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Hon Justice MD Kirby CMG

Member of tl)e. Library, Councilor. New South Wales

I welcome the opportunity to ,open this conie,renee. It comes' at a' time when

changes. to the conStitution of Australia~ society'. require a thorough overhaul of many of

'our public services, -including library: services in Australia. 1 Among; these basic changes,

going on,in our ~ountry, are:

the growing propotticn of the aged p.opulation witta special needs ani' disab,ilities to

be catered for in. libraries;

the gl'f?wJng flUll)bers.of. people retiring early with prolonged leisure}o- be filled in;

the growing proportion-o~ the population for whom regular employment would be an

exception because, of technological ard structural changes aOO the reductiop-o of

].outine work because of computerisation;

'·hui impact of.the informatioo. technology revolution on library services.

In New South Wales the p~mier (Mr NK Wranlhas specifically earmarked

$lmillion -to be spent on library seI"Vic~ Cor.the aged. This laudable gOlle~~entdecision

means that, for the first ti-me,·many librarians are reassessing the services they provide

Cor older members of the community. This conference has been organised to sti,mulate

librarians to think about new directioos aOO services suitable for an ageing population in

Australia. The extent oC the demographic shift is not yet fully appreciated. Its political

aoo social impiications are yet to be reali.'5ed.
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A recent two-year: study en the aged in ~ustralia by the Australian National

University concluded that n~L only are there more old people but thanks to

superannuation, -smaller famili~,careful investment, p_folooged' prosperity and .improved

medical care, manY members of our older population nre getting healthier aoo wealthier.

Anotherr~_ent repor!,~J.ro~ the UnTtecl-St~tes,-indicates .'that there are 32 000 in that

countrY·-lOO years or older. Three-quarters of these people are women. The middle-aged

and eld~rly are also the fastest growing seglJleJ~ts of the population of Australia. Since

zero popUlatim .growth came upon us in the 19605, the numbers of the young in Australia

are dW'indling,-'c.omparativelY. The fastest growing groq> are those between· 35 and 44 

the World·War II baby boom. Aust:ralia has been a~.atypicalWestern country for the last

30 years because of the influx of migrants of younger age and younger families. But now

we are rejqining the pattern of other Western communities. This is the long forecast

ageing of Austra~a.,Nearly 996 of the Australian population is now over 65. Before the age

of 65, 52% of men have retired. This proportim ,jncreases 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-55 group in the past 50 years. But in times gone by,

EBrly compulsory retirement was less 'commoo, ·than today. Nowadays people can look

forward to 15 to20y;-ears of- retirement, on- average a fifth 'of their lifetime~ Twice as

many people between' .55 to 64 years suffer'redundancy than those 'in the 20 to' 24 'year old

gro~. The Poverty InQU:iry has shown that many among the very old in Australiaa~ also :,:

very poor. As a eompassimate.soeiety, we should be doing more to fin the long leisure

hours of this large ·and growing proporUon 'of'our population. Televisiooand video cassette

recorders provide easy stimulus. But many of our older population tire -of repeat cowboy

shows 'and violent America,Ii gtm· duels. lPerfect Match' may ·be a fascinating exercise in

nostalgia for a time. But many older people will questim its 'immediate releva~e to

them. And this is where, a. good book comes in. Yet libraries must adjust- their facilities

aoo services if they are to attract the growing ageing populaticn to the world of books.

There has been very little research on the provision of library services for the- '
aged in Australia. In 19.79 a major study by Williamson am Stayner2 was c~nducted in

the two Melbourne sul:;lu.r:!Js. of ·.,Ring,w,Ood arid Croydon, concerning the library' needs of

people over 65 years.; The study sho~~ the necessity :f6\ake into account a number of'

special factors in this older popUlation:

it -has higher levels of fW1ctiroB.I illiteracy;

it has considerably lower levels in extcooed schooUng or higher ernestion.

According to the Census, 3596 of the popUlation over 65 had left school at 14 years

of age compared with 18% of the popUlation betweem 14 and 64-;
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.• for aged". persons to get into libraries and to use them physical localities need

i freqUently to be changed;

the interests of .older readers ten9 to -be different because- of different life

experience and current needs. For example, books on employment are of relatively

little interest. Books on housing aOOloca! facilities are of more interest;

new means-' must be found to inform older- citizens of local library facilities.

Notices to ratepayers may not d~) so, "because many perni'oners pay no rates;

new places must be found for advertising library service<;. The most frequently

menticned suitable place was the doctors l waiting room or an information section
. iQ local "papers;

large print books a~:other facilities specially adapted to the' common disabilities

of age need to be 'stepped up'.

In the past some libraries have been more-' concerned with a,Q~earances th'an

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

impressive building. The magnificent stone stairway in .front of tile State Library in

Sydney is an architectural inspiratioo_ 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 am
shy. It would take a remarkably healthy .and intrepid older reader to firxl their way into

the State Library. Many do. But many do not. Fortunately the new library building now

being erected in Macquarie Street will exhibit a modern insistence on public accessibility,

ne w facilities aoo up to date tec.hnology_

As in the Melbourne survey of older readers, a number or positive suggestions

could be made for improvement of library facilities for the old. These incl~;de:

the establishment of plaMing committees including elderly people;

.the provision of interpreters and more community language books for the migrant
'-~ed;

pamphlets with phone numbers and details or servicES, to be available at

su[?ermarkets, doctot'S' waiting rooms etc;

an increase in large print facilities;

the appointment of local Council community officers to provide specia.l leisure

facilities for the aged;

there should be pUblicity about facilities in local papers aoo radio;
"

~urchasing policy should be altered to reflect the priority interests of older readers;.. , .
the provisioo of mobile library facilities to bring suitable books to the bedridden
lind immobile render. -::,.',
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I know this seminar will be addressing these issues, or sam-e of them. I have

much pleasure in opening the seminar. The State Library Council of New South Wales will

consider most closely Ms.Woodwardts.report on your-deliberations.

FOOTNOTES

1. _.cr Pensions After 2000 : A Granny Crisis is Coming, in The..-Economist, 19 May

1984,55.

-2. K Williamson and R Stayner, ~nformation and Library Needs of the Aged', in

The Australi!LPJ. Library Journal, Vol 29,).104 (November 1980), 188•
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