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For Books are not absolutely dead diings, but do contain a potencie of 
life in diem to be active as Uiat soule whose progency they are. 

John Milton. Areopagitica (1644) 

The image of a library is so familiar that it has 
become a cUch^: the hushed readmg room contain­
ing quiet readers supervised by bespectacled librari­
ans. Nothing could be further from die scene in die 
Oireachtas Library on a busy sitting day Deputies 
and Senators are dashing in requiring complex infor­
mation on the spot whde simultaneously tiie tele­
phones are buzzing with s i m i l r . r r eq i ios i s . 
Sometiaics, to add drama, Members on Usr-ir feet in 

tiie Chamber send Ushers for references lo oe quot­
ed at once. In addition there is a constant flow of 
traffic from officials of Government Departments 
who are laying documents before the Houses, statf 
and messengers. 

This peculiar nature of the Oireachtas Libnry 
was forecast in 1922 by Senator Horace Plunkett 

who proposed inquiring into the character, scope 
and working of the American Legislative Reference 
Library as a model for a specialised library to be 
provided for Ixidi Houses. He quoted die object of 
tills instimtion as "to supply the needs of die ama­
teur legislator in the least possible time" [Seanad 
Debates Vol. 1 Col. 83]. 
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Since 1922 the ranks of amateur legislators 
have shrunk and the Library now serves 226 
Members (166 Ddil Depudes and 60 Senators) and 
the staff of both Houses. Unlike the Library of 
Congress, the German Bundestag and the Greek 
Parliamentary Library, which serve wider publics, 
access to the Oireachtas Library is restricted to these 
groups. If material m the Library is unavailable else­
where the Ceann Comhairle may grant access to odi-
ers. Of course this does not preclude co-operadon 
between librarians and the Oireachtas Library calls 
extensively on the services of other libraries and m 
retum is happy to oblige diem where possible. 

A parhamentary library is important because it 
offers a direct and impartial informadon service to 
members of the legislature who are involved bodi in 
modifying and checking national policies in areas of 
Govemment responsibihties, which appear to be ever 
growing, and in legislating. Parliaments are smaU 
institutions with smaU staffs by today's standards, 
but the influence of each Member can be consider­
able, and it is this fact which makes their information 
support significant. Looking beyond national fron­
tiers, parliamentarians and their information staff 
also have an increasing need to understand the 
changes and the consequent stresses of an ever more 
interlocking world. 

History 

The earhest Members experienced much diffi­
culty widiout hbrary facilities. Sir John Keane stated 
to the Seanad in December 1923 

" We are suffering great disabilities at present in 
the matter of papers and documents issued for publica­
tion. A large number of important measures are fore­
casted for consideration and in no case it is possible, 
except at great physical labour, to get hold of even the 
most ordinary Govemment reports. In one or two cases 
I have been obliged by an official — some Civi l 
Servant — whom I happen to know and who has lent 
me documents, but in doing so always made me 
promise to bring them back in good time. That is not a 
desirable state of things, and as a permanent home 
seems a long way off, I suggest that the Govemment 
should provide some sort of facilities if only tempo­
rary, whereby members could consult publications and 
generally look up subjects for legislation". 

[Seanad Debates. Vol.2 Coi. 333.] 

However, a Librarian had just b>cen appointed 
and in 1926 a Joint Committee was established to 
assist and advise the Cearm Comhairie in the direc­
tion and control of die Oireachtas Library. 

Having inherited the Library of the Chief 
Secretary, Dubhn Casde, die Oireachtas Library has 
one of the most complete collections of United 

Kingdom parliamentary papers in existence and a 
valuable coUection of rare volumes and pamphlets of 
the 17th, 18th and 19di cenmries. Aldiough a young 
parhamentary library by European standards, most of 
whose libraries were set up in the early nineteenth 
cenmry, die Oireachtas Library, by the stock it holds, 
reflects the history of the society its Members repre­
sent. 

A number of items which provide a link with 
the Pre-Union Irish Parliament are to be seen in the 
Reading Room. These are the engravings and oak 
ruler of Viscount Pery who was Speaker of the 
House of Commons from 1771 to 1785 and of John 
Foster, Speaker from 1785 until the Parhament was 
abolished in 1800. The elegant Reading Room was 
successively the Supper Room and Conversation 
Room of the Dukes of Leinster; it is easy to imagine 
those graceful encounters under the ornamented ceil­
ing supported by sixteen fluted Ionic pillars. 

General Administration 

The direction and control of the Library is vest­
ed in the Cearm Chomhairle and the Cathaoirleach 
who are assisted and advised by the Joint Services 
Committee which currently consists of 9 Ddi l 
Members and 9 Seanad Members. The Librarian is 
responsible for the detailed administration of the 
Library and reports to the Clerk Assistant of the D ^ l . 

Staff 

Since 1976, when tiie Research Service was ini­
tiated, die Oireachtas Library has had a staff of 10. 
This is a ratio of I staff to 22.6 Members which is 
one of the lowest ratios of staff to Members in 
European parliamentary libraries offering research 
services. For example, in the latest survey in 1983, 
the U .K. House of Commons had a ratio of 1 staff to 
5 members, Sweden 1 to 6, die Nedieriands I to 8, 
Swiczeriand 1 to 12 and Denmark 1 to 14. 

The staff falls into roughly two grade stmctures, 
a professional grade stmcmre, including subject spe­
cialists, and a support grade stmcture, including cler­
ical staff and paperkeepers. The academic level of 
the professional staff is honours graduate. A qualifi­
cation in Librarianship is not required. AU staff are 
recruited by the Civi l Service Commission. 

Library Holdings and Services 

In addition to the usual services of information 
provision, book lending and extensive photocopying 
faci l i t ies , the Library incorporates a Research 
Service. The purpose of this Service is to provide 
memoranda for Members on subjects requested hv 
tiiem in writing and for which time is available 
prepare a comprehensive reply. 

G L I N T No 9, Nov. 1991 Page two 


