the world - Bib-
liometric analysis". 7)

In addition to the direct results con-
nected to the students of the depart-
ment, there has also been increased
interest in the subject among
Israel's librarian organizations. The
author was invited to give several
lectures in the framework of The
Instruction Center for Public
Libraries and the Organization of
Special Libraries, as well as in the
framework of an international con-
ference for school librarians held by
the International Association of
School Librarianship in 1998.
Recently, the leading organization
dealing with adult education and
the development of community cen-
ters has been considering develop-
ing social information banks in a
community center in Israel.

Conclusions

There is no doubt that the issue of
social information should be devel-
oped and promoted as part of the
changes characterizing the informa-
tion society. But, like any new activ-
ity just beginning, the first stages
are slow and it takes time for
awareness to grow among scholars
as well as the general public. From
the point of view of library and
information workers, this is a new
field of activity, one of great interest
and creative potential that in the
future will allow the development
of social information banks and
academic specialists who will serve
as certified Social Information Sci-
entists. The very fact that there is so
much interest in the subject among
library students shows that they are
looking for a new and interesting
niche to develop in and to con-
tribute to society. However, in the
practical sense, development is slow
because of lack of budget and lack
of awareness of the issue. In this
state of affairs, the activities carried
out until now are noteworthy, and
with a lot of patience, creativity and
the right connections, we hope that
Social Information Science will
accelerate and contribute a human-
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istic angle to the technological inno-
vations of the information society.
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Some years ago, I began an his-
torical investigation of the

record of activities, goals and
accomplishments of an academic
librarians' grassroots association, 

the Library Association of the City
Colleges of New York, called by its
acronym LACCNY.  Much held in
admiration for reputedly winning
faculty rank and benefits for its
membership, I was eager to learn
the way in which they arrived at
such a glorious nationally
renowned victory. As the archival
record showed LACCNY's seeming-
ly endless and repeated failed
attempts, over 26 years, to attain
the association's primary goals of
academic recognition and parity for
its membership, my document
searching turned into analytical
probing. I knew that this evidence
of record, in contrast with legend,
replete with questionable practice
by the association needed theoreti-
cal explanations. Why the failing
tactics, why the unchanging efforts,
indeed in light of its insignificance,
what was its raison d'être? I was
urged on by Michael Winter, who,
in The Culture and Control of
Expertise, said: "Sequential history,
no matter how carefully document-
ed, is not sufficient; chains of events
must be placed in patterns of ideas,
which come from several sources."1

For 26 years, from 1939 to 1965,
LACCNY, the Library Association of
the City Colleges of New York, vigi-
lantly, consistently and, alas, inef-
fectively, sought teaching faculty
salary and rank parity for its acad-
emic librarian members. Although,
in the end, the librarians were
given what they wanted, it
appeared that it was not because of
LACCNY. Rather it was an accom-
modation to the needs and
resources of the 1960s. In fact, had
LACCNY paid more attention dur-
ing the lost decades to social, polit-
ical and economic external events
and to values and trends that affect-
ed the fabric of higher education,
and planned accordingly, the truly
mistreated librarians might  have
reached their goal in less time.

Why study external events when
what you want seems to lie within
four walls in an office building in a
city struggling with its own needs?
Looking closer, though, we see, in
those 26 years, a succession of
national traumas and change: the
United States entered the Second
World War and came out of it to
endure hard-hitting waves of infla-
tion and recession; unionization
and collective bargaining rose
forcefully as a national movement
while the Cold War raging at home
and a hot war in Korea threw the
American politic into a reactionary
sweep of the nation for Commu-
nists; for twenty years, political fear
enforced political complacency
until newly growing disenfran-
chised groups discovered their
power and used public demonstra-
tions and civil disobedience to draw
attention to their unmet needs.

LACCNY, it would seem, paid scant
attention in the 1940s, its early
years, both to the city's dichoto-
mous commitments that included
stabilizing its huge post-war fiscal
burdens while maintaining loyal
adherence to free higher education.
Neither is there evidence that, as an
organization, it was particularly
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aware of the impact of the diverse
and eccentric profiles of the stu-
dents attending the colleges.2

Through the 1950s, the smallness of
the association's size along with
librarians' traditionally recumbent
politics and, above all, their reliance
on reasoned appeals, would bring
them defeat time and time again. 

They did win some battles, the most
important just before they formally
became an association. In 1938, the
founding members gained recogni-
tion of the college libraries as col-
lege departments rather than civil
service operations. From that victo-
ry, and some eight years later, as a
benefit of their departmental status,
their members gained voting rights
in campus-wide bodies. Their major
and sometimes ally, the Legislative
Conference of academic faculty, vig-
orously fighting for the professori-
ate, did help them raise a salary
ceiling or two in 1943 and 1946.
But those gains and those faculty
privileges did not largely affect
overall salary ranges, enable
advancement, promote collegial
acceptance or their recognition as
peers of the faculty.

The record is as full of the many
stated and written protests, briefs,
reports of LACCNY's leaders
appearing at councils of more pow-
erful bodies on and off campus and
in government as much as it is
empty of the benefits of such
efforts. The librarians' varied acade-
mic backgrounds and qualifications
left room for the city, state and cam-
pus administrations to pay them
less and assign them longer work-
ing hours than the rest of the teach-
ing faculty and justify placing and
keeping them in categories least
expensive to maintain. Their main
goals, parity in title, work hours
and work year as well as, and most
importantly, salary were not gained
through the careers of a generation
or more of hard-working librarians.

Then it was 1965 and the goal was
achieved. There came the Consul-
tant, the angel of driven adminis-
trators seeking an elusive prize

whose need must be convincingly
expressed in the language of
boards. Chancellor Albert Bowker
of the City Colleges, which by 1965
had become an amalgamated Uni-
versity, was keenly aware of one
thing - the need for more librarians.
He was not particularly aware of
their talents, their values, their edu-
cation, or their collegial dilemma,
but he knew that there were fewer
than could meet the need of the
expanding city campuses of the
1960s. To fill positions, in a buyers'
market, he also knew he had to
raise salaries. To do that he needed
the approval of the Board of Higher
Education. So Bowker hired Robert
Downs, a known advocate of full
faculty status and rank for librari-
ans, also advantageously an out-
sider and an academic Dean. It was
Downs' arguments and Bowker's
use of it and the feared and grow-
ing movement for faculty unioniza-
tion and collective bargaining that
convinced the Board of Higher Edu-
cation. Simply said, it would be eas-
ier to recruit librarians with
increased pay and faculty rank.

It was Chancellor Bowker who cre-
ated the machinery that enabled the
Board to adopt a resolution crafted
by LACCNY seven years earlier,
born out of a wistful dream 20
years before that.

To portray LACCNY as ineffective is
not to dishonor or discredit its
membership and its dedicated lead-
ers, but to emphasize that the
impact of the larger social context is
the predominant source of individ-
ual response, not the virtue of asso-
ciations or the correctness of their
arguments and beliefs. It is also to
point out that a group bent on
changing response needs to engage
politically, armed with a strong
knowledge base of its culture and
context, built on self-studies and
mastery of administrative aims,
important referral groups, current
political and economic issues and
government timetables; its repre-
sentatives need to be skilled in the
art of negotiation and of compro-
mise. For as Sayre and Kaufman3

describe it, political life is a contest
involving competitors and prizes,
core groups and satellites. 

Repeatedly, LACCNY focused not
on winning but on due process and
reasoning. It had neither a strategic
plan for achieving its goals nor a
political action plan for adept use of
lobbying, advocacy and public rela-
tions. It did not seek to attract or
involve other groups that could
gain benefits from the larger effort.
LACCNY members did not appear
engaged in political life, not even as
having a consciousness of itself in
its social context. The city college
libraries in those years, as William
Myrick, Jr. shows, in the only other
in-depth study of them, were unable
even to coordinate their collection
building and borrowing and could
only barely cooperate with each
other.4

"Curiouser and curiouser," as the
saying goes, and as I researched the
record of the association, the histo-
ry of the colleges, the era and its
events and people, I asked myself
numerous times why did LACCNY's
membership keep growing and its
activities remain unchanged for so
long despite its failures? Theory
comes into play here.

