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1. Introduction 
 

The role of national libraries in the age of the Internet has received some scrutiny, given that 

the changes in information technology that have taken place have impacted all libraries 

worldwide, significantly. National libraries, however, are deserving of a special focus since it 

is generally assumed that their reason for existence is the collection, recording, preserving, 

and making available the national published documentary heritage of their particular country. 

In the print era, this role was clearly defined, and in many countries, legal deposit legislation 

was formulated specifically to enable national libraries to fulfill their mandate. It should be 

noted that this paper explores the role of national libraries specifically in their function of 

collecting, recording, preserving, and providing access to  (disseminating and transmitting) 

their national published documentary heritage. 

 

It also needs to be noted that there are contextual differences in the basic research problem. 

These include the differences between developed and developing countries, countries where 

history is shaped by contested knowledge (former colonies), the digitally literate and the 

digitally illiterate (which are not necessarily delineated according to developed or developing 

country), and the problem of the western notion that knowledge is recorded in text, versus the 

systems of indigenous knowledge which are transmitted orally, unpublished, in many parts of 

the world. To examine these contextual differences is beyond the scope of this essay, 

however they need to be borne in mind while it is the western model of recorded knowledge 

that is primarily addressed. 

2. Overview of the traditional role of national libraries 
 

Twenty years ago, Graham Cornish was commissioned by the General Information 

Programme and UNISIST of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) to undertake a study exploring the role of national libraries in the 

new information environment. While many new developments have emerged that were not 

yet foreseen, the study provides a good basis for reflection on what have been considered to 

be the traditional roles of national libraries.  

 

Cornish identified three basic characteristics that were held to be in common for national 

libraries, namely that they were publically funded, were open to the public, and had as a basic 

purpose that they held, in each country, the major collections of printed materials produced 

in, or written about their country. (1991: 1-2). In addition, he identified a set of basic 

functions, not all of which are performed by every national library, but which give a spectrum 

of activities undertaken by various national libraries. These include, but are not limited to, 

being the central collection of material produced in or about the country, receiving materials 

through legal deposit legislation, creating the national bibliographic record, making the 

collections available nationally, providing international document supply services, and 

conserving and preserving the national printed heritage. (1991: 2-3). 

 

In the study conducted, national libraries were asked if electronic publishing was important in 

their country, and only four countries identified it as important, at that stage, namely South 

Korea, USA, Japan, and Morocco. (Cornish, 1991: 58) 

 

Some eight years later, the impact of the electronic environment had become so evident, that 

it lead such notable thinkers in the field as Maurice Line and Peter Lor to begin to question 
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what national libraries should do in the age of the Internet. These questions will be explored 

in more depth following an overview of the changes that have occurred. 

3. Summary of changes that have occurred as a result of the 

internet, and the digital age 
 

This is a vast and fascinating subject that cannot be adequately covered in this essay, 

However some key aspects will be highlighted to provide a contextual background in order to 

attempt to locate a place for national libraries in the age of the Internet. 

 

3.1 The first paradigm shift – the birth of the electronic age 
 

While specifically examining electronic publishing and the impact it would have on the 

future of library resource sharing, Neal summarized the changes in the information 

environment as a whole in 1998, and this summary still serves as a useful blueprint for 

identifying how the changes were a pivotal turning point for libraries: 

 

• The personal computing revolution (which individualized the ability to access, 

analyze and control information); 

• The electronic revolution (which saw the creation of vast amounts of information in 

digital format) 

• The network revolution (leading to complex networks where information could be 

stored and rapidly transmitted) 

• The “push” revolution (which resulted in customized packaging and delivery of 

information to users) 

• The self-service revolution (where user-initiated and unmediated information 

discovery and access are becoming the normal practice) 

• The partnership revolution (the rise of library consortia and other partnerships) 

• The authorship revolution (where any individual, at minimal cost and bypassing 

traditional publishers can post information to millions of potential users via the 

Internet) 

• The intellectual property revolution (which threatens fair use rights, and creates 

conflict between information vendors and consumers) 

• The digital preservation revolution (which has created a concern over information 

integrity – format incompatibilities as well as the inaccurate capturing of information) 

• The “information as commodity” revolution (where information is seen as a source of 

profit, rather than property held in common for the public good) 

• The knowledge management revolution (creating new and different relationships 

between researchers, librarians and information technologists).  (1998, 35-50). 

