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The views expressed in this publication are not
necessarily those of Barnardo's National Children’s
Resource Centre, nor are they intended to reflect
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The purpose of the National Children's Resource
Centre is to provide information and training relevant
to the welfare of children (0-18) in response to cur-
rent issues and likely future developments in child
care in Ireland. If you would like your training events
considered for inclusion in the National Children’s

Resource Centre Training Events Guide, please contact:

Angela Canavan

National Children’s Resource Centre
Barnardo’s

Christchurch Square

Dublin 8

Tel: (01) 454 9699

Fax: (01) 453 0300

Over the past few years there has been an increasing emphasis on
the importance of information for all sectors of society. Recognition of
the power and impact of accessible up-to-date and timely information
has led to increasing demands on information providers. In child care
the introduction of the Child Care Act 1991 and other important legisla-
tion has resulted in increasing demand for knowledge and skills.
Professionals need information to ‘do the right thing’ and ‘to do it
right’.
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One result of the above development has been
national project team under the auspices of the L
Ireland. The remit of the project team is to prod
on the challenging issues now facing library an
The project team has invited submissions from

evant to the child and family are reflected in these sub:
the resultant national plan reflects need in these area,

Traditionally, social care professions have not been er
embrace the information revolution and have missed ou
quence, for example, health libraries collections are much more likely
to contain volumes on medical conditions and little information on pre-
ventative work with families and children.

Our experience in the National Children's Resource Centre has clearly
demonstrated how access to up-to-date information resources can aid
the spread of and promote the development of best practice models and
is central to effective policy making. The technological advances of the
last few years make information provision exciting and challenging.
On-line information data bases and the Internet WW.W. encourage and
promote a global sharing of information resources.

In child and family work today access to information exploiting the
most up-to-date technology should no longer be an optional extra. It
must be an intrinsic part of every service.

Norah Gibbons
Senior Social Worker

National Children’s Resource Centre.




INFORMATION PROVISION WITHIN THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR:
THE NATIONAL CHILDREN’S BUrReau UK

Nicola Hilliard

Head of Library and Information Service.

Whilst there is neither a typical
library nor a typical user, there are
similarities of library types and
library users within the voluntary
sector. Not least of these is the need
for every information service to
prove its worth, either within or
outside the organisation often, as in
the NCB's case, both and to show
evidence of value for money.
Information services are not known

“for their income generating capabil-
ities although many do contribute
in various ways to their running
costs. However, they can be central
to the successful operation of an
organisation and critical to the way
an organisation is perceived by the
outside world.

THE NATIONAL CHILDREN’S BUREAU

Established in 1963, the National
Children's Bureau is now one of the
best respected children’s charities in
the UK. It was founded to meet the
need for closer co-operation between
the increasing numbers of statutory,
voluntary and professional groups
working for children. Today, building
on that principle of co-operation, the
Bureau has become a major force in
the development of both policy and
practice aimed at improving the lives
of children and young people. It
achieves this by working in partner-
ship with others, and encouraging
participation between all agencies,
across all disciplines. Its specialist
knowledge on issues from early
years to adolescent mental health,
and from residential care to special
educational needs, has contributed
to key public debates affecting chil-
dren, while its services for members
- including the Library, probably the
most extensive information resource
on children’s issues in the country -
benefits thousands of professionals
and practitioners every year.

The Library and Information
Service houses a reference library
containing over 30,000 publications
and approximately 300 British and

international journal titles. The sub-
ject coverage reflects the full range
of the Bureau’s work as outlined
above. This includes child protec-
tion, child and adolescent health,
children’s rights, disability and spe-
cial needs, drug education, children
in care, personal and social educa-
tion, and young offenders.

Complementing the main Library
Service are several information cen-
tres, located in the Early Childhood
Unit, the Council for Disabled
Children, and the Practice Develop-
ment Department. Each of these has
an information officer and the
Bureau employs a total of 10 staff
with a specific information remit.
These separate collections are all
electronically linked together so
whilst they are physically separate
their resources are all accessible via
our computerised network. This is
critical, not only to avoid duplica-
tion, but most importantly to ensure
that users have immediate access to
the Bureau’s entire information
base. These collections also provide
specialist knowledge in key areas
and provide valuable back up and
support to the main library. They are
a key resource for Bureau staff and
members. The Early Childhood
Unit's library, in particular, has
become a highly regarded national
collection attracting a wide specialist
user group.

It is as a unique national resource
that the Bureau’s Library and
Information Service promotes itself
for whilst it is not the only child
care library in the United Kingdom
it probably has the most compre-
hensive collection and the widest
usership, both actual and potential.

At the Bureau, we are constantly
looking at ways of not only serving
our users but attracting more users,
that is more members. Not an envi-
able position for an information
resource with limited budgets and
staffing levels. But this is what really
makes the Bureau's Library and
Information Service unique - yes, we
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count the organisation’s staff
amongst our key users - but over and
above that we have our members.

Bureau MEMBERSHIP

Membership of the National
Children's Bureau is open both to
organisations and to individuals
from local authorities, health
boards and independent and volun-
tary organisations, to day care cen-
tres, schools and colleges. The
Bureau’s aim is to support its mem-
bers in their day-to-day task of
meeting the needs of children and
young people, as well as providing
them with the opportunity to play
an active part in shaping policies
and practice.

Benefits of membership include
quarterly mailings of information;
factsheets on a wide range of sub-
jects from foster care services to
home-school support work, and
from suicidal behaviour in children
and young people to the role of the
guardian ad litem. The quarterly
mailouts also provide copies of
Children UK, the Bureau’s quarterly
magazine; policy briefing papers on
key issues examining such topics as
Sex Education, Children’s Play,
Adolescent Mental Health; discounts
on Bureau publications, conferences
and seminars; as well as access to
our Library and Information Service.

WHO ARE OUR USERS?
WHO AREN’T OUR USERS?

