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 I start by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we meet, the Cadigal people of the Eora nation, and pay my respects to their elders, past and present, and also to Indigenous people who are here this morning.
This is an important statement of respect for our Indigenous people, their prior ownership of this land and their knowledge and traditions. It is not just a formulaic expression which we trot out on occasions like this. 

The State Library of New South Wales

It is a particularly important expression for those who, like me, have responsibility for memory institutions. For us, it is vital to have respect for knowledge, for history and tradition and for people. But that does not mean that we are fixated on the past, it means that we have strong respect for the continuity of past and present as well as for change and especially for understanding the context of the resources we look after, both the context in which they were made and the context in which they are accessed and used yesterday, today and tomorrow.

Now it is my job to set the scene for this conference, to outline the challenges we face as we travel through the historic shift to digital media which poses particular problems for textual materials and reading. Challenges include the impermanence of many digital media, ever growing diversity of interfaces, device specificity and obsolescence, and antagonistic business models. The long held goal of 'reading for all', including all with print disabilities, demands brave strategies.

I have the honour to be the State Librarian of New South Wales which confers a responsibility to care for the world’s premier collection on the exploration and settlement of Australia and its region, a collection which extends from the maps of early European navigators to the records of companies, the papers of some of our greatest writers and artists and many, many publications. The figures are large: nearly 12 km of manuscripts, a quarter million artworks, 2 million photographs, some 5.5 million items and collections. But the collections don’t stop with those traditional forms; they extend to today’s born digital materials including contemporary popular expression such as Twitter.
Collecting is at our core. It is absolutely necessary but it is not sufficient: we also must make our resources available to the people of New South Wales, as is required by the Library Act 1939, and beyond because of the global significance of our collections.

Thanks to strong support from the previous and current governments we are doing so. The previous government granted us approximately $25 million over four years to convert our historic card catalogues to online eRecords. That process, which has almost been completed, has opened up our collections as never before. It has not been a trivial process as it has involved the creation of well over a million new records which draw on card catalogues and finding aids to offer unprecedented metadata and description, exposing our collections to searchers across New South Wales, Australia and the world a depth which was not possible previously. To take one example, late last year a staff member sent around an email saying that he had just identified another gun. As a relatively new State Librarian, I was fascinated, ‘a gun’ and ‘another’! It turned out to be the hunting gun of Gregory Blaxland which was in a collection of Blaxland family memorabilia which had not previously been described in detail and which, according to the family, he took on the famous walk across the Blue Mountains, 200 years ago this month.

The current State Government has granted the Library some $34 million over four years to upgrade our digital infrastructure and digitise 52 core heritage collections to make them available across New South Wales, Australia and the world, generating some 20 million digital objects in the process. That work, which started last July, is progressing well. This financial year, we will add an estimated 1.5 million pages of regional newspapers to Trove, increasing its holdings of newspapers by about 20%. In addition we have just started to digitise the remainder of our treasure trove of World War I diaries, on the eve of the centenary of that terrible war, and have begun a pilot of books from collection of Australiana given to us by David Scott Mitchell. In future phases we will move on to other formats including more manuscripts, artworks, photographs and oral history. We aim to make all of these materials available both in image form and in fully searchable transcription. This is a boon for people with vision and hearing impairment in that it is rendering an enormous amount of material in forms which are readily convertible to accessible formats.
At the same time, as I indicated a moment ago, we are collecting born digital material so that our collections will reflect contemporary life for the students and researchers of tomorrow. We are using a tool called Vizie, developed by the CSIRO, to capture a rich cross section of social media. 

And we are also using social media to make our collections more readily available through such tools as HistoryPin and Pinterest. We are actively submitting contents to Wikipedia and Wikimedia Commons as well as Flickr Commons. This means that our materials are not only used to support the New South Wales curriculum but also internationally with uses turning up in Bengali, Polish and many other languages.