There were the studies of occupa-
tional sociologists, Harmon Zeigler5

and Robert Zussman.6 Zeigler,
observing the associations of teach-
ers, found them guardians of the
status quo, not agents for change; in
the days before the National Educa-
tion Association (NEA) and  the
American Association of University
Professors (AAUP) became more
active, teacher associations, similar
to LACCNY,  provided a place for its
members to remain together in
nonpolitical alienation.  

Zussman's study of engineers like-
wise revealed an apolitical group
which he attributed to their
entrenchment in mid-level profes-
sionalism. Their goal was security
in an increasingly insecure society.
Dramatic or political involvement
in the life beyond their communi-
ties and offices was not advisable.

The teachers and the engineers, like
the librarians, appeared to construe
activism as planning local activities,
not change. These sociologists
called them alienated claiming that
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alienation begets alliances of the
alienated, not for assimilation, but
for maintenance. The alienated
have a hard time influencing the
powerful as long as they remain in
their alienation.

The most instructive theories were
those of Albert Meister7, a Swiss
sociologist, and  student of associa-
tions. Meister theorized that in
times or places where people would
be anxious about rightfully belong-
ing, their need for security is
heightened.  They seek the shelter
of an association which then is pri-
marily compelled by its members'
emotional needs. Its importance to
them, and their loyalty to it,
depends more on the perceived
security and support it offers than
on the successful accomplishment
of its stated goals.

Then, as now, an association forms
out of the belief that it can make a
difference in matters involving
power and control. Yet change in
society is complex and resisted by
existing systems of values and oper-
ations. LACCNY's 26-year grievance
was fostered in a spirit of increased
personal expectations, out of the
shadows of the Great Depression
which, for some time, continued to
bite at the heels of growing pros-
perity.  In theory it should have
fought like a union and planned
like an organization to realize its
goals of radical change. In practice,
it was a small group, afraid of social
activism, cautious, idealistic, and
mired in the complacent values and
rhetoric of its time including slow,
cautious, persistent efforts to influ-
ence legislation through relentless
but polite lobbying.

When louder social action and
grander battles for civil rights
became more acceptable, even LAC-
CNY members talked among them-
selves of work actions; head librari-
ans dared to relay to their college
presidents dire administrative
dilemmas with regard to overwork
and understaffing.  They were, how-
ever, consistent in not linking their
cause with the causes of others, did
not affiliate or derive any policies
from organizations not sanctioned
by city and campus administration.

The approved group the librarians
doggedly tagged was the Legislative
Conference of the colleges' faculties
because it was the one "approved"
group. But, to that Congress, also
slow and cautious, LACCNY's strug-
gles were a continuous and seem-
ingly insolvable dilemma that did
not take precedence over its many
larger concerns.

LACCNY might have served as a
vehicle to promote union of librari-
ans and teaching faculty. It did not.
It did not publicize to the faculty its
shared commitment to scholarship,
knowledge building, publishing.
Instead it argued for equality on the
basis of its "teaching" activities.
And LACCNY did not understand
what "teaching" meant to academi-
cians.  The librarians equated their
"teaching" with that of classroom
instruction, viewing bibliographic
instruction as equal to a developed
theoretically-based curriculum.
LACCNY held Institutes meant to
be similar to academic conferences
but their guest speakers were not
librarians, were in fact, celebrities
and popular idols; conference pre-
sentations and discussions were not
officially recorded nor published in
the academic literature.

And, again, why not? Surrounded
by academicians and the literature
of scholarship, they did not under-
stand how the culture of academic
librarianship significantly differed
from the culture of academic in
higher education. Across the nation,
when teaching faculty wrested their
power from boards and presidents,
they moved from institutional loyal-
ty to intensely competitive discipli-
nary groups.  The professors' own
social status, conferred hierarchical-
ly by rank and discipline, was
guarded jealously with deliberately
ambiguous peer control. The librar-
ians did not weigh the pressure that
the highly competitive academic
world places for approval of its con-
stituents based on their degrees,
grants and publications. Entry
alone into the discipline and accep-
tance by the group, almost without
exception, required a doctorate and
other scholarly accoutrements not
in the general experience of the
larger base of librarians.

According to Wilson Logan, the
degree is important because it
implies "research competency as
well as specialized knowledge and
general understanding, in contrast
with technical proficiency"8 and
Belle Zeller, the legislative champi-
on for faculty rights in New York
City, said "Let us face the fact that
librarians are not considered as
equals by their equals, and this is
where librarians get caught up in a
vicious cycle".9 Knowingly or
unknowingly, librarians were not
deemed the peers of the faculty. 

Which brings us to the theory of
"status anxiety" which historian
Robert W. Doherty established as
one thread to explore in historical
interpretation: "[Since] few institu-
tional supports for social status
exist in nonaristocratic societies
such as the United States, shifts in
deference and authority produce
anxiety in the minds of persons
who belong to displaced sectors of
society and also among those who
have risen in position."10

During the time of this effort, were
the librarians and or the teaching
faculty evidencing "status anxiety"?
Based on a report issued by an
AAUP committee, during the
depression years, it appears that the
nation's economic stresses fostered
campus community divisiveness
between administration and faculty
and among junior and senior facul-
ty as well.11 In the McCarthy era,
Schrecker12 showed a mirroring of
the nation's fear and anxiety in aca-
demic circles as they accommodat-
ed to political repression.

We know that collective organiza-
tion, historically, has been the
resource of those who find them-
selves powerless.  We now know,
from Meister, et al, why LACCNY, as
a voluntary association and not a
union,  formed to gain power, but
remained powerless, surviving
nonetheless. It did not become a
union because of its members' gen-
eral distrust of unions. It did not
change its tactics because of its
belief in the triumph of reason and
those professional values that
reveal disinterest in the mecha-
nisms of power struggles and
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power alliances. Not acting on Belle
Zeller's recommendation that the
Association educate the academics
by producing a "profile" of the
librarian, they made true her pre-
diction "we will never dispel the
myths that now prevail among our
colleagues".13

From left field, we can bring in
Paulo Freire,14 expert on political
consciousness, for whom groups
evolve politically first from general
conformity, then to naïve reform
and then, finally, to refusal of any-
thing but that which assures them
the power and recognition they
deserve. LACCNY was stuck in the
middle stage. Each of the associa-
tion's decisions - to directly petition
the Board of Higher Education, to
entrust its future with the Legisla-
tive Conference, to defer to their
superiors, to turn down external
litigious defenders, to disdain the
Workers' Defense League and the
United Federation of College Teach-
ers (UFCT) - was made absent a
realistic analysis of its own place in
the academic environment.  

The rhetoric of librarianship differs
from the views of the professoriate.
Amitai Etzioni explores this bind.
"[Librarians] most significant refer-
ence group is the university profes-
sor, who believes his mastery of his
own field is superior...as is his
knowledge of related areas. Nor
does the average professor have the
experience of being saved from a
serious difficulty by the scientific
knowledge of the librarian".15

LACCNY did not have the
resources, know-how or sufficient
support to attain its goals. It
remained an intact association
because it satisfied its generally
apathetic membership with a sense
of professional identity that
promised security. Actual success or
failure did not change the associa-
tion's value; it was not organized
for the only change it could make -
self-change. It did provide a training
ground in democratic due process, a
peek at political workings, and a
future for today's librarians still
struggling with much of the same
struggles. LACCNY's story is no
longer a puzzle but an antiquated
model from which reforming librar-
ians must learn to enter the fray,
recognize their image, get involved
in changes, and wisely assimilate
the larger values of academia. 
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Society and Information

Information, as the representation
of thought and knowledge, has

led us to consider that society
receives and is exposed to informa-
tion from the language used by the 

mass media as well as from the lan-
guage generated by the literary, sci-
entific and technical texts of spe-
cialized literature. In both cases
society produces the information
resulting in a conscious and uncon-
scious interest of transmitting it
individually and collectively. This
strategic information may be avail-
able only to a select group or to
everybody. It may be sought, need-
ed and used by individuals or
groups in power like the State, com-
mercial partnerships or political
groups. The participation of society
is decisive in the process of gener-
ating and using information, and
society is in charge of assigning it
its value and function.

