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Introduction

The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA)
. IFLA is the world body that represents library and information services, their staffs and, at least to some extent, their users. IFLA was formed in 1927 in Edinburgh and celebrated its 75th anniversary at a conference in Glasgow last year. Today the core membership consists of national library and information associations, and also individual library and information services and personal affiliates. Altogether, there are nearly 1800 members in over 150 countries. IFLA’s primary function is to provide a forum for international contacts and exchange of ideas, along with promoting international understanding, co-operation, research and development in all fields of librarianship. Most importantly, IFLA is the representative body for librarianship in areas of international interest.

IFLA’s core values include a firm belief in the principle of freedom of information, a conviction that the provision of high quality library and information services help guarantee such access to this information and a commitment to strive towards equality of opportunity for all. 

One of the main vehicles for the furthering of these values is IFLA’s Freedom of Access to Information and Freedom of Expression committee (FAIFE) which is based in Copenhagen
. FAIFE supports, defends and promotes the basic human rights defined in Article 19 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights:

“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.”
FAIFE was founded in 1997 and it helps IFLA further intellectual freedom in all aspects related to libraries and librarianship. FAIFE monitors the state of intellectual freedom within the library community worldwide and co-operates with other international human rights organisations to respond to violations of freedom of access to information and freedom of expression. Specifically, this means censorship of library materials or ideological, economic, political or religious pressures resulting in limitations on access to information in libraries. 

Some examples of the areas that FAIFE has been involved in recent years include

· The destruction of libraries in Kosovo;

· Investigations into violations of intellectual freedom in Cuba; 

· The rebuilding of libraries in post-war Afghanistan; 

· Destruction of libraries in the Palestinian territory and censorship in municipal libraries in France. 

· We have also been seeking information recently on the destruction of libraries in Iraq.

IFLA/FAIFE have also co-sponsored a PhD project at the Royal School of Library and Information Science in Copenhagen looking into barriers to accessing information on the Internet. The work is on a global scale, and touches several issues relating to the use of information and communications technologies as a means to providing equitable access to information for all. The sorts of areas being examined include the use of filtering software on library Internet computers, the imposition of surveillance mechanisms within national Internet infrastructure, the commodification of information and the increasing corporatism of the Internet. 

Part of the work of IFLA/FAIFE includes an involvement with various regional and global initiatives relating to the Internet. IFLA has been involved in the preparatory process for the forthcoming World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) and have also been involved in consultations for the European Safer Internet programme which is part of a greater regional strategy for information technology implementation in Europe known as the eEurope programme
.

Growth of the Internet

These regional and global initiatives have come into being due to the continuing spread of information technology around the world. With so many people coming online over the past few years, governments have begun to realise cohesive planning strategies are necessary if the full benefits of the technology are to be achieved and people are not to be left behind. Consider these figures for some context:

	Region
	Number of users (Millions)
	Population (Millions)
	% Of population online

	US and Canada
	182.67
	314.057
	58.16

	Europe
	190.91
	727.360
	26.25

	Asia/Pacific
	187.24
	3528.800
	5.31

	Latin America
	33.35
	518.809
	6.42

	Middle-East
	5.12
	174.063
	2.94

	Africa
	6.31
	793.627
	0.8

	Total (Global)
	605.60
	6056.715
	10.0


NUA.com, who monitor Internet trends and statistics, suggest that in September 2002 there were over 605 million Internet users worldwide - a 17.4% increase on user figures from 12 months before and a figure that equals 10% of the world’s population
. When judging these figures, it is instructive to remember that in 1988 only seven countries – Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Iceland, Norway and Sweden – were connected to the National Science Foundation Internet backbone developed in the US. Ten years later, according to the International Telecommunications Union, over 200 countries were connected (ITU, 2002)
. 

The Internet has made it possible for libraries to begin to increase access to information.  In the past we have relied upon networks of libraries, at local, national and international levels to offer printed publications to our users. Now, in the age of the Internet, we are able to offer wider access to information than ever before, far quicker and more cheaply for our users. This has come about because libraries have been able to take advantage of the networking possibilities the Internet offers for those in the information profession. Quick and simple communications mechanisms have led to online forums and discussion groups where best practice for the provision of information resources can be discussed and refined. The role of list-servs and mailing lists, such as the ones run by IFLA, have contributed greatly to focusing the priorities of our organisation and its members.