The Bureau’s audience are primar-
ily professionals and practitioners
and this has necessarily to be reflect-
ed in the services we offer. It is per-
haps ironic that an organisation
whose tag line is “The powerful
voice for the child” does not encour-
age children to use its library. But
children are not our users - we work
with the people who work with
and/or for children. There are public
libraries, school libraries and later
college libraries to meet the needs of




this important group. The dilemma
for us is that we have so many
users. The Library receives an aver-
age 800 - 1000 written and tele-
phone enquiries a month. Not all of
these are from members, because
whilst we are a membership organi-
sation all our services are open to
non members; but we charge more
to non-members and hopefully
encourage them to join.

Our users come from a wide
range of disciplines and occupa-
tions and can include a social work-
er in a child protection unit, a
health visitor, a college lecturer, a
parent of a child with special needs,
the manager of a residential home
or a youth worker. Some ring for
information that they know we'll
have; others don’t always know
exactly what they want; still others
preface their enquiry “I wonder if
you can help me?” Whatever their
approach, and whatever their level
of need we aim to respond to their
enquiry efficiently and professional-
ly. If we cannot help we make sure
we direct them to someone who can
- it is such bad practice to offload a
user onto another source which is
ill equipped to help. Again, the public
relations function of an information
service cannot be over estimated. If
you're going to be helpful at least
be so in a helpful manner! Of
course we do also have another and
very important audience - that is
our staff and again it is essential to
offer a high level of service which
supports them in their work. They
too have differing needs and, as
described, above Bureau personnel
come from a wide range of disci-
plines and have equally varied
remits, ranging from policy work to
research, consultancy and training.
We support the press office in its
work with the media and work
closely with our membership
department. We provide all staff
with a weekly current awareness
service and since the organisation
employs a relatively small staff we
are able to provide an individual
service. We know what their work
interests are and can target them
with items from the media and the
professional press that we know
will be of interest to them. It is very

important to offer them a proactive
service - again, we have to make
ourselves as indispensable to them
as to our members. As indeed they
are indispensable to us - not only
for the insight they give us into cur-
rent professional and practice
issues but also for their networks,
outside contacts and their potential
for “selling” us to new users and
potential members.

SERVICE USERS

Dissemination of information
forms part of the National Children’s
Bureau mission statement. Outside
of the library this is done via our
extensive publications and confer-
ence programmes. In the library we
are constantly looking at new ways
of developing our services to users.
To date this has involved the compi-
lation of various publications
digests. Our most popular publica-
tion is a series called Highlights.
These are comprehensive summaries
of key research findings on a wide
range of topics with extensive bibli-
ographies, or summaries of influen-
tial reports and legislation. All new
titles are automatically sent free to
Bureau members in our quarterly
mailouts. Non-members are charged
and there are differential rates for
members and non-members for a
complete set of titles.

Like many other libraries, we pro-
duce a series of Reading Lists on
key areas of child welfare including
Foster Care, Parenthood Education,
Young Offenders, After Care and
Children’s Mental Health. These
lists contain references to book and
journal literature and again, mem-
bers can purchase these at a
reduced rate. We also produce
Organisation Lists which contain
essential contact information about
professional organisations operat-
ing in particular fields, including
Child Health, Children from
Minority Ethnic Groups, Play, and
Family Breakdown.

We also offer subscriptions to var-
ious information services. These
include Conferences, which is a
monthly listing of over 200 forth-
coming conferences and major
events in the child care field. These
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events are for all professionals and
practitioners in health, education
and social work and cover events
taking place both in the United
Kingdom and internationally during
the next 12-24 months. Details
include venue and contact numbers.

Two further subscription pack-
ages are ChildStats and ChildData
Abstracts. ChildStats is a compila-
tion of all statistical information on
children and young people appear-
ing in a variety of official and non
official publications. These statistics
have become increasingly difficult
to collate, not least due to the fact
that the government often discon-
tinues a particular series or com-
bines figures previously published
separately. We also collect statistics
that are published in Hansard and
which are often unavailable else-
where. ChildStats is published
quarterly. ChildData Abstracts is a
monthly publication and is an
annotated listing of all new books,
pamphlets, reports and journal arti-
cles which we have added to the
library’s database each month.

Two years ago we launched
Children in the News. This is a
weekly abstracting service covering
the key stories and major events
relating to children, as reported in
the national daily press. Press arti-
cles are collated on issues such as
the family, education legislation, tru-
ancy and school exclusions, young
offenders, sexuality, and disability
issues. Every morning, the papers
are scanned and the most newswor-
thy and relevant items are collected
and written up into a digest of social
commentary, editorial opinion and
reported events. Feature articles and
law reports are also included. Each
abstract is referenced to the original
cutting and full newspaper contact
details are provided. This service can
either be posted or faxed to sub-
scribers on a weekly basis and is
delivered every week of the year,
excluding Christmas.

A much longer running service is
Children & Parliament. This is
based on Hansard and published
whilst Parliament is sitting. It is the
only information service exclusively
devoted to covering all United




Kingdom parliamentary business
affecting children and young people.
Coverage includes questions,
debates on bills and motions, peti-
tions, regulations and European
Union directives. Hansard is
scanned on a daily basis and all the
issues affecting children are
abstracted and arranged under
broad subject headings giving full
details of speaker, which House, col-
umn numbers and so on. Children
& Parliament is available on sub-
scription and published weekly on
the WWW (candp.ncb.org.uk) and
can also be faxed to subscribers.

We would hope in the future to
offer more library services via the
Internet and to make full use of the
bureau’s website (ncb.org.uk). We
already publish our information in
another electronic form, that is, CD-
ROM. Four years ago we launched
ChildData CD-ROM which contains
five of the Library’s databases - our
catalogue; our organisations data-
base, which is probably the most
comprehensive directory of its kind
with details of over 5,000 United
Kingdom and international organi-
sations in the child care and related
fields. Childlinks also includes:
Children in the News; Children &

Parliament; and the Conferences
Listing.

The National Children’s Bureau
can be accessed in Ireland by mem-
bers of Barnardo’s National
Children’s Resource Centre (NCRC).
The NCRC provides access to all the
databases of the National Children’s
Bureau.
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THE WoRrLD WIDE WEB:

A VALUABLE INFORMATION SOURCE

Angela Canavan,
Co-ordinator Information Services.