It is still thought that since infor-
mation is generated so easily, it
must be considered part of our nat-
ural heritage, as much as the
forests, rivers, and the sea. Different
ecologist groups have reported that
this natural heritage is endangered,
with measures being adopted to
prevent its loss. We have thus

become aware of the cost to rescue
it and preserve it. Such is the case
with both oral and written informa-
tion. We always believed that in as
much as information is a required
element in all our actions, no effort
is involved in its production, access,
organization and dissemination.
However, the situation is very dif-
ferent. If we in Latin America fail to
act and do not strive to acquire and
deliver to our people the informa-
tion needed for development, we
will not be actually using it and this
development will also become
questionable.

Acquiring and organizing informa-
tion is not enough. It is also neces-
sary that it be available when
required. Technologically we have
all the facilities to make informa-
tion available to all users. Nonethe-
less, securing information is not so
simple because we cannot ignore
political and economic restrictions,
standardization deficiencies and the
limitations imposed by groups in
power such as censorship, filters
and influences that have an impact
on information in each process.
Information can also be enriched or
impoverished by the interpretation
of those who select, analyze or sum-
marize it, by those who assign
descriptors and search for it in a
catalogue or database as a technical
aspect of their work or for the con-
venience of political systems, eco-
nomic groups or simple marketing
elements.

The Right to Information

Information is a response to the
need human beings have of
expressing themselves and learning
what others have expressed. It is
the response to a need that at a cer-
tain moment becomes an essential
human right because, as free peo-
ple, we have the right to express
ourselves, to inform and be
informed. This natural privilege
should be guaranteed by the State
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and defended by society. This right
should also be considered as a
whole. We must not only think of
the creation of information and the
manifestation of ideas and knowl-
edge but also of its circulation,
availability, use and interpretation.

As a result of the agreements
reached in a meeting held in
November 1995, UNESCO pub-
lished a document in May 1996
entitled UNESCO and an Informa-
tion Society for All, containing an
educational, scientific and cultural
project related to new information
and communication technologies.
One of the decrees of the General
Assembly itself engages the partici-
pation of the UNO to promote the
free flow of ideas by means of
words and images. It also assumes
the obligation of promoting inter-
national cooperation in communi-
cation, information and informatics
in an effort to decrease the prevail-
ing inequality between developed
and developing countries. Regard-
ing medium-term strategies
planned for the years 1996-2001,
there is special emphasis on the use
of communication and information
technologies in the service of devel-
opment, democracy and peace.

This is the condition that will allow
the information society to reach its
ultimate goal: autonomy for each
and every citizen by means of
access to knowledge, and the ability
to use it. The "information society
for all" is both global and local,
comprised of individuals and social
groups which participate in the
informational whole and contribute
local information and their point of
view to the information surround-
ing us.

Information Policies

To make the right to information
come true, there must be a close
relationship between society and
the State, with mutual interactions
so that, in the face of the approach-
ing future, new behaviours, atti-
tudes and values of global society
may be taken into account, with an
awareness of the strategic value of
knowledge, information and

exchange in the development and
democratization of Latin American
societies.

The information policies we will
establish will be closely related to
the general policies of each country,
with public policies pertaining to
education and cultures, and the his-
torical and social realities of the
nation itself and the Latin Ameri-
can region.

The examples of information poli-
cies in Latin America are not nec-
essarily all-embracing because it is
possible to see partial efforts inter-
related to the activities and prod-
ucts that enable the inhabitants of a
country to use and read informa-
tion. We have laws, agreements or
State initiatives relevant to the pol-
icy a certain State has established
in the public and cultural or infor-
mation and literacy domain. There
are also Acts from which policies on
libraries, books, copyright and
information resources and systems
may be inferred.

Informatics Policies

Information technologies and net-
works today own new ingredients
converging into information and its
use. Information networks, equip-
ment, programmes and systems
exist because they transmit infor-
mation while life in today's world is
surrounded by information and the
possibilities involved in approach-
ing and acquiring knowledge.
Although they are an essential part
of information policies, countries
and international institutions gener-
ally consider technological issues
separately and deal with them as
informatics policies. The following
are some examples of the efforts in
certain Latin American countries
regarding information policies.

Mexico

Throughout its contemporary histo-
ry, Mexico offers different examples
of its attempt to consolidate cultur-
al policies related to books and
libraries as a means to make world
culture available to its people.

Nonetheless, these policies have
always been subjected to personali-
ties who play an important part in
the political and cultural life of the
country, and are seldom translated
into actions beyond the individuals'
political term, their power domain
and their decision-making possibili-
ties. This at times is due to the lack
of a legal framework and at others
to the scarce continuity of actions,
the joint planning of the education-
al process and the poor relationship
between cultural projects and
development plans in the govern-
ment sector.

a) The right to information

This right originated in the Mexi-
can ordinance as a consequence of
the freedom of speech, considered
one of the fundamental privileges
of human beings and the essence of
20th century liberal ideology.

The 6th article of Mexico's current
Constitution states that "The mani-
festation of ideas shall not be sub-
jected to any judicial or administra-
tive inquisition. If the attack to
moral and the rights of third parties
provokes a crime or threatens pub-
lic order, the right to information
shall be warranted by the State."

This article deals in fact with two
aspects: firstly, the natural need of
expression of human beings, and
secondly, the preservation of the
prerogative society demands from
the State, engaging its compromise
to warrant this exercise through the
right to information.

b) General Library Act 

The actions to guarantee the right
to information should be simulta-
neous with the creation of mecha-
nisms to guarantee its compliance
and exercise regardless of the eco-
nomic, social and political costs it
may involve.

The General Library Act was passed
on 21 January 1988, and is
observed throughout the Republic,
sustained on the objectives of the
aforementioned programme. This
Act declares free attention to any-
body who wishes to consult library
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material, and refers to public
libraries as institutions that offer
democratically book consultation
services and other complementary
cultural services enabling the popu-
lation to acquire, transmit, increase
and freely preserve knowledge
from every domain and in any
means containing information,
while relating library policies to the
National Plan of Development.

c) The Copyright Federal Act

The current Mexican Copyright
Federal Act was published in the
Diario Oficial on 24 December
1986 and is a compilation of edito-
rial concerns, rather than those
related to library users.

The concern to protect an author's
copyright, the result of his intellec-
tual effort, is among these that have
materialized more as a policy for
the intellectual and artistic world,
propitiating an act and ordinance
for the protection of this right.
Nonetheless, just as public opinion
is in favour of defending this right,
it is also true that citizens them-
selves violate this law too easily, at
times because of ignorance and at
others by deceit. This situation has
led to dangers which may work
against the right to information,
making the access to information
and the possibilities to have and
create knowledge considerably dif-
ficult.

The defense of an author's copy-
right is of interest to creators
throughout the world and is posi-
tively accepted concerning formal
aspects and the acknowledgment of
authorship and bibliographical ref-
erences. However, the intention to
impose a restrictive use on infor-
mation has been the object of study
by high-ranking international asso-
ciations that deal with information,
such as IFLA and the International
Federation of Documentation (FID),
which have expressed their view
about this and invited authors and
publishers to accept the social role
which libraries must play, as insti-
tutions that offer free information
to different social groups. On the
other hand, these associations
require libraries and information

centres to make judicious and care-
ful use of the reproduction means
of original works and those
received by electronic means.

d) The Book Act

Public policies concerning the cul-
ture of many Latin American coun-
tries, especially Mexico, acknowl-
edge technological development
and the power of electronic media,
although books are still one of its
main decisive elements. This is why
legislation has been established to
protect this tool and to promote its
production, commercialization, and
use.

Legislative attempts in this regard
are actually derived from the inter-
est publishers have to sell more
books because this segment unfor-
tunately measures reading rates in
each country according to the num-
ber of copies of books they sell.

