A Brief Report on ‘Facing the Front’: 37th Annual Conference, British & Irish Association of Law Librarians, Brighton, 15-17 June 2006.  
Just on 400 exhibitors and law librarians (about 44 from universities) attended the conference, held in the comfortable but labyrinthine Hilton Metropole, on the Brighton shore front. (BIALL has a membership of about 8-900.) The seven of us representing national law library associations were most hospitably welcomed by the conference committee and the BIALL executive at a local restaurant on the evening before the conference; we delivered brief formal messages to delegates at the ‘Members’ Forum’ the next day. (France was represented at the conference for the first time.) (The limit of three to four minutes each did allow time for a commercial for ‘Southern Currents’.)

The programme was well organised, with an effective sequence of plenary and parallel sessions. The exhibition was similar to Australasian equivalents. The two dinners provided excellent dining and good opportunities to meet an international range of colleagues, some of whom had been email correspondents over the years.    

Of the eleven sessions I attended, only one failed to get its message across; a session on Information Literacy tried ambitiously to combine team delivery (two presenters) with audience discussion groups but lacked time and sufficiently focussed discussion to bring it off.

The overall conference theme was leadership and teamwork and most speakers had down-to-earth, practical approaches to their papers.

Other good ideas (in my book):
1. The 'Members' Forum' is a session deliberately separated from the AGM.
It has space for greetings from reps of overseas organisations, gives committees a chance to report briefly on their year's work, and allows members-at-large to ask probing questions or offer suggestions.

2.  Raffles, with sponsored prizes - proceeds go to selected local charities (but then England, if not Britain, seems to be a very charity-driven place).

3. Have a good blend of plenary and parallel sessions, starting and finishing with plenaries, to give a sense of unity and involvement.

4. Have all refreshments/lunch in the exhibition area  


5. The NZ custom of publicly making a small gift to speakers is worth continuing - they didn't do it at BIALL (in public, anyway) and the usual chairperson's vote of thanks is not a real substitute for that action.

6. It is worth continuing to try to provide opportunities for ‘sub-interest groups’ to meet during conference.  

General comment: our own (Australian and NZ) law library conferences
lose nothing by comparison with BIALL (assuming the 2006 one is typical).





           Alan Edwards 14.8.06
