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Preface 

It had been clear for some time that, valuable as the first edition of these 
Guidelines has been, the rapid changes in the world of information pro-
vision in general and of parliamentary libraries in particular meant that a 
new edition was needed. Discussions during the IFLA conference in 
Seoul in 2006 led to an agreement to seek funding for this revised edi-
tion. At that time I was shortly to retire from my post in the United 
Kingdom House of Commons Library and I agreed to take on the re-
sponsibility for the work. In doing so I have been helped by many peo-
ple. In particular, the advisory group who are listed in Chapter 1. Their 
input in commenting on early drafts has been very valuable and I would 
like to express my thanks to them for their wise comments and for giving 
up their time. I have also had the support of successive Chairs of the 
IFLA Section on Library and Research Services for Parliaments. Donna 
Scheeder, Director of Law Library Services at the Library of Congress 
was Chair when the initial decision was made to seek support for a new 
edition. Gro Sandgrind, Librarian of the Norwegian Parliamentary Li-
brary, was Chair while most of the work was being done. Moira Fraser, 
Librarian of the New Zealand Parliament, took over as Chair at the IFLA 
conference in Milan in 2009, as the work was entering its final stage. 
Thank you to all three of them. I have also been grateful for the support 
of many other colleagues from parliamentary libraries when I have 
quizzed them. In particular, when I attended the Conference of Library 
and Research Services for Parliaments in Rome in August 2009 and re-
ceived useful feedback both at a conference session on the guidelines 
and in discussion with individuals. I should also like to remember Der-
mot Englefield, editor of the first edition of these guidelines. Sadly, he 
died in July 2007 before work started on the revised edition, so I was not 
able to discuss it with him, which would have been a pleasure. Finally, 
my thanks to my wife Julie for all her support while I have been engaged 
on this revision. I hope it will be as useful as the first edition has been. 

Keith Cuninghame 
November 2009
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Foreword 

The lifeblood of parliaments is information, so parliaments need infor-
mation services to help them to manage the information flows that sus-
tain democracy across the world. The report of the conference called In-
forming Democracy 

1, which was a joint initiative of the Inter Parliament 
ary Union, the Association of Secretaries General of Parliaments and 
IFLA in October 2008 had this to say about the importance of parliamen-
tary libraries and research services to their legislatures: 

“Access to reliable, timely information is essential to the proper func-
tioning of democratic legislatures. Parliamentary libraries and research 
services contribute to the effectiveness of parliament by providing au-
thoritative, independent, non-partisan and relevant information. These 
services have in many places evolved greatly in recent decades, in par-
allel with new information and communications technologies that have 
fundamentally changed how parliaments manage knowledge and infor-
mation.” 

One of the stated goals of the IFLA section for Libraries and Research 
Services to Parliaments is “to develop and promote standards and best 
practices in providing information and knowledge to parliaments”. These 
guidelines are particularly useful for those working to establish library 
and research roles in developing parliaments. Both the Section and ex-
perienced section members have been asked to advise and support a 
number of these initiatives so a new edition of the Guidelines will be in-
valuable.  

The attendance at IFLA Section for Libraries and Research Services 
events has expanded over recent years to include every continent and 
most countries of the world. The value of sharing knowledge and experi-
ences with colleagues working in a similar environment, across cultural 
and language barriers, is borne out by this growth in attendance and 
membership. The smaller library and research services which are either 
newly established or have recently acquired an expanded mandate, are 
                        
1  http://www.ipu.org/PDF/publications/inform_dem_en.pdf 
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likely to find the Guidelines particularly useful in helping to establish 
appropriate levels of service. 

ICT developments over the years since the first edition of the Guidelines 
were published have ushered in huge changes in the way parliamentari-
ans do their work, and therefore in the way parliamentary libraries and 
research services support the work of their parliaments. By using the 
new methods and technologies that are now available parliamentary li-
brary and research services can assist their parliaments in dealing with 
information overload and support parliamentary scrutiny and the devel-
opment of quality legislation. This new edition of the guidelines updated 
and expanded to cover the new technologies will support this work. 