The most recent efforts to establish
a book act in Mexico took place in
1996, as an initiative by the Nation-
al Chamber of the Mexican Pub-
lishing Industry which proposed a
project for the Mexican Book Act
and Promotion of Reading (as yet
not passed).

e) The Programme for Informatics
Development

At a national level, this programme
is found within the National Devel-
opment Plan 1995-2000 which con-
siders informatics as a strategic ele-
ment for national development
because of its value as an agent that
has had an impact on practically all
domains and activities. Information
in turn is considered inherent to the
existence of human beings and
societies in their search for knowl-
edge.

The main goals of this programme
are to promote the use and devel-
opment of the informatics industry,
fostering the creation of an infor-
matics culture and increasing the
network and equipment infrastruc-
ture. However, not all of this is
linked to the origins of develop-
ment, education and the indispens-
able use of information as a
requirement for knowledge acquisi-
tion.

Latin America has new means to
disseminate information and
knowledge and therefore new pos-
sibilities to construct an informa-
tion society with a Latin American
personality where the State will
promote and promulgate informa-
tion resources.

Information policies in the area
have been influenced by the guide-
lines of international institutions
such as UNESCO, OAS, and IFLA
which have worked on a constant
basis to sensitize professionals and
government officials. Highly devel-
oped countries in this domain have
also been involved as technical and
academic leaders and large produc-
ers of hardware and software pro-
grammes.

Several Latin American countries
have attempted to create their own
information policies; sometimes
holistically organized and, at others,
as individual efforts considered rel-
evant at certain moments. Most
importantly, however, are the
already existing efforts which have
marked the beginning of a coordi-
nated action for national coverage
that will enable each country and
the region itself to live in an cur-
rently globalized world.

Argentina

In 1995, eminent professionals from
the 1940s, such as Carlos Víctor
Penna and Josefa Sabor felt the
need to promote new efforts so that
the Argentine Republic would have
its own National Information Sys-
tem to implement previously
defined information policies that
would be useful for their country's
development. They congregated
young people in workshops and
their efforts culminated in the plans
for a project to legislate the creation
of a Federal System of Library and
Information Services.

The first workshop was held on 1
April 1995 with the participation of
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information specialists who ana-
lyzed the document "National Sys-
tem of Library and Information Ser-
vices" with the purpose to "[...]
ensure that all Argentines, regard-
less of their schooling, geographical
location in the national territory
and their profession or activity,
would have free access to biblio-
graphical and documentary
resources, notwithstanding their
format, and without any kind of
limitation [...]".

The final version includes a first
chapter on national policies on
library and information services,
whose first article states that: Citi-
zenship participation in the devel-
opment of a fully democratic
Republic; the modernization of
State institutions and private orga-
nizations; the right to information
and knowledge for all Argentines;
the concurrence of the country in
scientific, cultural, financial and
commercial segments; its incorpo-
ration to regional integration pro-
jects such as MERCOSUR; and the
implemented plans leading to the
improvement of the level of life of
the Argentine people increasingly
require an efficiently informed pop-
ulation for the Nation to reach its
high objectives and successfully
participate in the concert of
nations.

In April 1995, the final version of
the preliminary plan to legislate the
Federal System of Library and
Information Services was delivered
to the Cultural Commission
deputies. At the time the Act for the
Promotion of Books and Reading
was already in Congress, with the
objectives of fostering the produc-
tion of books and essentially to dis-
seminate the habit of reading. As of
now, neither of these laws has been
passed by Congress. The efforts
reviewed here are at a national
level, although in the provinces
there are two examples of informa-
tion policies and local systems
already underway.

Colombia

This country has a long tradition in
cooperative work related to infor-

mation, reading and libraries.
Thanks to this and the growing
publishing industry, Colombia has
created efficient national informa-
tion policies, having even in the
1970s set the groundwork for the
National Information System. This
system has mainly been supported
by the organizations founded by
administrative reform, such as the
Colombian Institute of Culture (Col-
cultura), the Colombian Institute for
the Promotion of Higher Education
(ICFES), the Colombian Fund for
Scientific Research and Special Pro-
jects (Colciencias) and the National
Council for Science and Technology,
all which have constituted an insti-
tutional basis at national level to
promote information-related poli-
cies.

In 1973 the project for the National
Information System was legally
integrated to Colciencias and a year
later UNESCO designated Colom-
bia as a focal point of the UNISIST
(Information System in Science and
Technology). The goals of this Sys-
tem were consequently outlined: "to
make the existing information
resources in the country available
to the national community by coor-
dinating actions and the necessary
resources, and developing a net-
work of national libraries and infor-
mation services [...]".

In 1988, Colciencias established
basic guidelines for a national
information policy, with the goal of
guaranteeing the production,
exchange, dissemination and use of
information and knowledge to
ensure its integration to national
development processes in all its
aspects.

That National Culture Plan (1992-
1994) cites as a priority the creation
and implementation of the National
Information System in the area in
an effort to articulate culture and
education as the main axis for the
country's development.

Costa Rica

This is the Central American coun-
try that has worked more systemat-
ically on the field of information,

advancing firmly towards the
implementation of information
policies to sustain public actions
related to education and develop-
ment. Although the National Infor-
mation System was legally estab-
lished in 1974, it has only been con-
solidated through sectional efforts,
out of which those pertaining to sci-
ence and technology are worthy of
mention. In the 1980s the Science
and Technology Ministry coordinat-
ed national activities for the devel-
opment of a programme to advance
scientific and technological devel-
opment within the country. This
required establishing four funda-
mental policies to constitute a
National System of Science and
Technology: the necessary
resources, industrial reconversion,
aggregate value and the populariza-
tion of science and technology.
Noteworthy is the system's follow-
ing objective: "The development
and conservation of an information,
statistical and documentation sys-
tem in science and technology at
the service of different segments
within the country".

All the actions needed to develop a
national informatics policy were
compiled in the National Science
and Technology Program (1986-
1990) and in 1990-1994, underscor-
ing the necessity to strengthen state
and private information services.

Costa Rica has also had the goal to
promote high-speed links by means
of advanced communication tech-
nology among scientists from uni-
versities, institutes and research
laboratories, technological compo-
nent industries and national and
other Central American corpora-
tions with colleagues and peers
worldwide.

There has also been an interest in
intellectual copyright and Costa
Rica boasts an important tradition
concerning the legislation of "Copy-
right Registration and Related
Issues" and is now part of the Uni-
versal Copyright Convention. Its
national policy likewise considers
introducing children to the use of
information and its technology.
Steps have also been taken in pub-
lic and university libraries to pro-
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mote information access and use,
and to practice reading.

Chile

With a similar tradition to other
American Latin countries, Chile has
also been interested in protecting
authorship and has participated in
the Bern and Paris Conventions on
this subject. Decree 74, published
on 21 July 1955, established com-
pliance of the agreements reached
in the Interamerican Copyright
Convention for literary, scientific
and artistic works, which were
signed by the American Republics
in an effort to perfect authorship
protection. This action was complet-
ed with the decree published on 26
July 1955 where the Universal
Copyright Convention was consid-
ered.

The content and coverage of these
agreements were later enriched
under Law 17.336 on intellectual
property, published on 2 October
1970, according to which the rights
of both Chilean and foreign authors
living within national boundaries
are protected.

Chile is interested in book policies
and similar information registers
and has joined efforts and actions
to allow for a more extensive policy
that will benefit the publishing
industry, the availability of reading
material and the readers them-
selves. The Act for the Promotion of
Books and Reading was made pub-
lic on 1 July 1993 in a ceremony led
by the President of the Republic. It
is relevant to point out that besides
protecting books from the publish-
ing perspective with respect to pira-
cy and illegal reproduction, this
arrangement deals extensively with
reading, the importance of books
and literary creation.

The legal standards to protect com-
puter programmes date from 1970
and 1971 (with their respective
modifications, undertaken in 1972,
1985, 1990 and 1991, having the
same objectives). Just like printed
matter, authors of programmes
have moral and patrimonial rights
which are included in the Act of

Intellectual Authorship. Additional-
ly, the adaptation and lawful and
unlawful reproduction of pro-
grammes is specified.

Likewise, by means of the National
Commission for Scientific Techno-
logical Research (CONICYT), the
use of communication and informa-
tion networks like Internet have
been promoted to make this service
available to Chileans, as well as giv-
ing them access to remote bases
and all the information found on
the Web.