New Trends in communication tech-
nologies are transforming society at
breathtaking speeds. Telephone, per-
sonal computer technology and
increasingly television have merged
together to create the information
superhighway - the Internet World
Wide Web. This new phenomenon is
one of the most significant growth
trends in history and allows high-
speed access to information and
entertainment. Experts predict that,
in time, the Internet will replace the
telephone and television in the same
way as the word processor replaced
the conventional typewriter.
Academic institutions, the corporate
sector and NGO's increasingly have
a desire to tap into this new tech-
nology and fear that if they are not
“on line” they will be left behind.
Despite all this enthusiasm, howev-
er, many social care professionals
have yet to wake up to the web’s
potential. The number of profession-
als in Ireland who fit the Internet
into their daily lives for the purpos-
es of information searching, net-
working, education and research is
still relatively small.

It is important that social care
professionals recognise the value of

the web and capitalise on the tech-
nology revolution if they are to
embrace the 21st century.

The National Children’s Resource
Centre Information and Library
Service has exploited the World
Wide Web for the past two years
and has become an indispensable
tool for searching for information
for users and the library staff have
acted as an important intermediary
for social care professionals.

The World Wide Web’s coverage
requires the user to have excellent
information searching skills and a
knowledge of the Internet environ-
ment to be effective. It also requires
constant monitoring of sites.

Over the past two years NCRC staff
have developed

- effective search strategies.

- a list of the most useful reputable

web sites covering child welfare.

- a knowledge of the strengths and

weaknesses of the world wide
web as an information tool.

The National Children's Resource
Centre is currently compiling a direc-
tory of web-sites which will aim to
assist social care professionals navi-
gate the net. A short list of key sites
is featured opposite as a guided tour
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Literature

The NCRC holds a com-
prehensive collection of
information on all aspects
of child welfare, including:
T Child Protection, Child
Development and Health
and Family Support
Services. For a compre-
hensive literature search
contact the library and
information service.

Tel: (01) 454 9699
Fax: (01) 453 0300
E-mail; barnardo@iol.ie




NET GAINs: A GuiDED Tour oF UsSEruL WEB SITES

IRISH SITES

The following three sites provide gateways
to Irish sites and are a good starting point
for anyone searching for Irish sources.

SWIFT GUIDE TO IRELAND - GATEWAY
http.//swift kerna.com/
BROWSE IRELAND - GATEWAY

http://www.browselreland.com

Doras IRELAND
http://www.doras.tinet/ie/

IRISH GOVERNMENT PUBLICATIONS
http://www,Irlgov.ie

The Irish Government’s site includes press
releases and official publications.

IrisH TIMES
" http://www.Irish-times.com
The electronic version of the Irish Times.

IrisH MEDICAL HOMEPAGE
http://www.einet.net/imhp/
Providing information on medical issues.

E-SEARCH - IRELAND’S E-MAIL DIRECTORY
http://www.esearch.ie/
Directory of Irish e.mail addresses.

COMPENDIUM OF STATISTICS
http://www.irlgov.ie/daff/tabmenu.htm.
A collection of Irish Statistics.

NUJ DusLIN BRANCH LINKS PAGE FOR
JOURNALISTS

http://www.indigo.ie/ nujdud/links.htm
Provides links to Irish media, including
electronic newspapers.

EuroPEAN UNION SITES

EUROPEAN UNION INFORMATION
http://europa.eu.int

EU Commission information including: publi-
cations, calendars of meetings, press releases.

EUROPEAN INFORMATION ASSOCIATION
http://www.hull.ac.uk/php/Tbsebd/Index.heml
Homepage of an organisation dedicated to
making all information easier to access
and use.

WORLDWIDE LIBRARIES SITES

WORLDWIDE LIBRARIES
http://www.UkdIn.ac.UK/bubl/

A starting point. for worldwide libraries, their
online catalogues and subject searching.

LiBRARY OF CONGRESS
http://icweb.loc.gov/23950/mums.htm1
Provides access to the library of Congress
catalogue.

SociAaL CARE SITES

See The Irish Association of Social
Workers homepage listed under Irish
Sites.

JosepH ROWNTREE FOUNDATION
http:/fwww.jrf.org.UK
Contains all the Foundations, findings.

CommuniTy CARE NEws NET (CCNN)

A new website aimed at social care and
health care professionals will be available
very soon. Published under the auspices
of the journal community care this site
will provide up to date news, information,
events listings and advice from experts. It
will act as a form for debate and will pro-
vide Community Care articles. The http
address will be available very soon/!

PRACTICE
http://www.uclan.ac.UK/facs/health/soc-
work/swonweb/digest/title.htm

Provides abstracts which appear in the
British association gf social workers journal
Practice.

CHILD WELFARE SITES

Barnardo's Ireland
http/www.barnardo.@iol.ie.

A two page site that provides an overview of
the work of Barnardo’s. Over the next year
this site will be developed to include a compre-
hensive site linking the four databases of the
National Children’s Resource Centre Library.

- Library catalogue.

- Parenting courses.

- Childcare courses.

- National child welfare organisations.

BArNARDO’s UK
http://www.barnardos.org. UK
Provides an overview of the work of
Barnardo’s UK and shares information
news relating to children.

NATIONAL CHILDREN’S BUREAU
http:/fwww.ncb.org.UK

Provides on-line version of Children and
Parliament (a weekly guide to children
and,_families) the library catalogue and
database of child welfare organisations.

CENTRE FOR RESIDENTIAL CHILD CARE -
UNIVERSITY OF STRATHCLYDE
http://www.strath.ac.uk/departments/crc
¢/library.htm/

Provides on-line access to library cata-
logue of residential child care literature.

CHILDREN's HoUSE
http://www.childhouse.410.no/

An interactive resource centre - a meeting
place for the exchange of information on
child welfare (INTERNATIONAL SITE).

CHILDREN, YOUTH AND FAMILY CONSORTIUM
http://www.cyfc.umn.edu

Provides a pathway to information relat-
ing to the health, education and welfare of
children and families (AMERICAN).

CHILD RIGHTS INFORMATION — DATABASE
http://www.193.135.156.14/webpubj/crh
ome/crindb.htm

A fully searchable resource providing informa-
tion, publications and research on children’s
rights issues.