Keith Cuninghame, formerly a senior manager in the UK House of 
Commons Library, and an enthusiastic contributor to Section meetings 
over the years, has largely rewritten these guidelines. He was assisted by 
an Advisory Group, drawn from across the world of parliamentary li-
braries and research services. Our grateful thanks are due to all of them, 
especially to Keith. 

Moira Fraser 
Chair, IFLA Section for Libraries and Research Services to Parliaments 
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Chapter 1 
Setting the Scene 

Background 

The Original edition of the Guidelines for Legislative Libraries, edited 
by the late Dermot Englefield, was published in 19932. It has been a 
valuable source of guidance for people working in the field of providing 
research and information services for parliamentarians, and has been 
translated into several languages. Dermot was Librarian of the House of 
Commons from 1991 to 1993, having been Deputy Librarian from 1976 
to 1991. He was involved with IFLA for over 20 years, serving the Sec-
tion on Library and Research Services for Parliaments for four years as 
Secretary then four as Chairman. He was thus excellently placed to edit 
the original edition, which he did with a group of experienced col-
leagues. He and his fellow contributors were well aware of the pace of 
change as the guidelines were being produced; change that has escalated 
since then. In particular, though the 1993 volume dealt at some length 
with computerisation of libraries, including, for example, the develop-
ment of online databases, it is significant that the accompanying glossary 
does not include ‘email’, ‘internet’ ‘intranet’ or ‘website’ among the 
terms explained. The centrality of these to any information service is one 
reason why an updated volume is needed. But the need for an updated 
Guidelines is not just driven by technological change. As discussions 
within the IFLA section on Library and Research Services for Parliaments 
have made clear, there is today an appetite for advice on a range of top-
ics which were not covered (or not covered in detail) in the first edition 
of the Guidelines. These include, for example, the marketing of services 
and the educating of users in how to get the best out of those services. 

This new edition has been written by Keith Cuninghame, a member of 
the senior management team in the House of Commons Library, United 
Kingdom, for 13 years until he retired in 2006, a regular attendee at 

                        
2 Guidelines for Legislative Libraries Edited by Dermot Englefield. IFLA Publications 

64. K.G. Saur, 1993 
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IFLA conferences and a participant in the work of the Section for eight 
years. He has been supported by an advisory group of seven people from 
around the world with a wide range of experience between them. They 
commented on early drafts of all the chapters. Janet Seaton wrote the 
first draft of Chapter 11. They are: 

Innocent Rugambwa Head of Library and Research, Parliament of 
Uganda 

Donna Scheeder Director, Law Library Services, Library of  
Congress, USA 

Jarle Skjørestad  Head of Research, Parliament of Norway 

Janet Seaton Formerly Head of the Scottish Parliament  
Information Centre 

Mary Seefried Parliamentary Librarian, Queensland, Australia 

Ellie Valentine Has worked on USAID projects in Pakistan,  
Armenia, Ukraine, etc 

William Young Parliamentary Librarian, Canada 

The text of the previous edition has been largely re-written rather than 
simply revised: a reflection of the rapid pace of change in the intervening 
16 years. But general principles and advice and some of the original text 
survive. These general principles, as discussions within the Section have 
shown, are applicable to libraries of different size, resources, age and 
stage of development. When they meet, staff of parliamentary libraries 
are often struck by what they have in common, even though there may 
be great differences between the institutions they work for and their po-
litical contexts. 