Peru

Peru has not been an exception.
Outstanding among the efforts to
develop an official policy in the
informatics domain are the ones
undertaken in 1981, in which the
Peruvian Association of Librarians
and UNESCO, through its General
Information Programme (PGI),
organized a National Congress on
Library Science and Information
having as the main subject the lack
of national information policies, the
need for a national information sys-
tem for development and, therefore,
the definition of public policies. A
preliminary project was also pre-
sented to legalize the organization
and operations of the National Sys-
tem of Information for Develop-
ment. This project privileged the
role of libraries and considered that
information in a developing coun-
try is dealt with and mainly trans-
ferred through these actions, thus
collaborating with educational
goals - an essential element in the
plans for economic and social
development.

After this project and other efforts
undertaken in October 1993,
national regulations of information
policies were partially achieved
through declaration D.S. No. 33-83-
DE that, once established, regulated
the National Library System, where
the National Library was the main
organization to which four main
activities were assigned, with a
number of other Directions: of
School Libraries, of Public
Libraries, of National Bibliography
and of Authorship. All of this is

dependent on the Ministry of Edu-
cation. The National Library was in
charge of specifying and imple-
menting policy to promote books
and reading, while the other institu-
tions had the responsibility of stan-
dardizing, guiding, coordinating,
assessing and supervising actions
inherent to their field, directing and
offering technical assistance to the
institutions involved in their field
and participating in the establish-
ment of library policies.

Venezuela

Owing to the work carried out by
institutions and professionals relat-
ed to books, libraries and reading,
in 1976 the necessary resources
were compiled for the creation on 9
September of the National Commis-
sion for the Organization of the
National System of Library Services
and Humanistic, Scientific and
Technological Information, which
depended directly on the Presiden-
cy of the Republic. This initiative
considered humanistic, scientific
and technological information as an
indispensable resource for integral
national development and, conse-
quently, deemed the expeditious
and efficient use of information by
society as essential.

Fortunately, this measure did not
remain on paper but was imple-
mented by many actions to benefit
information users (children, high
school students, researchers, univer-
sity students and the population at
large), based on the leadership of
the Autonomous Institute of the
National Library and Library Ser-
vices, the Book Bank, and the dif-
ferent information systems and net-
works, as well as on the interaction
with providers of technology and
other essential elements that cur-
rently enable the adequate use of
information. In 1987 a seminar on
National Information Policies was
held in Caracas by the government
of Venezuela, with support from
UNESCO, to discuss the proposition
of a national information policy and
strategies for its implementation.
This work was an effort to define
policies linking information from
national development, access to
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information, promotion of national
information, production and sup-
port for the efficient use of infor-
mation, information technology and
the development of human
resources.

A Regional Effort

After this brief review of some of
the actions that have been under-
taken in Latin America, there is no
doubt that, at least conceptually and
in the different projects of each
country, the importance of informa-
tion is manifest in developmental
processes. Nonetheless, the facts
and general results in each of the
cited examples do not enable us to
conclude that the information has
actually been used for decision-
making and that the plans have
been included in government pro-
grammes of the social, economic
and political sectors. This is more
notorious in the education segment
where it is unforgivable to propose
modalities involving a great physi-
cal and technological infrastructure
without the informative component
that leads to knowledge.

Accomplishments in Latin America
regarding the development of
national and regional information
infrastructures are multiplying and
have increasingly received more
financial and political support.
Likewise information is also
increasingly mentioned and consid-
ered an essential issue in govern-
ment programmes and projects in
the different segments of the

national life in each of our coun-
tries.

Communication is not yet fluent
from one country to the other with-
in the region. This has led to the
need to require information to a
developed nation, alien to the area,
to which a Latin American State
had previously relinquished or sold
its information, thus enabling the
former to develop an informative
product with aggregate value that it
then resells at a higher price to the
solicitor. Since this situation is still
unsolved, the Regional Program for
Strengthening Cooperation among
National Information Systems and
Networks for Latin America and the
Caribbean (INFOLAC) has been
underway since the 1980s, having
striven since the beginning to find
information for development. Based
on the activities inherent to nation-
al systems and networks, as well as
to regional networks, this pro-
gramme has established ways to
deal with problems of common
interest as a whole which, because
of their complexity and importance,
could hardly be solved individually
or particularly. 

The driving force behind this pro-
gramme is naturally information,
considered as an economic resource
requiring cost coverage for its trans-
formation into a useful and precise
element in intellectual processes
related to decision-making. Many
solitary efforts have been made in
the region, but not all that are real-
ly needed--often beyond national

information policies. Because they
are absent or have not been consid-
ered, this has become a task that
must be dealt with if we want to
lower costs and get more efficient
final results in decision-making at
national and regional levels which
will ultimately be useful for the
population at large.

Because as a programme it is still
alive, although not very active as of
late, its general purpose has been
and is to strengthen autonomy and
the individual and joint abilities of
the national institutions in Latin
America and the Caribbean to cre-
ate and operate organization mech-
anisms and access to information
resources, enhancing their use by
establishing, implementing, assess-
ing and managing their respective
development plans, programmes,
policies and actions.

The years have gone by and accom-
plishments have not been uniform
in all Latin American countries.
Some, like Mexico, Costa Rica,
Venezuela, Colombia, Chile,
Argentina, and Brazil, have been
more successful. Nevertheless,
advances have not been those
required for the development need-
ed in the region if our goal is to
achieve something equivalent to
what is found in developed coun-
tries, and if the interaction among
governments, individuals and
groups in a globalized world inter-
connected by telecommunications
and the interactive flow of informa-
tion is considered indispensable.
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Before discussing the procedures
by which the ISBDs are pre-

pared and updated, let me provide
some background information
about this important IFLA initia-
tive.1

The ISBDs date back to 1969, when
the Committee on Cataloguing
sponsored an International Meeting
of Cataloguing Experts. This meet-
ing produced a resolution which
proposed creation of standards to
regularize the form and content of
bibliographic descriptions.

As a result, the Section on Cata-
loguing put into motion work
which ultimately would provide the
means for a considerable increase
in the sharing and exchange of bib-
liographic data. This work resulted
in the concept of the International
Standard Bibliographic Description
(ISBD), which has now endured for
nearly 30 years. In the view of
many bibliographic experts
throughout the world, the birth and
maturing of the ISBDs have proved
to be IFLA's most successful effort
at promoting the cause of catalogu-
ing standardization. Indeed, one
might venture the opinion that in
the history of cataloguing no other
standard has enjoyed such a high
degree of acceptance as that accord-
ed to the ISBD concept. The indi-

vidual formats to which the ISBD
concept have been applied are now
used by bibliographic agencies,
national and multinational cata-
loguing codes, and cataloguers
throughout the world. 

The first of the ISBDs to be pub-
lished was the International Stan-
dard Bibliographic Description for
Monographic Publications
(ISBD(M)), which appeared in 1971.
There have followed projects to pro-
duce ISBDs for Serials, Non-Book
Materials, Cartographic Materials,
Rare Books, Printed music, and,
most recently Electronic Resources.
For article level publications,
Guidelines for the application of
the ISBDs to the description of
component parts was issued.

During the early years, especially in
relationship to the first two ISBDs,
that for monographs and that for
serials, there was clearly lacking a
consistent foundation for the pro-
gram in terms of definition of data
elements and specification of prin-
ciples for bibliographic description
across all formats. So, it developed
that ISBD(S), for example, deviated
from ISBD(M) in some basic ways;
the most prominent difference was
in their variant rules for recording
titles and statements of authorship.
As a result and to insure that the
separate ISBDs would thereafter be
harmonious in their treatment of
data elements and prescribed punc-
tuation, IFLA representatives met
with the Joint Steering Committee
for Revision of AACR2 to prepare
the ISBD(General). ISBD(G) has
provided a frame-work to which all
ISBDs have been made to conform
ever since. 