 

Neal’s seminal identification of the multiple changes provide a clear framework for assessing 

the impact of these changes on traditional library functions as a whole, and are thus useful in 

providing the context for assessing the impact on national libraries. 
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3.2 The second wave – Web 2.0 
 

Since that time, there have been a plethora of new developments that have emerged in the 

Web 2.0, or social media paradigm, leading to social media networks such as MySpace, 

FaceBook, Twitter, YouTube, wikis, blogs, as well as the advancement of search engines 

such as Google, Yahoo and others.  

 

Tredinnick has premised that the emergence of digital information has destabilized the 

traditional understanding of the nature of information. (2006:1). He argued that the humanist 

values of the nineteenth century were interrelated with the development of knowledge and 

culture, and this was possible due to the stability of print. In this context, libraries and 

archives locate their function to become repositories of collective cultural memory, with a 

view to improving society. (2006:47). However, in the digital age, he noted that the ease with 

which information can now be copied, retrieved and shared, leading to collaborative 

discourse via websites, blogs and wikis, challenge this traditional notion that textual stability 

is essential to information management practice, and thus the assumption that libraries and 

archives are the exclusive purveyors of the values of humanism through their collections. 

(2006:47-50). 

 

Tredinnick also noted that hypertext (which reflects the traditional academic practice of 

cross-referencing) on the Internet enables the ability to now combine and recombine texts in 

new contexts. (2006: 197 - 201). He noted that specifically in the context of wikis, which 

have collaborative authorship and textual instability, knowledge production and organization 

have become participatory. Web 2.0 has been accredited for making knowledge creation 

more democratic, however he notes that the ability to participate requires a range of skills, 

having access to computer equipment, education and the time to participate. (2006: 197 - 

201). He also gave the example of blogs, which have become legitimate platforms for 

intellectual discourse, as well as political and social discourse. Anyone can publish an article 

on a blog, and instant commentary and analysis can occur from readers and participants 

around the world. (2006: 228). 

 

Tredinnick concluded that transglobal cultural formations not shaped by corporate 

organizations are now possible in the digital world, and thus interactions are no longer being 

shaped from the top down, but rather, from the bottom up. (2006:265). 

 

O’Brien cast doubt on this aspect, when he argued that the commodification and 

commercialization of the Internet is simply creating a new digital elite, and referred to the 

fact that developing countries remain both poor, and information poor. He asked where those 

living in poverty would be able to access the capital required for the educative skills and 

infrastructure to participate in this digital global democracy. (1998, no pagination). Baker 

noted an example where this has occurred in South Africa, with SABINET providing an 

online document supply portal, among other services, that many of the poorer libraries and 

citizens cannot access as they cannot afford to subscribe, unlike corporations and tertiary 

institutions. She noted that one third of the participants of the National Library of South 

Africa’s Southern African Interlending Scheme are not online, and cannot access SABINET’s 

services. (2004:28). 
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3.3 The next wave – Augmented reality and cloud computing 
 

The continued rapid evolution of the digital world has lead to the emergence of augmented 

reality, and cloud computing. These developments will continue to completely reshape the 

way data, information and knowledge is created, stored, transmitted and used.   

 

Wang et. al. described the difficulty of arriving at a definition for cloud computing, but 

outlined the basic principle whereby users access a range of hardware, software and data 

services through the “cloud”, which means that they access these resources and services 

through the Internet. This therefore eliminates the need to store data and applications on the 

users’ own computer, and users are relieved of the cost of constant updates and upgrades. 

(2008, no pagination). 

 

Feiner defined augmented reality as being different from virtual reality (which created a 

different world) to being one that supplements reality (2002:  48-49). In other words, people 

can access data in a variety of formats about physical objects in their space by simply using a 

device held on their person. An example would be if someone were walking in the street, and 

came across a building they wanted to know more about. By activating the device, they can 

access data about the building, its history and function in a variety of formats including text, 

visual and audio media about the history of the building, events that took place there, 

speeches that were given, and so on. Augmented reality will have an unimaginable (at this 

stage) impact on the way we live, transact, learn, and produce knowledge. 

