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the sharpening of reading skills, and the preservation of 
community. At all parish libraries in Jamaica, the 
facilities have been extended to include access to the 
Internet, opening yet another arena of knowledge to 
those children whose families cannot afford to buy a 
computer. Our public libraries serve as places of 
identity, dialogue, and collaboration in our 
communities. Yes, we have done well, but we know we 
can do so much more. 

With new questions and challenges comes the need 
for new answers. Therefore, those of us who care about 
building and renewing community must begin with the 
premise that this is one of the most important needs in 
Jamaica at present. No one sector, no one government, 
no one industry can mobilize citizens - men and women 
and the young - to create the new community which 
will embrace all its people regardless of political 
affiliation. The days of partnerships are upon us and 
these new partnerships can become the engine that 
drives the renewal of community. 

Sadly, Jamaicans have become disengaged from the 
political life of the country. This is made evident by the 
decline in the number of individuals who vote every 
five years. With disengagement comes cynicism. I 
want to suggest that we are equipped to help in the 
reengagement and strengthening of citizens' action and 
civil society. 

Our country needs safe gathering places where 
community members can share interests and concerns. 
Information is essential to civic participation and here 
again I submit that effective action by the citizenry is 
only possible when citizens know how to gain access to 
information of all kinds and have the skills to become 
responsible, informed participants in our democracy. 

Our libraries provide both the information and the 
community forum, and therefore opportunities for  

dialogue that the public needs to make decisions about 
common concerns. Libraries can and do provide for 
citizens the real and virtual civic spaces where they can 
speak freely, share similar interests and concerns, and 
pursue what they believe is in their private and the 
public interest. As librarians, we can therefore be the 
main players preparing citizens for lifelong civic 
participation. We are equipped to do several things: 

- Rekindle civic society through libraries; 
Increase public awareness, understanding, 
and participation in critical issues; 
Provide communities with in-person and 
virtual forums to examine important issues; 
Encourage involvement in problem-solving 
and decision-making; 

- Increase awareness and the use of libraries 
as essential community centres by providing 
librarians with the tools and materials 
necessary to present thoughtful, engaging, 
and enlightening programmes about 
problems facing our democratic way of life; 
and 
Develop model programmes for replication 
in libraries islandwide. 

All libraries, be they school, academic, or public, 
should recognize the important role they can play as 
local civic spaces for dialogue and exchange of ideas. 

No other organization or agency has the ability, and 
therefore the responsibility to provide access to as 
broad a spectrum of community information. Building 
on the success of earlier decades, librarians have made 
great strides in using the Internet to greatly increase 
access to the information that people need to function 
as citizens. 

Colleagues, now is the time, the community 
beckons us, let us therefore begin our walk together. 
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