AALL Conference 2004 Report
The AALL 2004 conference, titled “Boston to Mumbai: The world of legal information,” was attended by over 2000 people with around 70 international attendees. It was very well organised with a large Exhibit Hall containing all the major publishers and suppliers. Added pluses were the free Internet access room and the Internet access also provided by LexisNexis, a small cafeteria, the free ice cream on the last day (Ben and Jerry’s biscuit dough!), and the Special Interest Section booths.

The registration area also had a booth to offer advice on activities and computers set up to allow printing of the conference session material.

When I registered I was allocated a Host, Stephanie Burke from the Boston University Law Library. Stephanie also put me in contact with a friend of hers from the Harvard Law School Library, Michelle Pearse.

I arrived on the Saturday evening and, after recovering briefly, met up with Michelle for a lovely Italian dinner. My hotel was located about six blocks from the conference venue, the Hynes Convention Centre, and after a pleasant walk on the Sunday morning I reached there in time for a look around the exhibit hall before the first session which was titled “Passport to the world of legal information: Foreign and international legal materials on the web”.

This first session had a four person panel, three from the Law Library of Congress, Robert N. Gee, Janice Hyde and Rubens Medina, and one from the Harvard Law School Library, Jeanette Yackle. The panel talked about the LLC’s Global Information Network (GLIN), where it is now and where it will be in five years; the other foreign and international digital legal information products created by the LLC, and effective search strategies for finding foreign and international legal information on the Internet.

http://www.loc.gov/law/glin
http://www.loc.gov/mulp   (Multinational Collections Database)

http://www.loc.gov/law/public/law-guide.html   (Guide to Law Online)

Following the first session I attended the International Registrants Luncheon which was hosted by the AALL President, Janis L. Johnston, in the President’s Suite at the Sheraton Boston Hotel. This was attended by about 20 international registrants with a good number being from Australia and the United Kingdom. This was a very pleasant occasion with fantastic food and views over Boston.

The Plenary I session later that afternoon was a highlight for me. The keynote speaker was Siva Vaidhyanathan, Director of Communication Studies, New York University and author of “The Anarchist in the Library: The Future of Global Information Politics”. I purchased a CD copy of the session if anyone would like to hear it. All sessions were recorded and I have an order sheet if anyone would like to purchase them.

Over a wide-ranging talk Siva discussed the interaction of copyright and creativity, information warfare, globalisation, the free cultural movement and other issues discussed in his book and other work.

In the early evening I sat on a panel for the Foreign, Comparative and International Law Special Interest Section (FCIL SIS). I was invited to sit on this panel along with Jules Winterton, Acting Director and Librarian, Institute of Advanced Legal Studies, Amanda Barratt, University of Cape Town, and Milagros Santos-Ong, Supreme Court of the Philippines.

The panel was only for an hour, but could have continued for a lot longer. People who attended seem to have found it valuable, as I did, and I was constantly stopped for the remainder of the conference by people who had seen me on the panel and wanted to say hello.

We spoke to a range of questions which the organiser, Jean Wenger, had sent prior to the conference.

--Education 

What education is required for law librarians in your country?  

Is there any national standard or an exam? 

What degrees/education are required at various types of law libraries -

academic, firm, government, etc.?

Any continuing education required?  If so, who provides it?

--Professional Organizations

What types of professional organizations exist in your country for law

librarians? 

What is the relationship between law librarians' professional

organizations and other library/librarian organizations within your

country?

How do you network with colleagues in your city, in your country?

--The Profession

How many law librarians are in your country? 

Any sense of the break down into government, academic and private law

librarians? 

How do you share information or otherwise work together?  What's the job

market like for law librarians?

--Impact of Technology

How has the advent of internet legal information changed your work

(patrons' expectations and behavior, your collection development

strategies/options)?

How do you use technology in your institution?

How would you summarize the state of online legal information for your

jurisdiction (e.g., decisions from various court levels available? Older

decisions? consolidated and up-to-date statutes and regulations?  old

versions of same?)  Who pays to make this information available?  Is it

easy to use? 

Have you seen any effects of the large vendors' push to acquire smaller

legal publishers, and if so what have you seen?  Any other significant

changes to the legal information landscape?

Of your patrons who are interested in foreign law, what foreign law

topics and what jurisdictions are they interested in?

We, of course, did not get to all of the questions and got off the topic quite often! Interesting aspects were:

-the problems South Africa has with access to technology, let alone the Internet. Amanda said that she hadn’t been able to access a particular database on the Internet for the past eight months and that many of their students didn’t even have access to a computer.

-whether a law degree, or JD as it is know in the States, is a necessary qualification for law librarians. There seemed to be conflicting opinions here, and with people I talked to later on. Some thought it was becoming more prevalent and more likely to be required, while others thought that it was becoming less likely, given the cost and time involved in gaining a law degree, that people with law degrees would want to be law librarians. The Philippines requires law librarians to have law degrees and to be licensed/registered.

-the discussion of education and qualifications went for some time, as did the discussion of professional organisations and remuneration. I raised the problem of remuneration affecting recruitment and retention.