3.4 The impact of the Internet on society and the “information flux” 

model 
 

This section briefly digresses into territory not traditionally considered to be the province of 

libraries, in order to demonstrate how completely the information landscape has changed. 

National libraries, in seeking to locate their role, should take note of how the Internet has 

enabled information sharing that has lead to social and political activism, and the construction 

of new models of the information landscape. 

 

Social movements such as Wikileaks, and the amorphous hacker network known as 

“Anonymous” have broken through traditional access barriers of previously protected 

sensitive information held by governments and corporations. Swain reported on how 

members of Anonymous posted on the web an over 7 gigabyte file containing amongst other 

private information, credit card details and social security numbers from 77 law enforcement 

offices in the United States, and over 100 000 e-mails from police officers. (2011, no 

pagination). While these may appear to be merely criminal actions of hackers, Coleman, an 

anthropologist who has been studying Anonymous, claimed that there is more to them than 

mere criminality. She noted that they strategize on Internet Relay Chat (IRC), and thousands 

participate and collaborate to reach consensus, change tactics, and have reasoned debate on 

operations which are picked apart, or supported. As she noted, they are social and political 

activists who strategize, share information and act on the Internet, anonymously. (2010, no 

pagination).   

 

While not all of this generation participates in Anonymous activities, thousands do, globally, 

and they demonstrate a completely different way of thinking – a “hive” mind that lives on the 

Internet, shuns individual identity, acts politically, adapts quickly, uses knowledge obtained 
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through technology to achieve their objectives, and challenges powerful traditional 

information structures.  

 

To give some perspective on this, it is necessary to go outside the scope of library science. 

In a fascinating paper examining the nature of privacy and surveillance, Bossewitch and 

Sinnreich introduced the concept of “information flux”, as the previous model of Panopticon, 

developed by Foucault, is no longer adequate. (2009: 2-3). They examined the traditional role 

of memory (which has previously been regarded as the province of libraries, archives and 

museums) in the new information world where individuals and corporations, governments 

and other institutions are generating ever larger volumes of information which are now 

digitally stored and accessed. Due to the capturing and storage of so much information 

digitally, they posit the notion that the time of “the end of forgetting” has come. (2009:2). 

The function of recording, storing, and providing access to memory is thus no longer 

exclusively the province of libraries, archives and museums. 

 

In their information flux model, they described information flow strategies that emanate from 

the new digital environment. The traditional concept of Panopticon described a prison 

scenario where inmates are surveilled from above. Departing from that, they introduce a new 

model, namely a “Sousveillance” society, where there is a reverse in the polarity of flow, and 

individuals now participate in the surveillance process to surveil the surveillers. ((Bossewitch 

& Sinnreich, 2009: 6). This scenario locates social movements such as Wikileaks, and 

“Anonymous” in a way that library science is unable to. 

 

Bossewitch & Sinnreich continued on to outline other strategies for living in the new 

information landscape. The “total transparency” strategy posits that all individuals, 

governments and corporations should have equal access to each others’ information. (2009: 

6-7). However, they note that this idealistic scenario where power relations would be evened 

out for everyone would depend on the design of systems, and also the agreement of 

governments and corporations, which is highly unlikely. Finally, they detailed the “Off the 

grid” strategy whereby efforts are made to disappear completely from the digital world, the 

“Black Hole” strategy which attempts to collect and analyze as much information as possible, 

while ensuring as little leakage of one’s own data as possible, (this would be favoured by 

governments and corporations), the “promiscuous broadcaster” whereby individuals give 

volumes of personal data freely (This is seen on FaceBook and other social media);  the 

“voracious collector” which gives focused information and finally, the “disinformation 

campaigns” which are a deliberate strategy to obscure personal data by providing 

misinformation. (2009: 7-8). 

 

The above models provide a more apt framework for understanding the information 

landscape of today and this in itself challenges the notion that librarians have the necessary 

understanding of the information age required to participate in it. It can be seen from this 

analysis that the stability and integrity of information is now no longer a given. How then, 

can national libraries shape a role for themselves in this landscape where it would appear that 

they are irrelevant? 
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4. The challenges of digital developments on core national library 

functions 
 

Returning to more traditional territory, a brief overview is given of the challenges of digital 

developments to the specific core national library functions. Peter Lor aptly asked the 

question of whether national libraries in the 21
st
 century are dinosaurs, or dynamos, and 

further, since national libraries in developed countries are struggling with funding cuts and 

the changes that have occurred as a result of the Internet, what would national libraries in 

developing countries do? (1998: 131). 