The libraries of legislatures are institutions that, by the simplest defini-
tion are special libraries. They serve the particular and defined clientele 
of Members of Parliament, together with their personal staff. They also 
support the institution as a whole and may have additional roles for ex-
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ample a curatorial one, or one providing information about parliament to 
the public and schools. If you were setting up a legislature from scratch 
you might wonder whether it needed a library at all. The word is still 
very much thought of in terms of buildings and of physical collections of 
material. For example the Chambers 21st Century Dictionary defines a 
library as ‘a room, rooms or building where books, films, records, videos 
etc are kept of study, reference or lending’ or as ‘a collection of books, 
films, records, videos etc for public or private use’. The Wikipedia defi-
nition has a more modern feel. It says a library is ‘a collection of infor-
mation, sources, resources, and services: it is organized for use and 
maintained by a public body, an institution, or a private individual. In the 
more traditional sense, a library is a collection of books.’ This definition 
is more relevant, but you might still wonder if a newly created legisla-
ture would need one. The definition has a passive feel about it and does 
not really give an indication of the tempo and currency of the needs of 
parliamentarians in the 21st century. 

The instant comment demanded of a parliamentarian at an airport or 
press conference; the wish to prove that your opponent is out of date 
with his or her statistics; the need to contribute to public debate on the 
television or radio; the need to ask questions which will penetrate the de-
fensiveness or evasiveness of the executive branch of government. These 
all demand a currency and accuracy of information which does not nec-
essarily emerge from the definitions of a library. It also implies the need 
for access to staff who have specialist skills and knowledge, such as 
skills in quickly searching for information; in assessing what information 
is accurate and what is not; in having specialist knowledge of the wide 
range of subjects potentially of interest to the parliamentarian, both gen-
erally and in a legislative context. 

The Inter-Parliamentary Union has recently produced ‘good practice’ 
guidelines for parliaments.3 These note that a well resourced parliament 
will have, among other things, a ‘comprehensive library and information 
service’. And the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association’s Recom-
mended Benchmarks for Democratic Legislatures lists among the rec-

                        
3  Parliament and Democracy in the Twenty-First Century: a guide to good practice. 

Inter-Parliamentary Union 2006. http://www.ipu.org/english/handbks.htm#democracy  
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ommendations on parliamentary staff that ‘Members and staff of the 
Legislature shall have access to sufficient research, library, and ICT fa-
cilities.’4 
Those guidelines, both the result of widespread consultation, demon-
strate a general acceptance that a modern democratic parliament and 
modern parliamentarians need library services, research and information 
services, call them what you will, if they are going to be effective. 

The first edition of the guidelines was published at a time of growth in 
interest in how democracy works, following the symbolic dismantling of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989. It was translated into Russian and disseminated 
to practitioners in the newly independent states. This process, however, 
was certainly not confined to those parliaments which were able to de-
velop following the collapse of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, 
but was a world-wide one. Within that process there was a general reali-
sation that an ‘emerging democracy’ needed an effective parliament and 
that those parliaments needed an effective research and information ser-
vice if they were to do their jobs properly. But the desire to think seri-
ously and in a fresh way about how legislative libraries can best meet the 
needs of parliamentarians, and indeed about how parliaments should 
function, was not confined to these so-called ‘emerging democracies’. 
Countries with long established parliamentary libraries have been con-
fronted by the need for rapid change if they are to keep up with the in-
creasing demands and expectations of their clients, with the huge amount 
of information (both accurate and suspect) which the Internet has made 
available at the touch of a button and the ways in which technology has 
changed how information can be supplied to clients. 

If they work in accordance with the IPU and CPA Guidelines, staff 
working in legislative libraries (as opposed to those who work for indi-
vidual parliamentarians), will be working for the parliament, not for the 
executive. There is, however, one distinctive aspect of the work of these 

                        
4  Recommended Benchmarks for Democratic Legislatures. A Study Group Report 

Published by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. December 2006. http:// 
www.cpahq.org/uploadedFiles/Information_Services/Publications/CPA_Electronic_ 
Publications/Recommended%20Benchmarks%20for%20Democratic%20Legislatures. 
pdf 