Next there followed what might be
called "the first general review pro-
ject". To conduct this project, an
ISBD Review Committee was
formed. It first met in August 1981
and has been in place to serve as
the IFLA Cataloguing Section's
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Maintenance Agency ever since
(although for a period of time its
name was changed to the ISBD
Maintenance Committee for rea-
sons which will be explained
below). Ultimately it was renamed
the ISBD Review Group.

There were three major objectives
set out for the first general review
project:
(1) to harmonize provisions, achiev-

ing increased consistency;
(2) to improve examples; and
(3) to make the provisions more

applicable to cataloguers work-
ing with materials published in
non-roman scripts.

In addition, two narrower objectives
motivated this particular revision
effort:
(1) to review the use of the equals

sign (as its use in bibliographic
descriptions has been the
source of some controversy);
and,

(2) to consider proposals regarding
the ISBD for Non Book Materi-
als emanating from specialist
groups such as the International
Association of Music Librarians
(most prominent of which was
to remove "machine-readable
data files" as a format from this
standard). 

By the end of the decade, the ISBDs
had been thoroughly considered,
and they were re-published in
"Revised editions". In addition, a
separate ISBD was created for
machine-readable data files, which
appeared in 1988 as the Interna-
tional Standard Bibliographic
Description for Computer Files
(ISBD(CF)). However, because of
the rapid advancements in technol-
ogy, the need for revision of this
ISBD quickly arose, resulting in the
publication of the ISDB for Elec-
tronic Resources (ISBD(ER)).

In the early 1990s, the Cataloguing
Section with the cooperation of the
Section on Classification and Index-
ing set up a Study Group on the
Functional Requirements for Biblio-
graphic Records (FRBR). One
immediate consequence of this
development was the decision to
suspend most revision work on the

ISBDs while the FRBR Group pur-
sued its charge to "recommend a
basic level of functionality and
basic data requirements for records
created by national bibliographic
agencies." Also suspended to await
the results of the FRBR study was a
project then in progress to identify
the components of a "Concise
ISBD(M)" - that is, a standard set-
ting out the minimal bibliographic
features of an acceptable record.
This project was put on hold
because it was expected that
FRBR's findings would in effect
provide such a base-line. During
this period, the ISBD Review Group
became the ISBD Maintenance
Group, a change of name reflecting
a decision that it should deal only
with ISBD problems that needed
attention prior to issuance of the
FRBR recommendations.

In 1998, the FRBR Study Group did
publish its Final Report after its rec-
ommendations were approved by
the IFLA Section on Cataloguing's
Standing Committee.2 At that time
the ISBD Review Group was recon-
stituted to resume its traditional
work. As expected, Cataloguing's
Standing Committee asked the
ISBD Review Group to initiate a
full-scale review of the ISBDs. The
objective of this "second general
review project" was to ensure con-
formity between the provisions of
the ISBDs and FRBR's data require-
ments for the "basic level national
bibliographic record." 

In the ISBDs, national bibliograph-
ic agencies are called upon to "pre-
pare the definitive description con-
taining all the mandatory elements
set out in the relevant ISBD insofar
as the information is applicable to
the publication being described." To
facilitate implementation of this
principle, the ISBDs designate as
"optional" those data elements
which are not mandatory when
applicable; in the case of particular
ISBDs, a review of the Outline (con-
sistently provided in each standard
at paragraph 0.3) will reveal which
data elements are optional. There-
fore, the main task in pursuing the
second general review has entailed
a close look at the ISBD data ele-
ments which are mandatory to

make optional any which are
optional in FRBR. (In no case is a
data element mandatory in FRBR
but optional in the ISBDs.)

The ISBD Review Group began by
examining the International Stan-
dard Bibliographic Description for
Monographic Publications
(ISBD(M)), last revised in 1987. The
changes which the Review Group
proposed to make in the next itera-
tion of this standard were posted on
IFLANET. The availability of the
proposal was widely announced on
appropriate electronic discussion
lists, and those with comments
were asked to reply by July 15th.
The Review Group considered sug-
gestions received from several indi-
viduals, institutions, and catalogu-
ing groups at its meeting held in
conjunction with the August 2000
IFLA Conference. A draft revision
has now been produced and will
soon be posted to IFLANET.

In addition to this general review
now underway, there are currently
also underway special projects to
revise the ISBD for Serials and the
ISBD for Cartographic Materials.
Although there are several goals
being pursued, both projects are
seeking to incorporate provisions to
deal with electronic versions of
publications within the scope of
these two ISBDs. These two ISBDs
will also need to incorporate the
specifications for basic level nation-
al bibliographic records. 

Thus, after 30 years, IFLA's ISBD
program has yielded standards for
representing bibliographic data for
all types of library materials and
maintained these standards
through one or more revision
processes. To make the ISBDs more
readily available and to make them
available at no cost, the ISBD
Review Group has begun to convert
the texts to machine-readable form
for posting on IFLANET. Last year,
ISBD(ER) was published electroni-
cally, and very shortly the ISBD for
rare books and the General ISBD
will be brought up on IFLANET.
The Group is hoping that all the
other ISBDs will be digitized and
mounted later this year and next.
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Meanwhile, the Review Group has
asked the UBCIM Director to publi-
cize an authoritative list of the
"ISBD Family" on IFLANET, and
this was accomplished in early
2000.3 In addition, UBCIM is solic-
iting through its regional offices
information regarding translations
of the ISBDs for the purposes of
identifying for the public definitive
versions available in languages
other than English. So far, informa-
tion regarding Dutch, Finnish,
French, Hungarian, Italian, Latvian,
Macedonian, Slovak, Slovenian, and
Spanish language translations has
been provided and can be accessed
through links on IFLANET.4

Procedures are essential in all stan-
dardization work in order to ensure
that the steps by which a document
becomes a new or revised standard
are well known and meticulously
accomplished. The ISBDs are no
exception to this rule. As a result, at
the 1989 IFLA Conference, the Sec-
tion on Cataloguing adopted a
schedule and established proce-
dures for development and distribu-
tion of such documents as new or
revised ISBDs. 

Normally, initiation or revision of
an ISBD will result from work
accomplished by a Working Group
appointed by the Section on Cata-
loguing's Standing Committee -
sometimes in cooperation with
other IFLA sections. In view of
recent developments, it is well to
stress here that it is the Section on
Cataloguing which enjoys "owner-
ship" of the ISBD program. Other
Sections or groups which would
like to propose new or revised
ISBDs are not free to undertake
such ventures on their own: they
need to begin the process by com-
municating recommendations to
Cataloguing. In any case, where
desired format expertise is avail-
able elsewhere in other IFLA sec-
tions or in other organizations, the
Standing Committee will seek to
establish ISBD projects jointly.

To initiate an ISBD project, Cata-
loguing's Standing Committee
appoints a chair and the member-
ship of a Working Group to take
responsibility for it. The Working

Group is expected to generally con-
form with a overall schedule for the
preparation, review, and publication
of documents, which is set down at
the beginning of every ISBD pro-
ject. The time required to develop
and revise the text will vary accord-
ing to the complexity of issues to be
resolved; normally projects take a
minimum of two years to complete.

There are nine steps to accomplish
between the start up and finish of
an ISBD project.

1. Development of draft text
2. Duplication and distribution for

worldwide review
3. Worldwide review and comment
4. Revision of draft text 
5. Review by ISBD Review Group
6. Final revision 
7. Duplication and distribution for

voting 
8. Voting by Standing Committee(s)
9. Final editing and publication of

manuscript (print and electronic)

Regarding these steps, some further
details are worth highlighting. First,
any appointed Working Group is
expected to work closely with the
Director of the UBCIM Programme
who is well prepared to help with
the coordination of activities and
provide procedural guidance. The
Working Group is also expected to
keep the Cataloguing Section and
any other participating section well
informed regarding the progress of
their ISBD project. The member-
ship of the standing committees
sponsoring and participating sec-
tions participate in the worldwide
review. In addition, also entitled to
participate in the review are all
association, institutional honorary
and affiliate members of the Sec-
tion on Cataloguing, and of any
other sponsoring Section as well as
members of the ISBD Review
Group. Following the conclusion of
a world-wide review, the chairper-
son of the Working Group, in con-
sultation with the other members of
the Working Group, is expected to
consider all comments received and
to revise the draft text accordingly.
Nevertheless, the Working Group as
a whole retains authority for decid-
ing on the disposition of comments

and determining the contents of the
resulting text.