CHILDWATCH — INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH
NETWORK
http://www.childhouse.u10.no/childwatch/
Provides information about Childwatch
International and allows access to a data-
base on European child welfare research.

DIRECTORY OF EUROPEAN RESEARCH AND
DOCUMENTATION INSTITUTIONS ON CHILDREN'S
RIGHTS
http://childhouse/u10/no.page/htm//forec
/euro.htm

Describes 182 institutions based in 30 coun-
tries. It provides an insight into European
research and articles in the field of children’s
rights.

NATIONAL CLEARINGHOUSE ON CHILD ABUSE AND
NEGLECT INFORMATION
http://www.calib.com/nccanch/

A resource for professionals seeking infor-
mation on the prevention, identification
and treatment of child abuse and neglect.




THE RoLE oF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES IN SuPPORTING
TRANSNATIONAL INFORMATION EXCHANGE IN CHILD WELFARE IN EUROPE.

Mark Watson

Mark Watson is the Head of Library and Information Services at the National Institute for Social Work. In addition to a range of ‘traditional’
library and information services, he has developed the Institute’s CD-ROM database, Caredata; the Institute’s World Wide Web site; and is
currently leading a project funded by the Bridge House Estates Trust Fund entitled ‘Getting Voluntary Organisations OnLine’ which is
addressing the use of the Intemet by the voluntary sector. He also played a role in developing the Institute’s International Centre, with par-
ticular reference to the information systems to support it.

INTRODUCTION

The European Forum for Child
Welfare believes that there is a need
to establish effective data collection
strategies in relation to the situa-
tion of children in Europe and to
support collaboration between child
welfare NGO’s throughout Europe,
and that there is a need for a com-
prehensive information database on
children and young people on a
transnational basis. To date there
has been no coherent programme to
assess the level of need across
Europe or to establish strategies to
support an integrated approach to
addressing these issues, and fur-
thermore, the potential for collabo-
ration between these NGO’s on a
transnational basis has not been
adequately assessed or realised.

In Childcare Services for Rural
Families, a report of the European
Commission Network on Childcare
and Other Measures to Reconcile
Employment and Family
Responsibilities, key recommenda-
tions to Member States include:

“Member states should collaborate with

the European Commission in dissemi-
nating information and, facilitating
exchange of ideas and information on
ways of delivering services in rural
areas, and encourage effective use of
the structural funds in developing
childcare infrastructure.” (Cohen, 1995)

Similarly, in Childcare in the
European Communities 1985-1990,
a report published by the European
Commission Childcare Network:

“There are enormous potential benefits

to be gained, from supporting and
encouraging the dissemination and
exchange of information, experience
and ideas. The technical seminars and
programme of visits organised by the
Network in 1990 illustrate two ways

of doing this, which should be devel-
oped. But there are other possibilities,

Sor example, the establishment of
data-bases giving information on
selected projects, innovations and
research projects in different countries
and the use of new technology to
make this information widely accessi-
ble; developing a library of reports and
other publications, videos and films
etc which are of general interest and
using childcare magazines to dissemi-
nate information.” (Moss, 1990)

The key role of information in
transnational networks is recog-
nised by Brian Harvey in the second
edition of Networking in Europe.
Considering the range of benefits of
networking on a European level, he
includes a reference to

“a much improved (possibly excessively
large) information_flow about develop-
ments in the European Union.”
(Harvey 1995)

The increasing volume of infor-
mation - legislative, guidance, liter-
ature, statistics - calls for a strate-
gic approach to the utilisation of
information at every level if ‘infor-
mation overload' is to be avoided.
In a chapter entitled Information
on Europe and How to Get it,
Harvey continues:

“There are an abundance of information
sources concerning Europe in general
and the European Union in particular.
Even in an information age, it is an
information-rich environment, This
suggests that for voluntary organisa-
tions, obtaining information about
Europe would be a straightforward
task - not so. Qf the vast output of
information, publications, statistics
and data coming out of the European
Union, only a small proportion is
immediately relevant; finding out
where and how to get that informa-
tion is the all-important task. Not only
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that, but discovering the most appro-
priate form in which to obtain infor-
mation is also crucial, whether that be
through subscription, information
office or library.” (Harvey, 1995)

Sandy Ruxton, in Children in
Europe, argues that until now no
serious attempt has been made to
compare legislation, policy and prac-
tice across the European Union and
that if a serious commitment is to be
made in achieving full compliance
with the principles and standards of
the Convention, this failure needs to
be rectified. He quotes a 1991 report
of a European Parliament Committee
(rapporteur, Lissy Groner) which
called urgently for:

“an in-depth study of the situation of
children in the Community, covering
all possible aspects of children’s lives,
in order to identify specific Community
priorities for action in this_field, to
define an gffective Community policy
on children and to provide wide-rang-
ing information on this subject.”
(quoted in Ruxton, 1996)

Whilst seeing his book as a step
towards meeting the intentions of
this recommendation, Ruxton also
finds that:

“This project highlights that the basic
information required to make compar-
isons is indeed not available. Moreover,
much of the data which can be
obtained is based on gfficial sources
and maqy not be adequate representa-
tion of the reality at local level, Yet this
should not obscure the fact that infor-
mation has been published, which at
the very least, allows us to map out
some of the central features of child
welfare systems”. (Ruxton 1996)

Ruxton endorses the 1996
Parliamentary Assembly of the
Council of Europe recommendation
in its European Strategy for
Children, that Members States




should, as one element of a strategy
to make children’s rights a priority,
make children more visible:

“..through the systematic collection of
information, in particular reliable,
detailed (by age and gender), compa-
rable statistics which will make it pos-
sible to identify their needs and the
issues which require priority political
action.” (Ruxton 1996)

He further bemoans the range
and depth of quantitative and quali-
tative information on children’s
issues as limited, and proper com-
parative data which could be com-
piled from common indicators as
being particularly lacking. Listing
more than a dozen key areas in
which information is lacking, he
points out that:

