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OHAA New South Wales Branch President’s Report 2010/2011



This past twelve months marks a time of change and new opportunities for our Association.  It began with a change in leadership as the inimitable Rosie Block retired after twenty years as President of the Oral History Association of Australia NSW Branch but also as Oral History Curator for the State Library of NSW.  Rosie’s long commitment and enthusiasm for oral history has meant that we have a very strong membership of 248 and a contact list of approx 100.   When shortly after her election as President Trish Levido was unable to carry on, I took up this position. 

For twenty years our Association has been well supported by the State Library of NSW.  Over the years they have provided us with an administrative base and partnered many workshops and seminars.   This year has seen OHAA NSW established as an entirely independent entity and develop a collaborative partnership with the Royal Australian Historical Society.   History House has become our registered office.  Just a couple of weeks ago we jointly sponsored a very successful and oversubscribed full day oral history workshop for our members, those of Local Historical Societies across the state and other interested people.  RAHS has granted reciprocal benefits for our members to use the RAHS library if they are working on OHAA projects and ‘members rates’ for RAHS activities and annual conference.   

Our relationship with the State Library remains strong and we have co-hosted two seminar/workshops this year.   It has been encouraging to welcome Sally Hone as the Library’s new Curator of Oral History and draw on her expertise in using digital technology to ensure good quality sound recordings and ongoing preservation of oral history interviews.  We will continue to support the digitisation of Library’s marvellous oral history collection.

This year OHAA NSW has built collaborative partnerships with other like minded associations.   We accepted an invitation from the History Council to develop an oral history page “Sound Bites” on their website highlighting this year’s theme “Eat History”. I hope you have all taken the opportunity to listen to the interviews provided by Carol McKirdy and Therese Sweeney.   

With Museums and Galleries NSW and in collaboration with Australian National University and the New South Wales State Library we conducted an exciting two day program New Ways with Oral History – presentations, workshops and discussions on capturing and interpreting our collective stories.  The event was a sell out and attracted people with a great range of backgrounds:  academics, students, local studies librarians, researchers, staff and volunteers of museums, heritage consultants, historians, historical societies, school and cultural archivists, family historians and staff from a number of Councils from across Sydney and around the state.   This diversity shows that the profile of oral history is rising as it is being recognised as an important part of historical methodology.

Digital knowledge and technology is constantly expanding, creating new possibilities for oral historians in allowing community access to interviews for a wide range of purposes.  Because the fostering of preservation of oral history recordings is one of OHAA’s primary aims Trish Levido, Yvonne Reitsma and I visited the major national oral history repositories in Canberra.  The staff at the National Library, the Australian War Memorial and Australian Film and Screen archives brought us up to speed with their current standards – these organisations with full time staff are a marvellous resource for oral historians.

In order to assist a large proportion of our membership, Trish also undertook a review of current digital equipment suitable for non-professional use which was capable of meeting these standards.  This review has been picked up by many organisations but of course it is only relevant to this point of time.  The challenge of digital technology is keeping up-to-date as prices go down and more models of digital recorders come onto the market. 

  
These reviews provided the basis for an evaluation of our training workshops which have now been revised from a half day format to a full day to include more details about the benefits of digital technology and offer practical hands-on skill development in interviewing, editing, sound storage and preservation. Our members have warmly welcomed these developments which I am sure play a role in making the Oral History Association a recognised referral point for the wider community.  


Trish Levido, Rosie Block and Frank Heimans have presented talks and workshops on oral history theory and practice for members and several community groups this year.  We receive many more requests than we are able to fulfil and are pleased to be able to refer enquirers to the OHAA Oral History Handbook and our website resources.  Other State OHAA Branches are also conducting training and we are keen to see a national network forum develop so that we may learn from each other to develop best practice standards.   

Our seminar presenters have been excellent and varied: 
Laila Elimoos “The Island of Peter Pan or the island of the Dammed? Writing a history of people with intellectual disability resident on Peat Island NSW”, 
Jo Kijas “Lighthouse Keeping: a partnership about the lighthouses of northern NSW”; Siobhan McHugh “From Rough Diamond to a Gem: cutting and polishing oral history for radio broadcast”,
Janis Wilton “Talking objects: the place of objects in our remembered experiences”,
Kevin Bradley, Curator Oral History and Director Sound Preservation National Library of Australia and 
Paula Hamilton, Centre for Public History UTS stimulated our thinking with their presentation “Creating, using and preserving oral histories – issues and challenges” and were joined by 
Sandy Blair, Institute for Professional Practice in Heritage and the Arts ANU  to present “Using oral history as a source-creating content, working critically and ethically”.
Denise Phillips OHAA NSW scholarship winner, spoke of her impressions of the International Oral History Conference in Prague.  
We will all remember Louise Darmody’s poignant examples of “How Oral Histories/Stories can save Lives.”  

OHAA NSW has continued to manage the Hazel de Berg Award for Oral History Excellence on behalf of the National Oral History Association which is awarded every two years to recognise those who have made an outstanding contribution to the cause of oral history in Australia over a considerable period of time through one or more of the following:
· the raising of awareness of oral history within the profession

· the promotion of oral history within the history community

· the recording and documentation of oral history

· the preservation and archiving of oral history collections

· such other contribution to oral history as the OHAA considers worthy of recognition
Digital technology has been a decided asset to the Association as we revamped our administrative practices and systems.  A new email newsletter Oral History Network News is circulated monthly to all members.  It carries topical and current information of interest to oral historians including grant funding opportunities.  Community organisations are able to advertise their oral history projects and seek expressions of interest (three of these projects have been awarded to OHAA NSW members).  The Oral History Association does not act as a broker; all negotiations are directly between the requesting organisation and the oral historian. 

The April 2011 edition of our six monthly newsletter VOICEPRINT was the last hard copy edition which from now on will be delivered via the internet.    We owe a debt of thanks to Joyce Cribb our ever efficient and helpful Voiceprint editor for the last 15 years and we are extremely grateful that she is ready for the challenge to continue as Editor as we move into the digital era.

Change is always unsettling but OHAA NSW’s experience is that it is also rewarding.  This year’s program has only been possible by the concerted work of an enthusiastic committee: 
Rosie Block, Roslyn Burge, Michael Clarke, Joyce Cribb (who is also our Public Officer), Louise Darmody, Frank Heimans, Trish Levido, Graham Levido, Carol McKirdy, Di Ritch, Sue Rosen, Peter Rubinstein, and Frances Rush.   

Rising costs are a major hurdle to overcome.  This year OHAA NSW has taken out Public Liability and Public Risk Insurance Policies.   Our Association is a voluntary one, all very busy people, and without the expertise of our very part time bookkeeper First Class Accounts, we would not have been able to balance the cost of program  expansion within the limitations of our income.   The involvement of enthusiastic members ensures the vitality of an organisation like ours and there is much that can be achieved – please let us know if you would like to be more involved.

On Saturday 17 September the Committee will be involved in a Strategic Planning Workshop. With greater awareness of the place oral history can play in preserving our community memory for future generations, the challenge now is to focus on programs and activities in which we can particularly contribute to an interdisciplinary and multi- layered understanding of history. 

Sandra Blamey
President, Oral History Association of Australia NSW Inc
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