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CHANGING

\'«.

hange is coming to the National Library

of Thailand {NLT). Anyone who visits the

compound can see construction work-

ers on scaffolding replacing tiles. The

Vajiraya Building that houses works and
book collections of King Rama VI is temporarily
closed for renovation.

At the main building, which is topped with an
elegantly curved roof, reading rooms on the second
and third floors are also closed for refurbishment,
This scene might not be unusual elsewhere, but for
the National Library, this is its first major faceliftin
nearly 50 years, since it was relocated from Sanam
Luang to its current address on Samsen Road.

In the age of e-books and amid ongoing con-
cerns that Thais don’t read enough, the National
Library — with its image as an old-fashioned gov-
ernment agency slow to change — realises it needs
to improve in order to remain relevant.

News ID: C-150112001128

more relevant to the digital-savvy younger generation

STORY: ANCHALEE KONGRUT

THE FUTURE
TO PRESERVE THE PAST

The National Library of Thailand is fighting to make itself

\/

This year marks the confirmation of visible and
invisible changes that have been going on for years.
The previous government upgraded libraries around
the country, and in 2008, the National Library
received 438 million baht for the construction of a
new five-storey building at Tha Wasukri. This was
the first new major facility in nearly half-a-century,
and 260 million baht was given for online and dig-
ital upgrades. A bigger budget for renovation and
creation of online facilities has been approved for
this year.

“The challenge for national librarles is not only
about how to modernise them. A larger problem is
how to get the attention of young people who tend
to consume digital content. People read less and
less and our duty is to bring people to libraries,” said
Pirapon Pisnupong, deputy director-general of the
Fine Arts Department, which oversees the library.

Pirapon gave hisview in the new, glass-windowed

2
B
o=

The National Library of
Thailand is heading to
the future, starting with
the construction of a
five-storey building.
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A drawing of the National Lihrary.

building that adds a feel of modernity to the library
compound. But for the most part, the headquarters
ofthe NLT still look dull and bureaucratic. Thisis the
country's biggest library and also acts as an official
repositary/quasi-museum for historic national texts,

such as anclent scriptures and rare books from the
ancient Sukhothai period.

It is also a publishing house for academic books
and traditional literature. Furthermore, the NLT
servesasthelegalarmto registerall books published
under copyright law in Thailand. Librarians worlk
here, as well as historians with expertise in anclent
eastern languages, and archaeologists whoworkon
restoring moth-eaten ancient texts.

Created in 1905 by King Rama V, the country’s
first national library served to store books, diaries,
photographs, letters and postcards belonging to the
king and royal court, as well as valuable Buddha
scriptures and ancient tablets. Royal libraries were
subsequently moved several times before a perma-
nent home was found on Samsen Road. For it to
remain relevant, the National Library knows it needs
to be active, and show that it’s playing a part in the
cultural health of the nation. According to Pirapon,
the Ministry of Culture has given the NLT a new duty.

“We're tasked with fostering the culture of lifetime
learning in Thailand, so this is not just a place for
collecting rare books and reading,” he said. “We
want to see people come here to hang out instead
of going to shopping malls!

This year there will be more cultural activities
such as book talks, movie screenings and exhibitions
at 11 national libraries across the country.

The activities are organised to celebrate the 5th
Cycle Birthday of Her Royal Highness Princess
Maha Chakr! Sirindhorn, who has been a patron of
national libraries.

The National Libraryhas acquired aquaint charm
that treads a fine line between frustration for visltors

News ID: C-150112001128
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and nostalgia. Most of the regular visitors are older
inage, meanwhile its physical structure, despite the
new building, looks bureaucratic and grey.

Furthermore, there isno 3G signal in some parts
of the compound. Its humdrum atmosphere and
slow service has drawn criticism from users.

There's a Facebook page called FORNationalli-
braryTH (with a subtitle, “We Are Pretty Sure that
The National Library Of Thailand Immediately
Needs Major Overhaul”).

Last October, historian Prapassorn Posrithong
also launched an online petition to call for the gov-
ernment to approve a budget for national librar-
ies to digitalise all rare and ancient publications
because she fears national heritage will be dam-
aged otherwise.