“beyond these basic data, little compar-
ative research is available on legal
and policy, frameworks, or on the
effects of these on children. Neither is
there much transnational research
comparing outcomes of particular
types of services and children’s percep-
tions of the variety of circumstances
they, face has as yet been almost com-
Dpletely ignored, even at national level,
It will no doubt be argued that it is
too difficult and too expensive to col-
lect these kinds of information. There
are indeed a number of problems.”
(Ruxton 1996)

Dr Steen Mogens Lauge Lasson,
President of FICE, in his preface to
Children and Residential Care in
Europe refers to a previous publica-
tion on international perspectives
on residential child care:

“such comparative studies are rare
despite the very great need of profes-
sionals in child care for the informa-
tion they produce.” (Madge 1994)

Madge considers the potential of
international exchange:

“International exchange provides more
than just the opportunity to observe.
Cooperation and collaboration in the
development of policy and practice
towards common problems is increas-
ing. This can challenge complacency,
and sometimes conventional wisdom
too. Supporting, or opposing our own
services requires thought ... all in all,
the value of a European survey is in
stimulating discussion and thought
rather than in producing neat sum-

maries of similarities and contrasts.”
(Madge 1994)

It is against this background that
this paper looks at current
resources, the potential for informa-
tion and communication technolo-
gies to support networking and the
dissemination of information, and
the many pitfalls to be avoided.
Information Technology has had a
major impact over the past decade
for the vast majority of organisa-
tions:

* PCs running word-processing soft-
ware have replaced typewriters,

* Desktop PCs are now powerful
enough to maintain large data-
bases and carry out statistical
analyses which were previously
only available on large main-
frame computers,

* Photocopiers and fax machines
are now standard pieces of office
equipment,

* Electronic communication
through the Internet.

The phrase ‘information and com-
munication technologies’ is increas-
ingly being used to reflect the closer
links between computers and
telecommunications systems. These
links, cheaper telecommunications,
local-telephone rate access to a
global computer network, and
cheaper hardware are combining to
enable radically new means of com-
munication and methods of dissem-
ination of information. ‘Traditional’
networks, whether local, regional,
or transnational, need to be aware
of the opportunities that these
information and communication
technologies offer. This paper
describes a number of recently
developed initiatives and resources,
and outlines potential developments
with regard to:

* Databases,

* Electronic networking,

* The World Wide Web.

This paper primarily considers
‘information’, and is based upon
currently available technology
which does not require any major
capital investment by individual
organisations or networks. For the
purposes of this paper, the utilisa-
tion of computer-held databases to
support transnational networking
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in child welfare, I will look at two

types of database:

* In-house databases of
contacts/members, local resources,

» Published databases,

* Online for librarians,

* CD-ROM for end-users,

* WWW database.

IN-HOUSE DATABASES

It would be safe to assume that
one of the first tasks of any newly
established organisation or network
is to set up some form of database
of contacts - whether simply a mail-
ing list of addresses, or a more
complex membership database sys-
tem. Setting up a database is rela-
tively straightforward. Obtaining
information to put into the data-
base, and keeping such systems up
to date and accurate is slightly less
straightforward and can become a
major chore for many organisa-
tions. Maintaining a database can
often take a lower priority to other
work when workloads become prob-
lematic. Many databases have been
set up with good intent, but gradu-
ally become less useful as they fail
to be kept up to date. Once a signifi-
cant backlog occurs it can become
extremely time-consuming to rectify.

Encouraging individuals or organ-
isations to complete database entry
forms with details of their expertise
or resources, with a view to sharing
them, can in itself be problematic.
Organisations will often fail to see
the benefit of completing the form -
they may in fact see it as being
undesirable. If they fill in the form
will this lead to lots of telephone
calls and other requests for infor-
mation?

Against this background, setting
up a major database of any kind,
particularly on a transnational
basis, needs to be justified on the
basis of:

* How the database relates to other
work within the organisation/net-
work. What other means of dis-
seminating information are cur-
rently in use, and how will a
database relate to these? For
example, if there is a regular
newsletter, can new entries to the
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database be included in the

newsletter?

* Would e-mail networking achieve
a similar objective without the
laborious process of setting up
and maintaining a database
(putting individuals in touch with
each other/ promoting events)?

* Would a World Wide Web site be
a better way of achieving the aim
of collecting and making informa-
tion available? Putting a newslet-
ter on the World Wide Web can
promote an organisation/network
without the need to send out reg-
ular mailings.

» Whilst the ‘need’ for databases is

often stressed, the benefits should

also be clearly defined from the

outset. Setting out to establish a

database of conferences may

appear initially to be meeting a

need, but is it worth the amount

of work necessary to ensure that
it is comprehensive and up to
date? The World Wide Web has
innumerable pages listing forth-
coming conferences, many of
which are out of date, or limited
in coverage.

Accessibility and exploitation: it

is now increasingly easy to make

databases available - either on
diskette, CD-ROM or on the World

Wide Web. Databases which are

directly accessible by users are

more likely to be exploited. It is
quite simple to set up on-line
database entry forms on the

World Wide Web, and to put that

information on the World Wide

Web for others to read. A well-

designed, regularly updated World

Wide Web site could form the hub

of networking activity.

How does the database relate to

other initiatives in the broader

field? Has someone else done it, or
is someone else currently doing it?

How is the collection of informa-

tion from and dissemination of

information to organisations out-
side member networks to be han-
dled?

Overcoming the assumption that

information is ‘free’, and that

everyone perceives sharing of
information to be ‘a good thing’,
organisations and individuals
within organisations have their

own obijectives, priorities and
workloads. Contributing to a data-
base can not be assumed to be
something which organisations
and individuals may welcome.
Organisations such as the
National Children’'s Bureau and
Barnardos in the UK are major
contributors to CD-ROM databases
(ChildData and VoINet respectively)
- and have, to a greater or lesser
extent, commercial interests to
protect.

* Computer-translation between
European languages is still in its
infancy. Is the database to be
maintained in one language? If
so, how will this affect the collec-
tion of information?

