In reference to Hon. Dr Elizabeth Constable's comments as quoted in the article “WA joins charge to lift book restrictions”, published in the Western Australian, Tuesday, 13 January 2009, the Children's Book Council of Australia does not believe that changes to present provisions of the Copyright Act that restrict parallel importation would inevitably lead to greater literacy levels of Australian children. Such changes may, in fact, lead to more availability and sales of consumer-driven mass-marketed 'pulp' fiction and a narrowing of the range and quality of children's books published in Australia. 

Australia has a vibrant book industry, including the publication of many books for children. We see these books as a major enculturating force – they help Australian children to discover and celebrate who we are and what is important to us; they tell us our own unique stories in our own language/s, asking us to critically examine ourselves and our way of life. 

To view literacy as being directly correlated to the price of books in Australia is being far too simplistic. Our biggest illiteracy rates occur in areas with no access to book shops at all; however most children with literacy problems attend schools and do have access to school libraries, albeit that those libraries are often poorly funded. Some of those children are only now seeing books published in their native language. Perhaps the lack of such relevant resources (as well as parental illiteracy) might be greater causal factors of illiteracy rather than the price of books in a bookshop 500 km away! 

In Dr Constable's recent newsletter to her electorate, she outlined her commitment to upgrading school facilities. Instead of increasing competition to the Australian publishing industry, how much more effective it would be if we maximised the availability of books to our children by increased funding of school and community libraries and the staffing of them by trained teacher-librarians and librarians who specialise in bringing children and books together. 

Rather than changing current legislation, if a double pronged approach of improved funding and staffing of school libraries was combined with effective government-funded baby/early childhood programs to supply books to mothers of new babies and to educate them about the importance of reading aloud to children, we may witness a dramatic improvement in Australian literacy rates in a relatively short period of time.
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