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The role of libraries has always been to provide information, at little or no cost, to the masses.  Their mission is sometimes at odds with actions taken by the government. Among the many challenges faced by libraries today, three of the most important issues are the complex copyright laws libraries must navigate, the obstruction of information by the government and having to walk a fine line between protecting the right to freedom of speech and protecting children from potentially harmful images and ideas.
The issue of copyrighted materials and intellectual property has always been a struggle between those who created and published the material and those who want to disseminate it without restriction.  With the advent of the internet and digital material, the issue has become even more complex and even more important.  Libraries have historically been allowed to lend out and make limited copies of materials they’ve purchased through the rights of First Sale and the doctrine of Fair Use.  This has served libraries well in being able to provide their patrons with necessary materials.  Now, with Digital Rights Management and software licenses to prevent copies, libraries are unable to make copies and distribute items freely.  As time goes on, and more materials become digitized, it is imperative that libraries become involved in the discussions surrounding copyright issues, and ensure that their needs and the needs of their patrons continue to be met.

Another issue dealing with access to materials is that of government obstruction of information.  Throughout time, governments have tried to control the flow of information to people, especially those who may not be native to their lands.  However, the United States was founded on the principals that the government belongs to every citizen, and every citizen has a right to know what their government is doing.  The US government, while making many documents available to the public, also has a history of concealing many potentially damaging or embarrassing items, especially in the past 8 years.  Libraries must work to make sure that items withdrawn from the public arena by the government are truly done to protect the national security, and not done at the whim of those in power.
The mission of libraries is to provide relevant information to people who seek it.  But what happens when the relevant information contains objectionable ideas or images?  The US government has been trying to pass legislation concerning decency in information.  Recently, an act passed that makes it so libraries must put filters on their internet access if they want to continue to receive federally funded discounts.  These filters are intended to protect children from accessing obscene or harmful information, but they also restrict information that is potentially relevant.  This is in direct opposition to the aims of libraries, and libraries must either seek new legislation concerning the topic, or work with the government and software developers to fine-tune the filters, so that as much relevant information as possible is returned.
There are, and have always been, myriad challenges faced by libraries.  The internet brings with it access to more information than ever.  This increases the opportunities for libraries to provide information to the public, but it also increases the issues they face.  From navigating ever-changing complex legal copyright and intellectual property issues, to fighting to gain access to government documents, to sorting relevant information from obscene information, libraries are in a unique position of importance in the information infrastructure.  They are providers of information and powerful voice in keeping the rights of access to information in place.  Libraries must continue this tradition if we are to remain a truly free society.