Once the Working Group is satis-
fied with the draft, it is forwarded
to the chairperson of the ISBD
Review Group to review it for gen-
eral conformance to the overarch-
ing ISBD principles and particular
conformance to the provisions of
ISBD(G). This step is necessary to
provide consistency across the
entire "family of ISDBs", so that
bibliographic records for different
formats can be efficiently processed
and integrated when desired into
single databases. The chairperson of
the Working Group next prepares a
final text. At that point the new or
revised ISBD is ready for balloting.
If the majority vote is affirmative,
the UBCIM Programme Director
proceeds to establish arrangements
for publication, both for purchase in
print and freely available in an elec-
tronic version on IFLANET.
Although procedures allow for neg-
ative vote - in which case, the chair-
person of the Working Group will
consult with the Standing Commit-
tee to determine what course of
action to pursue - such an outcome
has never occurred.

The procedures were established
more than a decade before the
advent of electronic communica-
tions which have made possible
conducting business more efficient-
ly on the Internet. Today, as is well
known, it is easy to dispatch even
long documents almost instanta-
neously to colleagues throughout
much of the world and to exchange
correspondence without the consid-
erable delays often encountered
when using postal systems for
international mailing. It is also rou-
tine to mount a document on a web
site and to conduct professional
exchanges as members of electron-
ic discussion networks. Contrast the
advantages of today's "instanta-
neous" flow of messaging with the
inefficiencies of the "manual" mode
in terms of standardization process-
es! Implementation of the ISBD
procedures had proved quite costly;
for example, more than 400 copies
of the proposed ISBD for Electronic
Resources, a large document, had to
be photocopied and mailed to desti-
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nations on every continent. In addi-
tion, because "snail" mail is often
slow to reach its destination, the
impact on the ISBD procedures
resulted in six month periods for
worldwide review for document
delivery, evaluation, and return of
comments. Even then replies often
would continue to trickle in long
after a particular group had fin-
ished evaluating the replies that
were timely.

Thus, because of the economy
which it provides, both in relation
to postage saved and in terms of
time saved in distributing docu-
mentation, the ISBD Review Group
has become interested in modifying
its procedures to take advantage of
the Internet. This explains why the
Group decided experimentally to
handle the recent proposal to
update ISBD(M) by using the web
as the primary vehicle for conduct-
ing the worldwide review. The
changes were posted prominently
on IFLANET and their availability
for study and comment was
announced on IFLANET and sever-
al other electronic lists. Since the
proposed changes were considered
likely not to be controversial the
Group decided to set the review
period at four months. The ISBD
Review Group was thus able to
have in hand at its August 2000
meeting the comments resulting
from this review and to make final
decisions regarding them at that
time. This experiment was judged a
success!

As a result, the Review Group has
decided that henceforth all ISBD
origination and update work should
make use of the Internet, although
a general mailing to the section
membership will offer to continue
hard-copy drafts sent via airmail to
any members who certify lack of
connectivity to the Internet. New or
changed ISBDs will be posted to
IFLANET and also be available
upon request for e-mail transfer as

textual attachments. The schedule
for worldwide review will be adjust-
ed to allow normally three to six
months for study and comments.
Early alerts will be posted to
IFLANET and other e-lists so that
groups could organize themselves
for study and comment during the
period allowed.

Thus, in this area, IFLA is under-
taking to maximize the opportuni-
ties which today's technology offers
by way of improving the inter-
change of information and views in
its cataloguing standardization
work. Not only will projects benefit
from more timely development but
also the technology will save con-
siderable costs in terms of repro-
ducing draft texts and purchasing
their delivery. 

Beyond these considerations, ISBD
standardization procedures should
be continuously reviewed to enable
IFLA to maintain its cataloguing
leadership, during what is now
proving to be yet another transition
period. Such standards as the
ISBDs have guided the work of
national cataloguing committees in
updating their codes to foster inter-
nationally accepted practices.
Today's publications patterns are
changing, largely as a result of the
electronic environment in which we
increasingly function. As interest in
metadata to promote control and
access to electronic resources
increases, the ISBDs will enjoy new
opportunities to influence content
and use of these schemes, since
most of them will define data ele-
ments already familiar to the
ISBDs. On the other hand, not only
are there new bibliographic situa-
tions to consider, but not every bib-
liographic practice already in place
continues to be as useful now as it
was formerly. 

The Anglo-American Cataloguing
Rules (AACR) and the Regeln für
die alphabetische Katalogisierung

(RAK), to name but two of the
world's most prominent catalogu-
ing codes, are engaged on major
revision projects. The challenge to
IFLA is to be sure that these code
revision projects continue to recog-
nize the need and importance of
international harmonization and do
not unfold in isolation. The ISBD
Review Group is well positioned to
assist the Cataloguing Section in
the area of bibliographic descrip-
tion by initiating communications
with groups revising national cata-
loguing rules to seek their coopera-
tion in maintaining an internation-
ally acceptable framework. No
doubt the national code revision
projects will have many suggestions
by way of improving the ISBDs,
and IFLA should welcome this pos-
sibility as a means of ensuring the
vitality of its own standards. Mod-
ern procedures for standards devel-
opment and review will play a
major role in enabling IFLA to
meet this challenge. 

Therefore, it is necessary for IFLA
to maintain leadership in coordinat-
ing such projects with its own stan-
dardization efforts and to rekindle
commitments of national libraries
and national and multi-national cat-
aloguing committees to cooperation
in maintaining bibliographic prac-
tices that will enable exchange of
cataloguing data in the cost-effec-
tive manner which will benefit
users throughout the world. 
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Presented to: 
The Fifth General Assembly of the
World Blind Union, Melbourne,
Australia, 20-25 November 2000 by
Rosemary Kavanagh, Chair Stand-
ing Committee IFLA Section of
Libraries for the Blind (SLB) (E-
mail: kavanar@lib.cnib.ca)

My task today is to explain the
work of the International Federa-
tion of Library Associations and
why cooperation is imperative
between the World Blind Union
(WBU) and IFLA's Section of
Libraries for the Blind (SLB).

Library service is about the organi-
zation and distribution of all
expressions of knowledge and it is
fundamental to literacy and the cul-
ture of learning. Free library service
is the foundation of democracy, cit-
izenship, economic and social
development, scholarship and edu-
cation in progressive societies. The
following quote is taken from the
Okinawa Charter on the Global
Information Society of the G8 Sum-
mit in Japan, July 22, 2000:

"a key component of our strategy
must be the continued drive toward
universal and affordable access...we
will continue to...pay particular
attention to the needs and con-
straints of the socially under - priv-
ileged, people with disabilities and
older persons and actively pursue
measures to facilitate their access
and use.. We are committed to pro-
vide all our citizens with an oppor-
tunity to nurture IT Literacy and
skills through education, lifelong
learning and training. We will con-
tinue to work toward this ambi-
tious goal by getting schools, class-
rooms and libraries online and
teachers skilled in IT and multime-
dia resources"1

Leaders from the most powerful
and wealthiest countries recognize
the importance of intellectual capi-
tal, skills and libraries in trans-
forming social and economic condi-

tions. What they hold as good for all
of society we too must hold as good
also for blind people everywhere.

The challenges are enormous. 80%
of the world's blind people live in
developing countries, most are not
literate and have no access to
libraries. They live in poverty and
social circumstances more extreme
than the general population, the
'poorest of the poor2. 95% of blind
children do not attend school in
many parts of the world and do not
learn to read braille. In a world
where information doubles every
two to three years and less than 3%
- 5% of published materials are
accessible, we ask our blind stu-
dents to excel on less than 5% of
what sighted students have avail-
able to them, and in many develop-
ing countries we have nothing for
them at all Accessible information
remains the single most profound
issue for libraries serving blind peo-
ple.

