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FIL CONFERENCE JULY 11th - 13th 1996 

Review by Jean Bradford, University of Bristol Library.  

We had a very warm welcome to the 1996 FIL Conference. The sun was shining and 

the campus looked very attractive with roses in bloom everywhere. Expert help was 

available to get us settled into our rooms, and so the scene was set for a very 

interesting and enjoyable conference.  

 

After the official welcome from Margaret Coutts, the Librarian of the University of 

Kent, it was the turn of Peter Beauchamp of the Department of National Heritage to 

give the keynote address. He gave us an excellent start outlining some recent 

developments and the way in which the government is approaching an IT strategy 

nationally. He focussed more on public libraries and raised interesting questions about 

their future role.  

 

The theme of the future for public libraries was picked up in the next session by 

Elspeth Mitcheson, Director of Leisure and Heritage for Anglesey. The background to 

her paper was local government re-organisation in Wales and its impact on the library 

service. I know from my own experience in the South West that the latest local 

government re-organisation is a difficult process, but the Welsh experience seems 

even more horrific than the tales I have heard locally. She stressed that, to have real 

co-operation, everyone has to give as well as to receive and this can be painful. As the 

economies of scale will be lost, since larger Authorities are replaced by smaller ones, 

so the resources available will not cover as much as before. It was good to hear 

someone who had a real vision of what she wanted to achieve - it is all too easy to be 

defeatist in the face of the problems which she outlined, yet this was definitely not her 

message.  

 

After dinner there was a choice of workshops and I chose 'Public libraries on the Net.' 

Philippa Dobson of Project EARL took us through the work of Project EARL. I had 

heard a little about this Project before, and this was my chance to find out more. This 

Project is supporting acess for public libraries to the World Wide Web so we had an 

opportunity to see some examples of their work including various Home Pages and 

discuss the issues involved.  

 

The next day the sun was still shining and I headed with the group visiting the 

Cathedral Library and Archives. This was a truly amazing experience - I shall not 

forget seeing William the Conqueror's mark on the Accord of Winchester (dated 

1072) in a hurry. The staff of both the Library and the Archives put an enormous 

amount of effort in welcoming us and this was definitely a high spot for me. At lunch 

it was obvious that we had all enjoyed our various visits and found them very helpful.  

 

Michael Long then had the difficult task of bringing us back to earth with a paper 

about 'Northern Telematics' and the work of the Northern Informatics Applications 

Agency. Then came tea and two further offerings. These addressed the theme of the 

conference from a different perspective. Peter Craddock of Share the Vision reminded 



us of the difficulties that visually impaired people have in accessing information. 

Being able to use information is important for many reasons; one which is often 

overlooked is that it helps people to feel that they belong to a group, since everyone 

knows what others are talking about. Jonathan Chingwalu then spoke about Book Aid 

International. He had only just arrived in this country and this was his first encounter 

with a group of British librarians. He quoted some facts about Africa, for example, it 

was easier for him to discover the holdings of the British Library than those of the 

National Library of Tanzania and a large number of people are illiterate. This was He 

quoted some facts about Africa, for example, it was easier for him to discover the 

holdings of the British Library than those of the National Library of Tanzania and a 

large number of people are illiterate. This was a startling reminder of the gap between 

what we take for granted, however imperfect that is, and what developing countries 

are still struggling to achieve.  

 

The A.G.M. followed and once these formalities were over, we were free until the 

Conference dinner. Wine flowed, courtesy of BLDSC for which we were very 

grateful, so the evening was convivial and friendly. It ended with plenty of 

information exchange - conversations in the bar!  

 

Saturday brought two more papers. Nicky Whitsed spoke about designing services for 

Open University students. Traditionally Open University policy has been that all 

students should have equal access to its courses. Changing technology and the 

development of higher degree courses have meant that different ways of supporting 

students are needed. This is costly and challenging, for example ensuring that the 

17,000 students who are required to have a computer to do their course can do so.  

 

The Conference was rounded off by Ray Templeton of the Library Association. He 

gave us a broad overview of the role of the Association and ended by reminding us 

that policies needed to be put into practice in the workplace - a good note on which to 

end.  

 

The theme 'Information rich/Information poor: FILling the gaps' proved to be a good 

launch pad for contributions covering a wide variety of topics. Some people 

commented on the amount we had heard about public libraries. I was glad to have the 

opportunity to understand more of what is currently happening and challenging the 

traditional way that ILL has been done. We have always valued co-operation and only 

by understanding each other's concerns can we preserve the best from the past to 

make the technology and other developments work in the way we want now. All in all 

I spent a very interesting two days with stimulating discussions in a friendly 

atmosphere. My final memory is the traditional FIL Raffle - I won the bottle of wine! 

So thank you all who made the 1996 Conference so enjoyable. To anyone who hasn't 

yet been to a FIL Conference, I would say that it's a good mixture of friendship and 

serious debate, so hope to see you in 1997. 

 