4.1 Collection 
 

Specifically with regard to the function of acting as a major archive of material produced in 

the country of the national library, in the context of electronic publishing, Cornish concluded 

that it would be almost impossible for any national library to continue to do this. (1991: 84).  

 

Maurice Line noted that in the age of the Internet, national libraries simply are not able to 

continue collecting a complete record of a country’s published output. Line came to the same 

conclusion as Cornish, and he noted that even when legal deposit legislation is expanded to 

include material published electronically, the logistics of enforcing and “trawling” for 

relevant content that pertains to one country are unsupportable. (1998: 1). 

 

To further challenge the notion that national libraries have been able to collect a complete or 

near complete record of their country’s knowledge, a further dimension is added. In terms of 

national libraries in developing countries, Lor considered whether legal deposit has a role to 

play in indigenous knowledge systems (IKS). He noted that legal deposit only captures 

published documentary knowledge. Giving the example of South Africa, where IKS is an 

important part of the national heritage, he noted that it has not been collected by national 

libraries despite the fact that IKS is widespread. (2002: 5) 

 

In addition, in a print environment, many national libraries would collect letters and 

correspondence, providing rich primary resource material for researchers of discourse 

between scholars and authors. In the age of the Internet, most correspondence now takes 

place though electronic mail, which is often not kept, and thus is lost to future generations. 

 

Thus the advent of the Internet has shattered the notion of being able to collect a complete 

record of a country’s national published heritage, and in addition, the consideration of other 

forms of knowledge has cast doubt on the notion that a national collection is even a complete 

record of the country’s knowledge. 

 

The key challenge in a born digital world, where it is now admittedly impossible to collect 

everything, is what set of criteria will be used to decide what to collect and harvest from the 

web? Who will decide what is important? 

4.2 Bibliographic recording 
 

As Cornish noted, in a print only environment, bibliographic recording was already a 

challenge, however, in the age of the Internet, these functions are challenged by factors such 

as instant desktop publishing (which bypasses publishers and booksellers, and conventional 

bibliographic control agencies). (1991: 13).  The purpose of bibliographic recording was to 
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describe material and ensure access to it via a library catalogue. National libraries previously 

assumed a leadership role in the setting of bibliographic standards, and in managing their 

national catalogues. 

 

However, in the Google generation, the catalogue is no longer the first entry point to content 

discovery. As OCLC found in their study in 2005, only 1 percent of participants surveyed 

consulted a library catalogue in their information searches, while 84 percent used internet 

search engines as their starting point. (2005). 

 

National libraries could have played a role in providing a global portal to the online library 

catalogues of the world, however, Lor and Geustyn describe how OCLC (The Online 

Computer Library Center) control a database called WorldCat, based in the United States, 

which provides paid access to (at that stage) 46 million bibliographic records to library users 

across the world. (2001: 10). National libraries have thus lost the opportunity to play that 

role. 

 

Will national libraries have any role to play in the bibliographic recording of the future? 

4.3 Preservation 
 

The traditional need for national libraries to undertake expensive conservation of their paper 

collections has been overtaken by a more pressing need to digitize their collections in order 

for them to remain relevant. Digitization is a costly enterprise, and the sheer scope and 

volume of material to be digitized means that many national libraries, having insufficient 

budget to embark on digitization projects themselves, go into partnership either with other 

cultural heritage institutions, or with commercial enterprises who undertake these 

partnerships not out of philanthropy, but with a view to making a profit.  

 

In addition, problems around digital preservation are numerous, with rapid and continuous 

upgrades of software and hardware. For example, material recorded in DOS format, and 

stored on a floppy disc, would now be almost impossible to access and retrieve. Green posed 

the question of whether harvested websites and electronic content, as well as their links and 

hyperlinks to other content will still be able to be used in twenty years’ time without 

continuous migrations of software. (2009: 157). 

 

The challenge for national libraries in the future will be not only to digitize existing paper 

content, but also to ensure preservation of born digital content, and ensure permanent 

preservation. 