PuBLISHED DATABASES

Making databases accessible to
end-users can be a key factor in
ensuring that they are kept up to
date, and in ensuring that contribu-
tors ‘engage’ with the project as a
whole, rather than simply seeing it
as a form-filling exercise. Publishing
a database is becoming quite
straightforward (Watson 1994).

One recent example is the Family
Change Database published by the
Family Policy Studies Centre and
the University of Manchester.
(Hubbard 1995). It contains over
500 references to books and articles
on family change published in
English since 1990 from a range of
social science disciplines. The print-
ed version also includes floppy
disks containing a searchable data-
base of those references.

The development of any new
database should take into account
the exploitation of that database.
Requesting information to put on a
database which will be published
will receive a better response than
one which will simply remain on a
computer sited in the organisation
collecting the information. Recent
developments in making databases
widely available, such as CD-ROM
and the World Wide Web, have in
fact built on a decade of access to
databases by librarians.

ON-LINE DATABASES FOR LIBRARIANS

The term ‘on-line’ is used in this
paper to describe access to remote
databases through the telecommu-
nications system. On-line services
became well established in Western
Europe and North America during
the 1980s as a wide range of data-
bases, mostly bibliographical,
became available across a whole
range of fields: scientific and tech-
nical, social sciences, medical, and
commercial. Such databases were
made available by ‘host’ agencies,
which offered access to a range of
databases on a subscription basis.
A number of databases in the social
welfare field which became avail-
able during this period are listed
below. This is not a comprehensive
list by any means, and covers only
databases held by the North
American and European ‘host’
organisations, Dialog, Data-Star,
BRS and the European Space
Agency.

* DHSS-DATA, the database of the
UK Department of Health,

* Social Work Abstracts, the data-
base of the National Association
of Social Workers in the USA,

* Child Abuse and Family Violence,
the database of the Clearing
House for the National Center on
Child Abuse and Neglect of the
Department of Health and Human
Services in the USA,

* Ageline, the database of the
American Association of Retired
Persons.

An alternative model of making
databases accessible was developed
in France. The French Minitel sys-
tem, which has terminals in a large
proportion of homes and offices in
France, offers access to a range of
services and databases, one of
which is a social welfare database
(PRISME) maintained by a network
of social welfare information spe-
cialists. These databases, many of
them computer equivalents to a
range of printed abstracting and
indexing services, offered a wealth
of information. However, many in
the social welfare field who would
otherwise have found them particu-
larly useful, were unable to take
advantage of these resources. There




were a number of quite simple rea-

sons for this:

* Modems were required to access
such services, which were until
recently very expensive and not in
common use,

* The databases were available only
through commercial host organi-
sations, who targeted their ser-
vices at librarians rather than
end-users, and with search inter-
faces similarly aimed at librarians,

* Online charges and telecommuni-
cations charges incurred whilst
accessing databases,

* Slow telecommunication speeds
during most of the 1980s.
Consequently only those fortunate

enough to have access to a library

with librarians skilled in searching
such databases and the finances to
bear the costs involved, were able
to take advantage of on-line data-
bases.

CD-ROM DATABASES FOR END-USERS

In the late 1980s the development
of CD-ROM technology began to
offer an alternative to on-line
searching. A single CD-ROM disk
can contain 650mb of data - suffi-
cient for all but the largest databas-
es. Many of the aforementioned on-
line databases became available on
CD-ROM during the early 1990s.
Academic libraries in particular
embraced this technology as it
offered them an opportunity to
make such databases directly avail-
able to their library users.

There are two major advantages
of the new CD-ROM technology over
the older on-line technology for
libraries and other organisations :

* Beyond the initial costs of sub-
scribing to databases, there are
essentially no further charges,

* The search interfaces developed
for CD-ROM databases are much
more user-friendly, offering
menus and on-screen help, and
aimed at end-users rather than
librarians.

The first databases to be pub-
lished on CD-ROM were standard
academic titles such as MEDLINE
and Sociological Abstracts, pro-
duced by large international CD-
ROM publishers such as

SilverPlatter. CD-ROM technology
first made an impact in the social
welfare field in 1993. The National
Association of Social Workers in the
USA whose database, Social Work
Abstracts, was available on-line
through the BRS host for most of
the 1980s, had their database pub-
lished on CD-ROM by SilverPlatter
as Social Work Abstracts+.

In the United Kingdom, Volnet, a
community and voluntary sector
database, had been available on-line
by the Community Development
Foundation and the Volunteer Centre
for some years, hosted by the
University of North London. In 1993
Volnet was also published on CD-
ROM. The Volnet database incorpo-
rates the library database of
Barnardo’s in London. The National
Institute for Social Work subse-
quently launched Caredata CD, the
social and community care database
in March 1994, followed by the
National Children's Bureau’s
ChildData CD-ROM, and the Centre
for Policy on Ageing’s AgeInfo CD-
ROM. In addition to these expen-
sive, quarterly-updated bibliographic
databases, an Australian Family
Resources CD-ROM was published
by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies - a database with full-text
(images) of key Australian docu-
ments in child welfare.

Child Abuse & Neglect is a com-
prehensive CD-ROM published by
the National Information Services
Corporation in Baltimore, USA, on
behalf of the National
Clearinghouse on Child Abuse &
Neglect Information, and available
free of charge to non-profit organi-
sations.

An American journal, Family
Process, has recently published a
CD-ROM with the full text of every
article that has appeared in the
journal over 35 years.

DAraBAses AVAILABLE ON THE WWW

Recently, the focus of attention
has moved to making databases
available on the World Wide Web.
The Internet is sometimes rather
confusingly referred to as a ‘global
database’. Many enthusiasts will
claim that the Internet hosts a
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wealth of resources with a wide

range of databases available at ‘the

touch of a button'. It is the case,
however, that the majority of data-
bases previously mentioned are not
available on the WWW, and the

Internet is far removed from being a

‘virtual library’ (Watson 1997).

The Volnet database is accessible
on the World Wide Web, but with
only 33% of its records on-line. The
intention is to encourage organisa-
tions to subscribe to the CD-ROM or
the on-line version.