Fulfilling our responsibility under the Library Act 1939 to provide an information service for the people of New South Wales, we have statewide subscriptions to eJournals, databases and eBooks which any resident of the State can use subject to registration. And we work in partnership with the State’s network of 374 public libraries to make digital information available to everyone. eBooks and eAudioBooks are growing in popularity, as you would know.
Last month, we opened the new AMAZE Gallery at the State Library – our first new gallery since 1929! – and simultaneously launched an accompanying app, the innovative Curio, which provides immediate access to many layers of information about what is on show in AMAZE and related titbits. This emphasises our direction, bringing both physical and digital spaces and items into dialogue, so that we will be recognised both as a world leading library and as a centre of digital excellence.

Today’s connected world 

This brief summary of some of the initiatives we are pursuing at the State Library of New South Wales demonstrates that digital technology and formats are central to our strategic direction. While we continue to curate our historic collection of books, journals, manuscripts, artworks and so on – and continue to add to those collections – our drive is increasingly digital. Even when we create something in a physical form, such as the new AMAZE Gallery or an exhibition, it is invariably accompanied by a digital version via Curio, our website or digital display on our premises or elsewhere. Our guiding phrase is “on site, online and on tour” as we seek to fulfil our responsibilities to the people of New South Wales.

In emphasising our digital direction, we are of course reflecting trends throughout society in Australia and most countries, even the poor countries although our rate of adoption will be higher.  It is not too much to say that the world has gone digital.
This is particularly evident among under 25s in developed countries such as Australia. For them, technology does not exist, it is a normal and natural extension of themselves. The young are social and keep in constant touch, they are used to learning with their peers in informal settings and are comfortable doing so; use social media routinely and expect others to; have grown up in a media saturated world where information and ideas are shared in visual and engaging formats without paying much attention to ownership of ideas, copyright, authenticity, public and private information and so on. 

Today’s connected people expect that they can converse with anyone in the world; use multiple technologies to obtain and share information and to report on events; wear portable devices to communicate with others, listen to music, play games, take photos and videos, check details, advertise events, watch videos and access the internet.  They expect to have access to information quickly and seamlessly and have not known a time when this was not possible. New technology skills transfer is seamless. While this is visible on the streets and beachers, in buses and bars, and everywhere we see under 25s, it is increasingly true of almost all of us. We are all the Google generation now!

It is not exaggerating to say that the world has gone mobile. Mobile phones and texting are ubiquitous, smart phones are commonplace, iPads and other tablets are walking out shop doors, eBook readers can be seen in restaurants and buses, music and video are streamed or downloaded continually, wireless network access is more robust and widespread, moving out of organisations and homes into cafés and streets. As a consequence we and the clients of our libraries simultaneously occupy both physical and digital spaces. While sitting, reading, studying, talking or travelling, we may also be texting, surfing, connecting or viewing. The biggest change in information seeking behaviour that can currently be observed is the continual and often simultaneous code shifting between physical, material, tactile locations and experiences and those that are digital, intangible, mobile.

For these fortunate under 25s and many more of us, multi-tasking is a state of being – emailing, texting, Instant Messaging, chatting on the mobile, listening to music and / or the TV, eating, simultaneously while doing homework or other tasks is a normal state of being.
  

But while this is commonplace it does not reflect the situation of all. Today’s disconnected people usually live in lower socio economic areas and rural and regional underserved communities and have limited access to devices and bandwidth. Too often they are people with disabilities, especially print related disabilities, who are unable to access and use the tools so readily adopted by their peers. They are the have-nots or have-less of the digital divide. 

As William Gibson, author of Neuromancer, put it:  “The future is already here. It’s just not very well distributed.”
 

On the credit side, we should note that the new technologies are also opening windows in the walls of the divide – and Vision Australia and other organisations in this sector are making good use of those emerging possibilities.
Libraries today

For centuries we have thought of libraries as buildings or rooms which house collections of books and other materials, reading rooms and staff areas. Technology has brought greater complexity, more specialized facilities and the need for more extensive support functions.  Today we deal in content which is intangible, employs a wide and ever growing variety of media and is available both 24/7 and on the move. Our clients simultaneously operate in physical 3D space and in digital / mobile space, multitasking and diversely engaged. 