Libraries for the blind are the
largest producers and distributors
of accessible content but are they
well positioned to take advantage
of new developments in digital
library services? The SLB is the
only body dedicated to improving
the opportunities, circumstances
and understanding of the special
library needs of blind people any-
where. The WBU is the largest body
representing the interests and
needs of blind people worldwide. I
am going to outline twelve initia-
tives the WBU and IFLA must con-
sider in order to improve library
services for blind people every-
where. I hope this will promote a
better understanding of libraries. 

Advocate access to 
information as a 

fundamental human right
of blind people 

Access to information is a basic
human right recognized in article

19 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and endorsed by
library legislation in many coun-
tries. Many countries recognize this
by providing funding and legislat-
ing free library services and setting
up national networks to ensure that
information as a national resource
is shared, regardless of circum-
stances or borders. Use public
libraries as benchmarks for the type
of service freely available to the
general public which blind people
subsidize through their taxes. Work
with national and local libraries to
develop advocacy and marketing
programs which educate govern-
ments and consumers. 

Distinguish between 
library services and 

transcription services

Many libraries for the blind origi-
nated outside mainstream libraries,
primarily as a transcription service
in blindness organizations. It is
often easy to confuse the two. A
good library service will ensure that
you have the best information on a
topic and if you cannot find a spe-
cific book it will find alternatives or
better sources of this information.
More and more of that content in
today's world will be in a format
you can convert to braille or listen
to with a speech reader. We see
blind users waiting for months or
years for a book to be transcribed
while the information on that sub-
ject is available from other sources
and often in an electronic format.

Develop Zero Tolerance
for Duplication

Duplication is costly, regressive and
widespread. The same book may be
produced several times within a
country and internationally. Dupli-
cation occurs because libraries do
not have the ability to research suit-
able alternatives. Make avoidance
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of duplication a necessity for fund-
ing.

Insist that libraries for
the blind adhere to 
mainstream library 

standards for organizing
and distributing 

collections

Standards are seen as a luxury to
be ignored. However, without stan-
dards libraries cannot record,
retrieve and share content as part of
a wider network or family of
libraries. Libraries unable to imple-
ment accepted standards are
excluding themselves from best
content and from developing inter-
connected digital libraries of the
future. 

Seek cooperative 
arrangements for sharing

resources

We have seen expensive equipment
placed where without a good distri-
bution mechanism it had little
impact on increasing content. Good
libraries do not work alone and too
many libraries for the blind work in
isolation. Seek partnerships with
universities and local libraries who
have access to the Internet and can
assist in locating electronic content
for conversion to braille or other
formats or train staff in libraries for
the blind; share bookmobile ser-
vices to deliver braille books, play-
back equipment or books on tapes
to remote areas and those who are
housebound. Establish cooperative,
regional networks that share equip-
ment, collections, technologies and
expertise. Include the Ministers of
Education from these regions or
key leaders in the information tech-
nology industry who can help
advance library service.

Support inclusive 
service models

Blind people and their families
need service and access to informa-
tion in their communities. Inclusive
models promote working with local

public, academic or national
libraries in the communities where
blind people live. The IFLA/
UNESCO manifesto for public
libraries enshrines the duty of pub-
licly funded libraries to serve all
members of a community including
blind people. The Guidelines for
Library Service to Braille Users are
published. Use these tools to urge
publicly funded libraries to develop
policies for serving people in their
communities. Demand a share of
the public initiative to provide free
information to everyone regardless
of circumstances. This does not
mean that libraries for the blind
will be replaced by public libraries
but that they will partner to explore
complementary relationships.

Promote Best Practices 

Study successful operations and
urge governments around the
world to be cognizant of these suc-
cesses. Do not re-invent the wheel.
Libraries for the blind around the
world will be invited to submit pro-
jects to a Best Practices Panel spon-
sored by IFLA SLB. The winners
will be announced at the SLB Pre-
conference to be held in 2001. 

Set up worldwide 
arrangements with

publishers and vendors 

Copyright limits what can be pro-
duced or even loaned among
libraries. It would take forever to
change and align copyright laws in
every single country of the world. It
is time to try other solutions. The
SLB is examining international con-
cessions from rights holders and
publishers for libraries for the blind
to acquire their audio and electron-
ic files for unabridged content. 

Use the digital 
technologies of the 

information age to create
more content for blind

people 

Today both mainstream libraries
and libraries for the blind are

preparing for more and more elec-
tronic information and its distribu-
tion. The move towards digital
audio books is only one aspect of
this. Electronic content will enable
faster transcription of materials into
an alternate format. Linking
libraries through technologies will
enable access to more information.
It is imperative that libraries for the
blind and the WBU ensure that the
needs of blind people for training
and access are included in national
plans for IT literacy.

Participate in the union
catalogue developed by
the Library of Congress

Our Section endorsed the Library of
Congress' union catalogue which
includes the holdings of many
libraries for the blind in the world.
Use it to locate material before pro-
ducing it. You can get copies of this
catalogue on CD-ROM to keep in
your own countries today or it can
be accessed online via the Internet. 

Recruit the right skills

Libraries require staff who know
how to acquire, organize and dis-
tribute information, are subject spe-
cialists, familiar with library net-
works, the Internet, information
technologies, transmission systems
and can apply these technologies
and standards. If you cannot hire
good professional staff, partner with
an institution which does. We know
that many staff from libraries for
the blind do not participate in some
of the excellent programs at IFLA
because their own lack of training
makes them unable to do so.

Urge Participation in
IFLA and the Section of
Libraries for the Blind

IFLA should be part of every
library's training budget. It repre-
sents over 135 countries and fosters
library service development world-
wide. We are a volunteer organiza-
tion of library professionals. IFLA
does not provide funding for library
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development. For example the
SLB'S entire budget for the year is
1,000 guilders. 

The SLB has a Standing Committee
of approximately 20 members from
all over the world. It provides the
best opportunity for cooperative
project development, training and
awareness of library service, tech-
nologies and digital library devel-
opments. In March 2000 the first
workshop on Library Systems and
Internet Services for Libraries for
the Blind was held in the United
Kingdom. A Pre-conference for
Libraries for the Blind is planned
for Washington, DC on August 15 -
18, 2001. The theme is 'Digital
Libraries for the Blind and the Cul-
ture of Learning in the Information
Age'. We want to examine our
future, in helping students, profes-
sionals and anyone engaged in life
long learning. In February 2001 we
are combining our business meet-
ing with a Forum for leaders in
Greece who can help make a differ-
ence in library services for the blind
in their country. There are many
more initiatives, training opportuni-
ties and working groups but not

enough libraries for the blind par-
ticipate actively in IFLA for these
purposes.

Over 80 libraries for the blind are
members of the SLB and there are
vacancies for six new members on
the Standing Committee. Together
with the FORCE Foundation SLB is
seeking funding for one representa-
tive each from Asia, Africa and
Latin America for the next four
years to ensure consistent represen-
tation and success for initiatives in
those parts of the world. We work
closely with other Sections and
Divisions within IFLA who cover
areas such as UNESCO and the
World Trade Organization on our
behalf and establish the techniques
and standards which we apply but
could never afford to develop on
our own.

Libraries are fundamental to litera-
cy and culture in civil society. IFLA
SLB cannot solve the technological
and resource gaps in developing
countries nor can we build success-
ful libraries by donating a few
books or a few braille embossers.
"Old shoes for Bangladesh" are not

solutions for future success. We
must move developing countries
into the information age but 'Will'
and 'Skill' are mighty forces for
success. IFLA through the SLB
offers the opportunity to set a
framework in which future libraries
for the blind are interconnected,
part of the global information net-
work with the same set of aspira-
tions for all its users regardless of
their economic or other circum-
stances. There are problems and
standards libraries for the blind
need to solve together but the WBU
and IFLA must work together to
advocate and build good library
services. I close with an old
Jamaican farewell, 'Walk Good My
Friends' but to this I add, let us
walk together with a better under-
standing of how libraries work best
in literacy and culture.

1 Okinawa Charter on Global Informa-
tion Society. http://www.g8kyushu-
okinawa.go.jp/e/documents/it1.html

2 World Blind Union Brief to the 22nd
Congress of the Universal Postal
Union, Beijing, China, September 8,
1999
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