Making databases available on the
World Wide Web is a complicated and
expensive process. Whilst small
organisations with limited
resources can set up a World Wide
Web site which can compete with
multi-nationals in terms of presen-
tation and content, ‘mounting’ a
database is a much more costly and
complicated business. Examples of
databases accessible through the
World Wide Web include:

* The Child Development Abstracts
& Bibliography published by the
University of Chicago Press

*» Those hosted by the National
Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and
Neglect Information

* The Childwatch database of
European Child Research
It is not always clear how current

the contents of these databases are,

or how best to search them for
material on a particular topic. The

Internet is a means by which indi-

vidual computers can connect to a

global ‘network’ giving them access

to a wide range of resources, and
enabling them to communicate at
low cost and relative ease with
other Internet users throughout the
world.

THE INTERNET

The Internet developed from work
carried out by the US military in the
1960s, and through the establish-
ment of links between a range of
national computer networks during
the late 1980s. The networks
involved in the early linkages were
primarily academic (such as JANET
BITNET, EARN), and large commer-
cial information services such as
CompuServe. There is still relatively




little useful information on child
welfare on the Internet, both in
terms of the total volume of materi-
al, and the volume of information
on child welfare in general circula-
tion. What is currently available on
the Internet has a North American
bias. In a summary of child care
social work resources on the
Intemet, Ballantyne notes this and
states:

“.in the short term, for child care and
other social care practitioners, the
potential gains of the digital revolu-
tion will not be found on the Internet.
We have to look instead to the growth
of electronic networking within agen-
cies and the development of organisa-
tional intranets..” (Ballantyne 1996)

Intranets are essentially small
versions of the Internet, limited to a
single organisation or network. An
alternative, more global view for the
human services field has been put
forward by David A. Patterson:

“if the social work profession is to be a
viable participant in addressing global
social challenges in the twilight of this
millennium, it is essential that a
strategy, for electrical (sic) information
sharing be set forth. The establish-
ment of an international electronic
social work knowledge base linking
social work educators and profession-
als would allow, for the rapid dissemi-
nation of vital information and the

Jormation of global partnerships.”
(Patterson 1995)

The growth of the Internet contin-
ues, and an increasing range of
resources and networking opportu-
nities are being made available.
These opportunities offer the poten-
tial to support transnational net-
working in child welfare. They can
also constitute a threat - if existing
networks do not engage with these
opportunities, it could be found that
with an increasing range of individ-
vals using the Internet, and the
establishment of World Wide Web
sites with child welfare resources,
individuals and organisations may
feel that they do not need to belong
to a traditional network, but rather
that they can establish their own
informal networks. Whilst the
Internet encompasses a wide range
of facilities, for the purposes of this
paper, electronic networking and

the World Wide Web, the two main
elements, will be considered.

ELECTRONIC MAILING

Individual electronic mail
Electronic mail (e-mail) has been

in use for over two decades. An

electronic network of four child day
treatment programs in Oregon and

a graduate Child and Youth Work

Program at Westermn Oregon State

College was established as early as

1981 (Tovey 1990). Individuals and

organisations obtain access to elec-

tronic mail via:

* Academic networks,

* Existing Local Area or Wide Area
Networks,

* Hobbyists using bulletin boards -
during the 1980s there was a
Group in Social Services Network
(Cussnet) in the United States,

* Commercial networks such as
CompusServe, and Handsnet,

* Commercial Intermet Service
Providers.

In recent years, the Internet has
brought about a revolution in terms
of the number of individuals and
organisations who are now able to
use electronic mail. Increasingly,
European countries have a wide
range of commercial Internet service
providers who offer relatively inex-
pensive access to the Internet for
organisations and individuals.

For many in the social welfare sec-
tor however, the Internet, the World
Wide Web, and electronic mail
remain a mystery. Unfortunately,
too much media attention has been
focussed on the graphically attractive
World Wide Web, and a belief exists
that the Internet is only appropriate
for IT-literate enthusiasts willing and
able to spend several hours a day
‘surfing’.

Whilst much of the current atten-
tion on the Internet relates to the
World Wide Web, and on databases,
electronic mail is often overlooked.
However, a major resource of
transnational networks is of course
the expertise of the individuals who
are networking, and it is by putting
those individuals in touch with
each other by electronic mail which
could be the key benefit the Internet
has to offer.
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Despite the benefits of comparison
there are many attendant difficulties.
Few aspects can be directly com-
pared, partly because the history,
culture and present-day situation of
countries differ widely. The detailed
organisation and content of services
are also very individual, and even
basic concepts such as ‘public’ and
‘private’ have many uses and mean-
ings. Statistical data, moreover, can
reflect very different things in differ-
ent places even if they appear, at
first sight comparable. All in all, the
value of a European survey is in
stimulating discussion and thought
rather than in producing neat sum-
maries of similarities and contrasts.
(Madge 1994).

The development of databases
and World Wide Web sites needs to
take place within a strategic
approach to the use of information
and communication technologies
which includes electronic mail. It
may well be e-mail which can best
exploit the key resource of transna-
tional networks, by supporting and
stimulating discussion in a way in
which those involved can better
relate to, and which is more in tune
with the networking model in social
welfare, than large statistical sur-
veys, or attempts to produce global
databases.

In many cases e-mail can replace
making a phone call. This can be of
particular use as it is becoming
increasingly difficult to reach people
by telephone - some estimates sug-
gest that thereisonlya 1in 5
chance of making contact with
someone by telephone (‘telephone
tag’). Sending a message at your
convenience, without having to rely
on the person you are wishing to
communicate with being available
at the same time, can be enough in
itself to justify using e-mail.

Transnational networking appears
to rely heavily on the use of fax.
This can be particularly useful
when there are time differences, dif-
ferences in working hours, and
also, where one of the individuals
involved is speaking a second lan-
guage. It enables an individual to
read a message carefully and reply
with a full understanding of what is
being discussed. Electronic mail
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works very much on the same prin-

ciple. E-mail has the further advan-

tage that it is read and written
without being connected to the

Internet, and the cost of sending a

lengthy e-mail can be simply a mat-

ter of a very short connection at a

local telephone rate.