It was a very worthwhile part of the conference, with members of the audience also contributing, and would be worth extending I think.

I went out to another of Boston’s Italian restaurants for dinner with my host, Stephanie. We discussed the conference so far, libraries and our lives in general and the problems she was dealing with publishing the daily conference paper (not recommended!). After a lovely dinner we returned to the conference venue for the Opening Event which was a dessert gala. This seemed to be a very successful event, even though we didn’t stay long. Many of the attendees brought their spouses and/or children, and there were such delights as a chocolate fountain for dipping fruit, liqueur coffees, and mini sorbet cones.

The second day of the conference began for me with a session titled “What in the world do they know? Information literacy and today’s law students.” This was of interest to me as we seem to be receiving a number of law students who don’t know the first thing about the legal basics e.g. the process of legislation through Parliament, the structure of a bill and so on, and also don’t know where to begin finding answers to their questions.

This session was presented by my host, Stephanie Burke, and Kathryn Hensiak and Donna Nixon. It looked at the research they had done with an Aspen/AALL grant, “Assessing Information Literacy Among First Year Students: A Survey to Measure Research Experiences and Perceptions”.

The report can be viewed here

http://www.bu.edu/lawlibrary/working/stephanie/surveyresults.htm 

Unfortunately I didn’t see much of this session as I was booked to go on a tour of the Boston Athenaeum. A group of us took the Boston T as far as we could and then walked to the Athenaeum. We split into two groups for the tour of the building and it was quite interesting.

The library originally began as a kind of men’s group that got together to discuss their latest purchases of books and art. It was founded in 1807 and the library and art gallery were established in 1827. Much of the art collection was contributed to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts in 1876. The building that currently houses the library was built between 1847 and 1849. Originally three floors, the fourth and fifth floors were added in 1913-1915 and the building completely renovated and fireproofed. From 1999-2002 the Library relocated while the building was almost completely gutted and renovated. Information about the Boston Athenaeum can be found here http://www.bostonathenaeum.org 

After the tour of the Athenaeum we returned to the conference venue in time for the Association Luncheon. I sat myself down at a table that included the President of the Australian Law Librarians Group, Vanessa O'Meara.

After the pleasant lunch I went to a session titled “Negotiating with the bizarre: Strange questions at the reference desk”. This was presented by Amy Hale Janeke and Sharon Blackburn and was very entertaining, if not ultimately useful. They described some of the people and questions they, and others, have dealt with in serving the public in a law library. They outlined how to behave no matter the reality the client might inhabit.

I attended two sessions on Tuesday morning. The first was titled “The gumshoe librarian”. Presented by Susan Skyzinski, Barbara Fullerton and Sabrina I Pacifici, this paper looked at reliable resources on the Web for legal research. Pacifici is the founder and editor of LLRX.com .

The resources they discussed in their whirlwind tour are here 

http://www.llrx.com/features/gumshoe.htm 

The second session I attended was “The Baghdad Biblio-Files: Tales from a Librarian at Large”.

Kimberli Morris is currently the Program Manager for Library and Information – Baghdad of the International Human Rights Law Institute at the College of Law, Depaul University. She is based in Baghdad and has been travelling to three law schools in Iraq to assess their collections and begin the process of rebuilding the law libraries. This session was a snapshot of the challenges facing librarians in Iraq.

Her website is here http://mysite.teknoids.net/baghdadbibliofiles/ 

On Tuesday afternoon I went on a tour to the Harvard Law School Library.

The tour was very popular so there were groups being ushered all around the library and the students had been warned that the library would be noisy all day. Only those of us who had been organised in advance and registered received a pack of information, but the tour itself was also very good. We were escorted around and stopped at various ‘stations’ where a member of the staff would explain what they did there and where they fitted into the process. The building was renovated recently and is very beautiful. They even have a space with huge beanbags!

After the tour we milled around in the lounge area, the only space in the library where food and drink are allowed, while we waited for the space to be ready for the FCIL reception for attendees from abroad.

The reception was held in the Caspersen Room which is at one end of what was previously the reference room. This beautiful space has been renovated and has immensely high ceilings and large windows. The Caspersen Room is wood panelled and had a circular bar. Everyone mingled while eating and drinking. There were some speeches, including one by Jules Winterton as President of IALL.

Buses were provided back into the centre of Boston and a number of us carried on in the bar at the Sheraton.

The last day of the conference began with a session on “Exploring the new world of digital preservation initiatives” presented by Bonnie Collier, Harry S. Martin, Stephen Chapman, Nancy McGovern and Mackenzie Smith. This was quite a technical and strategic session looking at the process of organising a digital preservation strategy.

The next session I attended was titled “Two-stepping with technology returns”. This was presented by John B. Nann and looked at ways for librarians to keep current with library technologies, and at new technological developments and directions.

After the end of the sessions there was time for a break before the final Gala, Banquet and Dance.

This was a very large affair and I managed to get myself seated at a table of people involved in the organisation of the conference. The food and company were very pleasant and I departed for my hotel as the rush for the dessert carts and dance floor began.
Louise Hamill
November 2004
