FREEDOM OF ACCESS

The Intellectual Freedom Advisory Panel (IFAP) believes that the right of free and unrestricted
access to information is vital for any populace. In order to make informed decisions and to
participate intelligently in a democracy, a citizenry must have free access to all forms of
information and expressions, whether economic, political, scientific or social.

The American Library Association (ALA) “Library Bill of Rights” states that, “Books and other
library resources should be provided for the interest, information and enlightenment of all people
of the community the library serves” and, “A person’s right to use a library should not be denied
or abridged...”

Some ideas or expressions may be objectionable to certain individuals or groups, but these same
ideas may not be objectionable to others. It is not the library’s place to take sides on such issues.
While it is true that a library must follow the laws of the society, it is not reasonable for the
library to give up its neutral stance in favor of the opinions of one particular group. There is an
essential societal need for an institution that unfailingly defends the free and unfettered provision
of information and exchange of ideas. That institution is the library.

One major benefit of an unrestricted flow of information is to allow our society to progressively
expand our human knowledge base. Society progresses on mountains of ideas, built through the
free exchange of knowledge. One person may originate an idea and a second may expand on it.
Still others learn of the idea, use it to their advantage and may also add to it. It is this
progressive exchange and building of ideas that allows us to find the answers to pressing and
changing human concerns. Any restriction of this process, such as denying access to certain
information, can be an impediment to progress.

Freedom of Access and Government

In the aftermath of the terrorist events of September 11, 2001, the federal government, and many
state and local governments, have undertaken a steady reassessment of the types of information
they make available to the public, in light of the potential that such information may be used by a
terrorist agency to commit acts of terror. The library community has taken notice that many
materials, which were once freely accessible, are no longer available. IFAP believes that while
some materials may be too sensitive for public release, governmental agencies must be ever
diligent to minimize any restrictions on public access to information. Two primary reasons for
this stance are:

1. Freedom of Access to information is necessary to support a government that is receptive to the
needs and desires of its citizens

In order for a representative form of government to work effectively, a governed people must
have the basic right to understand the current societal and governing issues. The public should
also be made aware of what the current members of government are doing about the particular
issues, so that well-informed decisions and actions can be undertaken.
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Libraries play a key role in this process. They are one of the few institutions that can offer
neutral, unbiased source materials about the inner workings of government and on societal
debates. Libraries typically provide access to such information through the conduit of traditional
print materials and electronic access to materials on the Internet and library databases.

2. Freedom of Access to information is necessary to prevent tyranny

The framers of the U.S. Constitution created a government of checks and balances to discourage
the power elite from imposing their will upon a free people. The architects of the Constitution
were well aware of the significant potential of the misuse of power and understood the benefit of
creating a balanced three-branch government. The intent was to ensure that no one person or
group, nor one branch of government could achieve absolute power over the other and, in turn,
over the governed.

Our government was intended to be a representative government with these checks and balances
in place. And while it was designed to ensure the free flow of information among its citizens,
there have been times when citizens’ rights to free speech have been abrogated, or at least
curtailed, due to National Security interests. These situations will occur and may be tolerable,
for the short term and within limits. This is true as long as the citizenry is well informed as to
the why, as to what rights are being threatened and from whom these rights are being taken
away. With this information, the individual citizen can then voice his or her opinion or exercise
his or her vote about the process.

Tyranny is a gift from the people, and often results from censorship of information leading to the
gradual handing over of individual rights. The potential for tyranny must be constantly
monitored, and corrected, when violations that begin to erode our basic human rights occur.
Without a well-informed citizenry we have little defense and without free access to information
it is difficult to have an informed citizenry.

In summary, unencumbered freedom of access to information is necessary to allow for a truly
enlightened citizenry, to allow for the growth of this citizenry’s cumulative knowledge base and
to engender a truly representative form of government. A curbing of the freedom of access to
information would inevitably erode these goals. IFAP believes it is the librarian’s role to prevent
this from happening, whether the source of the restriction comes from an individual, a group or
our government.

Collection Development

Within any library collection development policy, there is a critical need for clear and simple
guidelines to minimize internal restrictions placed on the content of information collected. The
selection of materials portion of any collection development policy should include a clear
statement affirming the adherence to freedom of access principals. Without such a selection
statement, collection development is in danger of being limited to only a few commonly
accepted viewpoints. Ignorance, through the suppression of ideas, fosters fear and
misunderstanding. In the case of libraries, the internal suppression of topics or ideas leads to
self-censorship. Instead of being avoided, controversial ideas should be welcome in a library
collection.
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Libraries should encourage this ongoing flow of ideas by providing unrestricted patron access to
both established and controversial opinions and expressions. Unpopular views are as worthy of
our shelves and electronic databases as those that are universally admired.
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