 

4.4 Provision of access and the transmission of knowledge 
 

The Internet and its developments have impacted in a number of ways on national library’s’ 

ability to provide access to, and transmit knowledge, and this area is perhaps the most critical 

aspect in relation to the relevance of national libraries. 

 

In their study on changing research practices in the digital environment, Houghton, Steele, 

and Henty noted that scientific and scholarly communication is evolving along two paths. 

The one is where commercial publishers have increased their dominance in providing paid 

access to scholarly content, thus reinforcing the commodification of information. In this case, 
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only those with access via institution or paid subscription can access content. The other path 

is the emergence of open access digital repositories and scholarly journals, which anyone 

with an internet connection can access. (2003: xi). 

 

For national libraries, it is noted that ownership of journals is now being replaced with 

access, and that access only lasts as long as the subscription is paid. In terms of the Open 

Access movement, national libraries can provide computers for their users to access free open 

access journals, but it is no longer necessary for those with internet access to physically go to 

the library to access this content. Refuting the argument that open access journals do not 

match traditional subscription based journals in terms of standards, and peer review, 

Willinsky cited the example of PLOS Biology, an online open access scholarly scientific 

journal launched in 2003, where Nature noted that the top biologists would be competing to 

be published in this journal. (2006: 1). 

 

A critical assumption in the past has been that in passively collecting legal deposit materials, 

and making them accessible to users who ask for them, national libraries have been neutral in 

their provision of access to the nations’ published documentary heritage. However, this is a 

problematic assumption, especially in countries where there is contested history, and 

particularly in countries that were formerly colonies. Lor and Geustyn referred to 

“bibliographic imperialism”, citing the global imposition of American subject headings, 

classification and cataloguing standards on other countries. (2001: 11). 

 

Ritchie and Hermanus expanded this concept further, where they challenged neutrality, using 

the National Library of South Africa as an example. They give a specific example of the 

Quarterly Bulletin of the South African Library, which was published in order to promote the 

collections of the national library. They examined the issues of the Bulletin published from 

1943, and found that of 900 articles written over the years, only 12 were by or about black 

South Africans, being less that 1.5%.   (2004: 8). 

 

What will be the role of national libraries in the future, with regard to providing access to, 

and the transmission of knowledge held in their collections? 

5. Overview of responses by national libraries to these challenges 
 

In reviewing a variety of national library websites to find articulated responses to these 

challenges, it was found that there were few cohesive responses. A few noteworthy reports, 

not always confined to national libraries, are summarized here. 

 

Scotland 

The most cohesive report found was that of the National Library of Scotland (NLS), who 

published online a discussion paper authored by Hunter and Brown, considering the long 

term role of the NLS in a time-frame extending to 2030.  They noted that national libraries, as 

“custodians of the nation’s intellectual heritage” can be considered to be both public, and 

research libraries in terms of the users they cater to. (2010: 3).  

 

Of note, information literacy was not considered to be a role of the national library, but rather 

of the education sector. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 4). However, Hunter and Brown did note 

that national libraries had a significant role to play in making digital resources on cultural 
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heritage available to e-learning specialists to be included as support materials in the curricula 

of schools. (2010: 12).  

 

Key influences shaping the future included the changing patterns of publishing, changing 

customer needs and behaviours, competition, political influences and organizational change. 

While they did not devote a specific section to the Internet and the digital world, they 

considered this to be an integral theme running throughout the document, and commissioned 

a special report by Tanner to shape the narrative. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 4-5).  

 

Of the changes identified, e-books, and devices such as the Kindle were considered to be 

significant. They noted that users demand easy and quick ways to search, navigate and access 

content on the internet via smart phones. The new business models such as Open Access 

challenge the traditional subscription based model, and social networking tools provide new 

platforms for collaboration through FriendFeed, FaceBook, flickr and Second Life.  (Hunter 

& Brown, 2010: 5-6) 

 

They noted how academic libraries are moving increasingly to electronic journals, and 

cancelling subscriptions to print journals, and that in future, more and more content will be 

born digital. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 6). 

 

Referring to several initiatives already underway, such as the World Digital Library, 

Europeana, and others, the report identified digitization of the collections held by national 

libraries as one of the most significant roles for national libraries. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 7). 