Whilst an e-mail can replace a
phone call or a fax, what is particu-
larly exciting is that it can enable
the development of patterns of com-
munication which would not other-
wise be established. It quite often
happens that individuals who
might otherwise only meet at one
or two seminars a year, and per-
haps make one or two telephone
calls a year, can establish a much
more regular pattern of communica-
tion by e-mail. Provided that the
individuals have easy access to e-
mail and are familiar with the soft-
ware, it can be a matter of a few
moments to type out a short mes-
sage and send it - much quicker
than feeding it through a fax
machine, which may be busy receiv-
ing a lengthy incoming fax, or get-
ting an engaged tone.

It is also possible to send comput-
er files, such as word-processed
documents and spreadsheets, by e-
mail. This further opens up oppor-
tunities for working collaboratively
with others - through exchanging
messages and drafts of documents.
1t is, however, important to be
aware that e-mail cannot replace all
other means of communication. It is
still the case that a telephone call
or a fax may be the most appropri-
ate means of communication in
some instances. It is also the case
that individuals who are fluent in
the use of IT and electronic mail
can at times forget how difficult it
is for others to get to grips with the
technology.

The advantages of electronic net-
working cited by Tovey (1990) are
particularly relevant on a transnation-
al networking basis, where there are
additional difficulties of language,
time differences and terminology:

* Equalisation of participation -
there are no geographical or
financial barriers to participation
for partners who would otherwise

struggle to find the money for

travelling to meetings,
* Efficiency of response - e-mail can
streamline the exchange of infor-
mation and reduce the errors and
omissions in the transmission of
information that frequently occur
when the receiving party is not
available for a telephone message,
or when the verbal message is for-
gotten or misunderstood (particu-
larly relevant when one or more of
the individuals is not speaking in
their native language),
Collaborative activity - e-mail can
reduce the need for meetings and
make future face-to-face meetings
more productive by processing
issues beforehand. Tovey argues,
that for a statewide association,
this has saved time and money,
especially for geographically iso-
lated agencies.
Transnational networks should
seek to incorporate the use of elec-
tronic mail at various levels of their
networking activity, including execu-
tive group levels and specific sub-
groups or working parties.

Public discussions using e-mail

In addition to sending e-mail to
individuals, the Internet also offers
the opportunity of taking part in
public discussions, through mailing
lists. Mailing lists enable partici-
pants to send a message which is
automatically passed on to all other
members of the mailing list. Having
received that message, other list
members can choose to reply if the
subject interests them, and these
replies are also sent to all other
members of the list. In this way a
number of public discussion
‘threads’ can be carried forward
simultaneously.

The National Institute for Social
Work maintains an International/
Comparative social work mailing
list. There are also mailing lists for
social workers in a number of coun-
tries — the United Kingdom, the
Netherlands, Germany, the United
States (which has a countrywide
list as well as several for individual
states). Other lists of interest to the
child welfare field include child
abuse mailing lists: Abuse-L and
Child-Maltreatment-Research, and
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a New York Child Welfare discus-
sion list. Consideration should be
given to the potential for a mailing
list (or lists) for discussion of child
welfare issues across Europe.

The World Wide Web

The World Wide Web offers a
quite remarkable potential for indi-
viduals, organisations and net-
works. At relatively low cost it is
possible for organisations to:

* Make information available,

* Publicise their existence and
activities,

* Recruit members,

* Campaign, lobby and promote
their point of view,

* Obtain information.

However, the World Wide Web
needs to be approached properly to
be exploited fully, as part of an
overall information strategy rather
than simply, “let us set up a web-
site”. As with in-house databases,
World Wide Web sites can become a
chore to update once the initial
enthusiasm has faded. Many sites
are out of date, and it is necessary
to approach them with a critical eye
to assess how up to date they are,
and how authoritative the informa-
tion they contain is.
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FREeDOM OF INFORMATION AcT, 1997

Paul Harris
Fingal County Librarian.

The Freedom of Information Act,
1997 comes into force in local author-
ities with affect from 21st October
1998. The Act confers on members of
the public very significant rights of
access to information held by public
bodies and imposes very demanding
obligations on those bodies in rela-

_tion to the supply of information.

MBAIN FEATURES OF THE ACT

The Act establishes three new
statutory rights:

- A legal right for each person to
access information held by public
bodies.

- A legal right for each person to
have official information relating to
themselves amended where it is
incomplete, incotrect or misleading.

- A legal right to obtain reasons for
decisions affecting themselves.

Under the Act, public bodies are
required to publish certain informa-
tion about themselves and also to
make available details of their inter-
nal rules, procedures, interpretations
etc. used in decision making. Section

15 of the act requires each public

body to prepare and publish a manu-

al setting out a general description of:

- Structure and organisation.

- Functions, powers and duties.

- Services it provides for the public
and how these may be available.

- Classes of records held and the
arrangements for enabling the public
to access such records.

- Names and designations of members
of the staff of the body responsible
for carrying out these arrangements.

- Rights of review and appeal against
the decisions of the body.

The purpose of the manual is to
assist the public in ascertaining the
information held by each organisa-
tion and to access it.

WHAT IS COVERED?

- All records created after the 21st
April 1998,

- All earlier records necessary for
the understanding of the above.

- All records containing personal
information.

The definition of a record under
the Act, is ‘Any memo, book, plan,
map, drawing, diagram, pictorial or
graphic work or other document,
any photograph, film or recording”.

How WILL IT WORK?

- Specific written request.
- Acknowledged within two weeks.

- Decision within a further two weeks.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF FREEDOM
INFORMATION ACT:

- Better understanding between pub-
lic bodies and their clients.

- Improvement in the quality of pri-
mary decision making,

- Improvement in the standard of
report writing with information
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being more factual, more accurate
and more carefully thought out.

- Greater openness in departments’
personal practices.

- Individual access by the public to
their own personal information.

- The publication of internal rules
and guidelines increases public
awareness of the decision-making
process.

The Freedom of Information Act
will make public bodies look at the
information they hold and the
accessibility of that information to
the public. The more information
that an organisation makes freely
available will result in the smoother
management of the Act’s provisions.
The Libraries Department of the
local authority should prove to be
the ideal conduit through which the
organisation’s information will be
made accessible to the public.




