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I welcome the opportunity to -open.this conference. It comes at a: time when

changes. to the constitution' of Australian society require a thorough overhaul of many of
our public services, including library services in Australia.l Among ' these basie ehanges,
going on.in our country, are:

the growing proportion of the aged population with speeial needs and disabilities to
be catered for in. libraries; L - - '
- thegrowing numbers.of people retmng early with prolonged leisure- to be filled in;
. the growing proportion of the population for whom regular employ.m ent would be an
exception because of technological and structural changes and the reductiq;&. of
routine work because of computerisation; ) ’ -
."the impact of the information technology revolution on library services.

In New South Wales the Premier {Mr NK Wran} has speclflcally ear marked
$1million to be spent on library services for the aged. This laudable gouem ment decision
means that, for the first time, -many lbrarians are reassessing the services they provide
for older members of the community, This conference has been organised to stimulate
Hbrarians to think about new directions and services suitable for an ageing population in
Australia. The extent of the demographie shift is not yet fully appreciated. Its political
and seecinl 1mphcat:ons are yet to be realised.
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A reecent two-year.study on the aged in ﬁusiralia by the Australian National
University concluded that not. only are there more old people but thanks to
superannuation, smaller famiu’eé, careful investment, prolonged prosperity and improved
medical care, many members of our older population are getting healthier and wealthier.
Another recent report, from the United States, indicates ‘that there are 32000 in that
country-100 years or older. Three-quarters of these people are women. The middle-aged
and elderly are also the fastest growing segments of the population of Australia. Since
zero population growth came upon us in the 1960s, the numbers of the young in Australia
are dwindling,"é;imparatively. The fastest growing group are those between. 35 and 44 —
the World -Wer II baby boom. Australia has been an atypical Westemn country for the last
30 years because of the influx of migrants of younger age snd younger families. But now
we are rejoining the pattern of other Westem communities. This is the long ferecast
ageing of Australia. Nearly 9% of the Australian population is now over 65. Before the age
of 65, 52% of men have retired. This proportien inéreases rapidly with increasing age. 80%
of all men and 95% of all women over the age of 65 are retired. At 65 an average man can
expect to live another 15 years. Women can expect to live 20 years. There has been little
change in adult mortality of the over-53 group in the past 50 years. But in times gone by,
early compulsory retirement was less common than today. Nowadays people can look
forward to 15 to 20 years of retirement, on average a. fifth -of their lifetime. Twice as
many pecple between 55 to 54 years suffer-redundaney than those in the 20 to 24 year old
grow. The Poverty Inquiry has shown that many among the very old in Australia are also ¥
very poor. As a compassionate. society, we should be doing more to fill the long lexsure
hours of this large and growing proportion of ‘our population. Television and video cassette
recorders provide easy stimules; But many of our clder population tire of repeat cowboy
shows and violent American gun' duels. 'Perfect Match' may be a fasciniting exercise in
nestalgin for a time. But many older people will-q_ue'sticn its immediate relevance to
them. And this is where a good book comes in. Yet libraries must edjust their facilities
and services if they are to attract the growing ageing population to the world of books.

There has been very httle research on the prov1510n of library services for the
aged in Austrzlia. In 1979 & ma;or study by w:lhamson and StaynerZ was conducted in
the two Melbourne suburbs. of ngumod and Croydon, concermng the library needs of s

people over 65 years. 'I‘he study showed the necessity to take into account a number of
special factors in this older popuiation:

it -has higher levels of functional illiteracy;

. it has considerably lower levels in extended schooling or higher education.
Aecording to the Census, 35% of the population over 65 had left sehool at 14 years
of age compared with 18% of the population betweern 14 and 64;
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for aged: persons to get into libraries and to use them physical localities need
frequently to be changed; - _

the interests of older readers tend to be different because of different life
experience and current needs. For example, books on employment are of relatively
little interest. Books on housing and local facilities are of more interest;

new' heans- must be found to inform older citizens of local library faeilities.
Notices to ratepayers may not do so, bécause many persioners pay no rates;

new places must be found for advertising library sefvices. The most frequently
mentioned suitable place was the doctors' wmtmg reom or an information section
“in loeal papers; v K

large print bools and.other facilities specmlly sdapted to the cémmon disabilities
of age need to be ‘stepped up'.

In the past some libraries have been more” concerned with apfearances than

with eceessibility. Toe many libraries have sacrificed accessibility on the altar of an

_ impressive building. The magnificent stone stairway in front of the State Library in
Sydney is an architectural inspiration. But it requires an old or handicapped person to
mount 11 solid steps. It is also more than a little daunting to the young, inexperienced and
shy. It would take a remarkably healthy and intrepid older reader to find their way into
the State Library. Many do. But maﬁy do not. Fortunately the new library building now
being erected in Macquarie Street will exhibit 2 modern insistence on prIm accessibility,
new facmtla ard up to date technology .

As in the Melboume survey of older readers, a number of positive suggestions
could be made for improvement of library facilities for the ¢ld. These include:

the establishment of planning committees mcludmo elderly people;

.w-the provision of interpreters and more community language books for the mlgrant
ag H ]

- pamphlets with phone numbers and details of services, to be available at
supermarkets, doetors' waiting rooms ete;

. aninerease in large print facilitié; .
the appointment of loral Council community officers to provide special leisure
facitities for the aged;

. there should be publicity about facilities in local papers and radio;

- purchasing poliey should be altered to reflect the prio;ity interests of older readers;

. the piﬁvisim of mobile libral:y facilities to bring suitable books to the bedridden

and immobile reader. : _ S



-4-
1 know this seminar will be addressing these issues, or some of them. I have

much pleasure in cpening the seminar. The State Library Couneil of New South Wales will
consider most closely Ms Woodward's report on your-deliberations,

FOOTNOTES

1. .Cf Pensions After 2000 : A Granny Crisis is Coming, in The.Eccnomist, 19 May
' 1984,55. - i , '
2. K Williamson and R Stayner, Information and Library Needs of the Aged', in

. The Australian Library Journal, Vol 29,.No 4 (November 1880), 188,
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