In the digital library, there is a greater need for more linking, indexing of ideas as well as 

words, and the emergence of the semantic web will make traditional cataloguers eventually 

obsolete. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 7; 29). 

 

The report noted that where national libraries in a print based culture attempted to collect 

everything about a nation’s published output, the sheer volume of born digital material render 

the concept of collecting everything obsolete. In the past, they maintain that there was a 

perceived neutrality of collecting (this assumption has already been challenged earlier in the 

essay) but in the digital world, collection and harvesting of material from the Internet will 

need to be selective, and assessed against a set of collecting criteria to sift out what is 

important. (Hunter & Brown, 2010: 8). 

 

In the specially commissioned study for the report, Tanner outlined a model whereby libraries 

originally had a role of managing containers of information, and then moved to managing 

content, especially electronic. He referred to the problem of the Deep Web where much 

knowledge is stored, but is not easily accessible due to the fact that it has not been tagged 

with meta-information and is thus not retrievable by traditional search engines. He estimated 

the Deep Web contains 550 billion individual documents while the world wide web contains 

only 1 billion. (2009: 39-40). The next development is a shift to context. This is held to be the 

critical role of the future digital information environment, where instead of simply 

discovering the container, with its content, the user can also access linked data which 

includes additional text, audio and video recordings that supplement the item and provide 

context to it. (2009: 40). 

 

Tanner also noted the impact of the digital divide as a critical factor needing to be bridged for 

everyone’s benefit, and he saw national libraries playing a critical role in closing that divide. 

(2009: 45 - 46). He noted in conclusion that in the digital future, users will be less likely to 
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visit the physical national library buildings, as they will be able to access everything they 

need remotely via the Internet. (2009: 47).  This is in contrast to the National Library of 

Singapore, who specifically designed a new library building with hybrid roles, including not 

only access to digital resources, but a number of community, social, intellectual and artistic 

activities taking place in the building, making the National Library of Singapore “the place to 

be”. (Keet, 2005: 156-157). 

 

New Zealand 

Carnaby reported on an initiative by the New Zealand government to finance the National 

Library of New Zealand’s creation of a National Digital Heritage Archive so that the 

country’s digital heritage materials are preserved and accessible in perpetuity. (2009: 66). 

This emphasizes again the importance given to the role of national libraries in digitizing their 

collections. 

 

Wales 

Green of the National Library of Wales described how national library websites have evolved 

to offer more than just access to their online catalogues and general information, but are also 

providing access to digitized content of out of copyright heritage materials, as well as 

offering digital reference services. He also notes that some libraries have purchased 

subscriptions to electronic databases that individual users could thus not otherwise afford, 

thereby giving their users free access to expensive scholarly electronic resources. (2008: 

153). He observed that by providing increased access to online digital content, national 

libraries themselves are causing less usage in person by users, and that some national libraries 

are considering closing their Reading Rooms, and repurposing them for other activities, such 

as workshops. (2008: 154). In terms of online catalogues, Green noted that they feel complex 

and slow in comparison to the ease of use of search engines such as Google. (2008: 155). 

 

Britain 

Line noted that it would be unlikely that national libraries would now be created in this time. 

However, since they already exist, the cost of dismantling them and distributing their 

collections and services across other libraries would far outweigh the costs of continuing to 

run them. He cited national pride as a significant factor in the continued existence of national 

libraries. (1998: 4). 

 

Taking cognizance of the significant changes that have occurred as a result of not only the 

Internet, but also television and media in the information landscape, a study was 

commissioned by the British Arts and Humanities Board to probe whether archives, libraries 

and museums were still perceived by the British public to be relevant repositories of public 

knowledge. The study found that there was still a high level of “existence value” placed by 

the public on traditional repositories of public knowledge, who felt that they should continue 

to be preserved and maintained even if usage was not high. (Usherwood, Wilson & Bryson, 

2004: 3).  

 

A noteworthy finding was that the public felt that libraries, archives and museums had an 

ability to facilitate learning and understanding of different cultures in a multicultural society. 