We are seeing a metamorphosis today in which the core mission remains constant with many aspects of libraries’ appearance changing. Libraries are evolving from warehouses of books, journals and other publications with associated services into systems for delivering information and knowledge in a multitude of formats, both physical and online. Libraries are undergoing a process of metamorphosis as we question and reinvent many aspects of our operations while continuing to ensure the availability of information and knowledge across borders, cultures and languages and through time.

The digital technologies of today and tomorrow reshape every aspect of the operation of our libraries. Our tools for providing access to digital resources – journals, newspapers, databases, eBooks, images and so on – are developing from the catalogue and federated search to discovery ‘layers’. And we are trying to find ways to ‘organise’ access to resources of value to our clients which we do not own or even licence and which are constantly in flux as the Internet and its technologies proliferate and we experiment with new approaches such as ‘web scale’ discovery. 

Far from simply enabling a client to sit and read a book or view a film, we are now becoming increasingly concerned with how we can support rendering and visualisation of our digital resources so that our clients may use, reuse and repurpose them to their utmost potential. To offer one example, the State Library recently digitised the 3500 stunning glass plate negatives of the New South Wales goldfields in the 1870s which form the famous Holtermann Collection which has been inscribed on the UNESCO Register of World Heritage. The resultant files have faithfully reproduced the extraordinary resolution recorded by the photographers 140 years ago as we showed in an exhibition which has just closed, The Greatest Wonder of the World. But, for the viewer to appreciate that resolution fully, to scan a street scene and look into a pharmacy window and read the labels on the products, we need sophisticated, high end zoom and rendering software.  This and other examples present new departures for libraries as we become, at least in some senses, media purveyors and publishers.

So today’s libraries deal in content  which is both tangible and intangible and is delivered 24 hours a day  7  days a week via a wide and ever growing variety of media to clients who are often mobile. Our clients are multitasking and diversely engaged as they juggle work and study, family and travel, entertainment and exercise, with each one overlapping the other. They simultaneously occupy physical, three dimensional space and mobile  digital spaces as they sit with friends, study actively or quietly, commute but are all the time connected, tweeting, connecting via Facebook, sneaking a look at YouTube, listening via iTunes or checking information.

Supporting reading for all

Our libraries take advantage of contemporary technologies to fulfil our mission to make information available and we are working hard to make our heritage collections more readily available 24/7 wherever people might be – in a classroom, at work, at home, on a beach. But we do not create the technologies nor distribute them.

So how can we respond to the challenges posed by inequality in access to ever evolving technologies and differences in capacity to use them? For those of us who have responsibility for public libraries and similar institutions, this inequality presents a challenge. The Library Act 1939 gives us the responsibility to serve the people of New South Wales not just those who come to our magnificent reading rooms on Macquarie Street or live in inner Sydney, and not just those who have smartphones or can read printed materials without difficulty. 

First of all, we must embrace accessibility. We must demand that the systems we implement meet accessibility standards and that those standards evolve over time to enhance accessibility and support autonomy.  It is not a question of playing Canute and trying to prevent or slow the development of new technologies, new systems, new applications. We cannot do that and wouldn’t want to do so anyway. But we can work to implement technologies in accessible forms.
Secondly, we must embrace diversity. We have no need to take a ‘one size fits all’ approach to our media and technologies. We should be open to diversity and to providing multiple ways for people to use and access our content. Multi-channelling is essential. We should encourage verbal and other interfaces in addition to the ubiquitous graphical interfaces.
Thirdly, we must work even more vigorously to remove regulatory or technological barriers. These include the inappropriate application of Digital Rights Management (DRM) technologies and restrictive elements of intellectual property regulation. In this we need to work both nationally and internationally, using IFLA’s (International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions) penetration of World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) discussions in particular.
Fourthly, those of us who manage libraries and other cultural institutions must cultivate an organisational ethos which supports access and use by all, an ethos in which each staff member is committed to enhancing access.
And, finally, a fundamental principle, as always, is that we must hear from those who use – or cannot use – our services so that we may try to address deficiencies and render our services and resources more accessible and more useable.
These principles underpin an agenda to support reading for all, something which we should all hold dear. They are principles which you will hear explored in the other sessions of this conference.

Thank you.
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