The role of libraries

Libraries provide all types of information but have a special role as trustworthy providers of official, authoritative data sources. The websites that governments and government agencies have been putting online over the last 5 years are becoming accepted portals and first stop shops for students, professionals and experts in all fields. Libraries are able to take these sites and organise them in the best way for users to get the most out of them. The sort of projects described at the workshop in Sofia are collected by libraries under an environmental information heading, for example, and made available to users through electronic bookmarks. Of course, libraries and librarians need to be made aware of the sites first, or else they are unable to publicise their existence to their clients. This is why when considering how best to get a message across is unwise to forget the impact and reach of a country’s public system. Libraries are traditional access points for the local community and the section of society you wish to make your information available to. The coming of the Internet has not dulled their importance.

In this region public library access is lagging behind northern Europe, but it is slightly improving in some areas.

	Country
	Internet Users
	Users as % of population
	Public Libraries online
	Research Libraries online
	Requests by NGOs via email

	Albania
	12,000
	0.34
	N/A
	N/A
	9%

	Bosnia & Herzegovina
	45,000
	1.14
	Less than 20%
	Less than 20%
	6%

	Bulgaria
	585,000
	7.59
	Less than 20%
	21-40%
	4%

	Croatia
	480,000
	11.07
	21-40%
	81-100%
	42%

	Kosovo
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	20%

	Macedonia
	400,000
	4.9
	Less than 20%
	21-40%
	90%

	Romania
	1,000,000
	4.48
	N/A
	N/A
	50%

	Serbia & Montenegro
	300,000
	2.81
	Less than 20%
	41-60%
	8%


These figures are the latest available for the region from Nua.com. There are none from Kosovo unfortunately, although it is thought statistics will be forthcoming in the future. The libraries online figures come from a global survey conducted for the IFLA/FAIFE PhD project and here no replies were received from Albania, Kosovo or Romania so their levels of access are not detailed. 
The figures illustrate the distance yet to travel for Internet penetration in the Balkans. However, previous studies done indicate that libraries in the region, especially in Croatia, are increasing public Internet access year on year. The REC summary report suggests that NGOs wanted to use email to access environmental information and this will become more feasible in future once Internet access at a local level in libraries continues to increase. In Brighton and Hove in the United Kingdom local government agencies began making services available on the Internet from 1999. Within six months of the services being launched and publicised it was apparent there was a great demand for online access to the types of information the local councils had to offer. As the number of Internet enabled computers in the library increased, so did the demand for the online services. It is not far fetched to imagine this happening with environmental information in this region.

The WSIS

IFLA is aware of the potential of libraries as mechanisms to increase access to all forms of information, enable participation in democracy, and facilitate decision-making. To this end, IFLA is fully participating in the forthcoming World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). The WSIS is being organised by the United Nations and the International Telecommunications Union. The WSIS is to be held in Geneva in December this year, with a follow up conference in Tunisia in 2005, and the idea of the summit is to harness the potential of ICTs to tackle the problem of the digital divide. The digital divide is a term used to refer to an inequality in access and ability to use ICTs and it is found in every country of the world. Closing the divide should enable the disadvantages in accessing information suffered by less developed countries, and disadvantaged peoples to be overcome. Public libraries are one of the only institutions in a local community that are open to all regardless of income, employment status, education, ethnic origin, gender or ability and IFLA is attempting to ensure that existence of the global public library infrastructure is not overlooked in the aims of this summit. In the reply to the recently published WSIS Draft Declaration of Principles and Draft Action Plan, IFLA calls for all member states to commit themselves to connecting their public libraries to the Internet by 2006.

An initiative like this ties in with the existing eEurope regional strategy currently being pursued by EU member states, and also the eEurope+ strategy being considered by candidate countries. If IFLA were to secure such a commitment from the WSIS the role of libraries as disseminators of official information in electronic format throughout this region, as with elsewhere, would be greatly increased. More libraries with Internet access means more people wanting well-organised online information resources. If environmental organisations were to work with public libraries in your countries as partners in the provision of information over the coming years, then this could be a future that NGOs seeking to provide access to environmental data could take great advantage of. 
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� FAIFE – www.ifla.org/faife/index.htm
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