(Usherwood, Wilson & Bryson, 2004: 3). Constraints on usage were attributed to very busy 

life-styles, leaving very little time for learning, and thus immediate sources of information 

such as newspapers, television and the internet were consulted as they are instantly 

accessible. (2004: 5).  
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The study argued that the Internet and electronic media were more concerned with capturing 

attention for their advertisers or for social, political, religious and other causes than providing 

knowledge for the common good. (Usherwood, Wilson & Bryson, 2004: 89). 

 

This brief overview has attempted to identify some key themes emerging, which will serve to 

inform a few considered suggestions for national libraries to remain relevant in the age of the 

Internet. 

6. Suggested roles and strategic directions for national libraries to 

remain relevant in the age of the Internet 
 

What has emerged as a recurring theme is that in the digital world, convergence is inevitable. 

Convergence, not only of traditional functions within national libraries, but also of cultural 

heritage institutions, especially libraries, museums and archives. 

6.1 From collection, bibliographic recording and preservation to the 

semantic web 
 

In his presentation to the 11
th
 ILDS conference in Hannover, Germany in 2009, Jan Brase 

outlined the DataCite project, which has been initiated by a partnership between the TIB 

National Library of Germany, the British Library, The Library of the ETH Zurich, The 

French Institute for Scientific and technical Information (INIST), the Technical Information 

Centre of Denmark, Canada Institute for Scientific and Technical Information (CISTI), the 

Australian National Data Service (ANDS) and the Dutch TU Delft Library. The project 

undertakes to enable organizations to register research databases and assign persistent digital 

object identifiers. In addition, the database seeks to integrate multiple media formats to 

supplement the text. A scientific article about research will not only retrieve the article, but 

also link to maps, video, audio, and any other information related to the article (2009, no 

pagination).  

 

This project, in essence, describes the projects that national libraries could play a significant 

role in, in collaboration with other partners. The previously separate functions of collecting, 

bibliographic recording and preservation, in a digital world, would be merged into the new 

digital world of context. Accepting that in developed countries at least, access to collections 

will be through the Internet, national libraries could add significant value to their digital 

libraries by contributing, collaboratively and dynamically, to the semantic web. 

6.2 Access and promotion of national heritage 
 

Lor and Britz challenged the current hype around access, and “A2K”, stating that merely 

delivering information packages or copies, or ensuring that users can access websites and 

electronic databases is not sufficient, and that librarians need to engage with their 

communities, and interact with them. (2010: 662-665). Contrary to the finding by the Scottish 

report, national libraries have a key role to play in information literacy, especially in 

developing countries where the education systems are not functioning well. As was noted in 

the report from Britain, the public felt that cultural heritage institutions had a critical role to 

play in promoting understanding of different cultures. Thus exhibitions and events promoting 

the cultural heritage knowledge contained in their collections could be a valuable 
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contribution. However, in areas of contested history, the decision of what to showcase and 

how should be carefully considered. 

 

Bell described an example of convergence between cultural heritage institutions where the 

Clearwater Marine Aquarium, the Dunedin Fine Art Centre and the Tarpon Springs Cultural 

Centre, all in Florida, USA, cooperate to provide community programmes that enhance 

lifelong learning, and stated that digitization projects yield the need for libraries, archives and 

museums to partner. (2002: 10-16). National libraries could and should undertake similar 

partnerships with museums and archives in their countries to provide integrated cultural 

heritage and lifelong learning experiences for their citizens. 

7. Conclusion 
 

While it is clear that national libraries can no longer continue their traditional functions in the 

age of the Internet, they can still remain relevant. To do so requires that they embrace not 

only the current environment, but look to the future of cloud computing and augmented 

reality to pro-actively ensure that they participate in the evolution. In turn, they need to 

interact with their communities and citizens, as well as understand the new generations born 

in an environment of “information flux”. They have much to offer in terms of their historical 

collections of national cultural heritage, and to not engage with their communities, as well as 

partner in creating enhanced digital repositories that blend with the semantic web, would be 

to deprive future generations of a rich body of knowledge. In addition, national libraries have 

a critical role to play in developing countries, by helping bridge the digital divide and provide 

access to expensive databases that their communities could not afford to access, as well as 

provide critical information literacy training to impart basic lifelong learning skills in the 

absence of effective education systems. In order to not only survive, but thrive, national 

libraries need to shed their dinosaur image, and become dynamos, predicting, adapting and 

changing to be relevant to the continuously changing world. 
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