@ Continued on page 4

@ Continued from page 1

There are alsojibes onftrivial issues. For
example, visitors often complain that they
are required to leave their “outside” books
at the front door — like restaurants that
forbid “outside” food. Borrowing boaoks is
not possible; the National Library stopped
booklending 20 years ago after anumber of
borrowed items disappeared and librarians
faced complaints when they asked for late
fee payments (most national libraries in

other countries do not lend books either).

The young generation bred on quick
downloads and online content might find
themselves tearing their hair out access-
ing the NLA website. Today, the public
can search for lists of books online, but the
amount of digital books available for free is
relatively small. Currently, there are 1.2 mil-
lion books (or around 600,000 titles) in 11
national libraries across the country, How-

ever, there are only 36,886 digitalised items
for Bangkok’s branch and 548 items at the
other 10 provincial libraries. Only 883 rare
books can be read from the NLT's website.

Yet, the National Library has its fans.
Besides researchers and students who
need to write assignments, retirees spend
whole days reading newspapers, watching
movies or simply using it as a peaceful and
air-conditioned retreat.

“The place and staff are nice and toilets
are clean,” said Supote Chanrueng, 74, a
former official at Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration, who comes to the library
every day to wait for his son and niece,
who work and study nearby. “Without this
national library, many retirees will have
nowhere togo, All Iwish for is for this place
to open longer”

Suvapong Tungbuatong, 19, a student
from Suan Sunandha Rajabhat University,
sald he just wanted the library to have more
updated magazines. Suvapong usually
comesto read magazines on photography.

“This Is not a boring place if you come
with purpose and passion. It just needs
a facelift, maybe new decorations to add
colour and energy to the place. And it
needs more computer stations to attract
kids," he said.

Kanok-on Sakdadech, director of NLT,
asks the public for understanding.

“1do not think the national library is
totally hopeless and unable to keep pace
with the modern world,” he said. “Yet, we
might sometimes not be able to cater for
the needs of users, Digital technology just
progresses too fast. When we are consid-
ering purchasing new technology, we find
out that a new, more modern version has
already been created.”

Countries with robust reading cultures
need a lot of promotional money. How-
ever, the NLT receives a meagre budget of
86 million baht. This money has to cover
purchasing books for 11 libraries, preserv-
ing and restoring ancient manuscripts, as
well salaries for all staff and electricity and
maintenance fees.

“There are a lot of good books, rare and
antique books, kept in national libraries;’
said Kanolk-on.

“But perhaps we failto tell soclety how to
find and locate where these gems are. For
a start, we need to revamp our PR to serve
the public better.’
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is having major
facelift this year.

PRICE TO PAY FOR
DIGITISATION

igitisation is anew buzzword for the publishingindustry and
‘libraries around the world. Researchers and readers have
demanded the NLT digitise books and put themonline for public
access. Those recommendations are easier said than done and the
_problem goes beyond the budget and availability of technology.

Visitors can still use old-fashioned index cards. But in real-
ity, the NLT introduced an
online search service for
thelr books 15 years ago.

NLT started digitising
rare and ancient books
‘in 2009, beginning with

- postcards from royal
family members and rare
‘and antique books with
historical value.

Digitising books is
totally different from
using Xerox machines to
scan pages.

The NLT cannotand will
not digitalise every book
and put them online, but

- will do so with items of
worthy value and those

AANVIY! LVAYHO OL0Hd

A digitised page from

exemptfrom copyrightlaw.  Vachirayaiviset, a p
People ask why we  gaiace jouriiai duriing iie reign
don'tdigitisethisand that  of King Chulalongkorn.

popular bock. We wished

News ID: C-150112001128

* we could but those books are protected by copyright, by the
publisher or descendants of writers. We need to set priorities,
not just digitalise simply because it is fashionable to do so,” one

~ expert at the library sald.

. Copyrightis amajor problem. The NLT once faced problems

from the Sathirakoses Nagapradjpa Foundation for digitising

books ofthe respected author. Now, the NLT prioritises digitising
only academic theses, Fine Arts Department publications and

_ rare books in the library’s collection, according to the expert.

_ The only famous writer where printing copyright has been
~ handed over to the NLT is Bubpa Nimmanhaeminda, better
* known as the novelist Dokmal Sod. His family agreed to this.

. Digitising books also costs time and money. Forget ordinary

_ digital scanners; the process requires special scanners that can
 record fine detail. Each page costs around 30 baht and it takes
- one day to scan and retouch one page into a clean digital PDF

file. For a book, it might take a month or more for it to be digi-

tally transferred.
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