Report on 13th annual meeting, hosted by Tallinn Botanic Garden
18-20 May 2006

Arriving in Tallinn a couple of days before the meeting, the city showed her best side in brilliant sunshine. The mediaeval centre, with its pale walls and terracotta roofs, looked beautiful under blue skies. We had a superb view of the old town and the harbour from our 12th floor hotel window.

The first day began with a visit to the Academic Library of Tallinn University, which was founded in 1946. It contains 3 million books and has 36,000 users. The collections go back a lot further than the foundation of the library; they were begun by the monastery of St Olaf in 1552 and expanded by the Estonian Literary Society, before being incorporated in the University’s collections. We were shown some of the library’s rare books. The earliest item dates from 1470. Most of the rare books are in German, reflecting the political history of the region from the thirteenth century.
Riin Olonen spoke about the Elnet Consortium – Estonian Libraries Network Consortium – which links the catalogues of 12 institutions online. The website is at http://www.elnet.ee. The Consortium allowed the libraries to create online catalogues by sharing the costs. Now the Consortium helps to fund retro-conversion projects, to coordinate purchase of e-resources, and to coordinate other projects such as digitisation and setting up of portals.

After lunch, we took the bus to Tallinn Botanic Garden, where we were welcomed by Dr Margus Kingisepp, director of the Garden. He spoke of the kinship between all our institutions within Europe. TBG is 45 years old and is the biggest botanic garden in the Baltic States.
After the business meeting (see separate report), Grozdana Sirotic gave a presentation on the Useful Plants of the Croatian Flora database (http://hirc.botanic.hr/fcd/search.aspx). 20.7% of the Croatian flora has been deemed useful and is divided into 13 classes on the database, such as animal food, food, fuels, etc. Grozdana gave a demonstration of the database, which can be searched by class, subclass and descriptors.
We were then given a tour of the Garden by the superb Urmas Laansoo, one of the botanists. The Garden contains 8000 plants outside and 2000 in the glass houses. We finished the tour with visits to the glass houses and were then treated to a drinks and (delicious) nibbles reception in the Palm House.

That evening saw the conference dinner at Restaurant Nord. I remember a lot of giggling from our end of the table! A good time was had by all.

The second day saw us all back at the Botanic Garden for a series of talks beginning with Heiki Tamm on the botanic gardens of Estonia. Tartu is the oldest, founded in 1803. It covers 6 hectares and contains 6,500 taxa. Tallinn was founded in 1961 and covers 123 hectares. Heiki spoke about the difficulties facing the gardens due to lack of funding and the constraints of operating during the Soviet era (eg, collecting trips could only be made to other parts of the USSR).
Maire Vatsar, Librarian at the Institute of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences, Tartu, gave us an overview of her Library next. The library’s subject coverage is botanical, zoological, biological and mycological. She was followed by Brent Elliott, Librarian of the Royal Horticultural Society in London, on an item of historical bibliography. In early printed works, images could be copied from existing works onto a woodblock and re-used. The image would be reversed in the new work. A two-stage process could also be adopted so that the image would be the same as the original, with very subtle differences, which the modern technique of photocopying onto a transparent sheet proves. Roger Mills gave us the latest on Oxford University Library Services, reporting on organisational upheaval as well as the physical upheaval of moving libraries, sometimes away from their academic user base. Roger also spoke about the proposed new storage facility for the Bodleian Library.
After lunch, Margus Pau of the Bookshop Krisostomus gave us an overview of his business, which sells foreign language titles within Estonia, and then Hain Tankler discussed the history of Tartu University Library, which was founded in 1802 (some 170 years after the founding of the University). The library now holds 3.7m items and is a member of the Elnet consortium. Hain also discussed some of the botanists associated with the University in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
This concluded our time at the Garden; we were bussed back into the city centre to the National Library of Estonia, housed in an imposing Soviet-built building, for a tour of its facilities. As well as visiting its rare book room, we saw the reading rooms and collections of the various departments – European language and history seemed to be well represented, as well as politics and art. The building also has a small exhibition space. The conclusion of this visit flowed into the start of our walking tour of the old town. Our tour guide was excellent and displayed much of the dry, acerbic wit for which Estonians are famous!
A traditional meal in the Maikrahv restaurant – complete with tots of the local firewater, “Vana Linn” (Old Town) – rounded off an action-packed day and indeed a very full and interesting meeting programme in a fascinating city.
For those who chose to stay on, Saturday was a sightseeing trip to Palmse Manor and Park, which gave us the chance to see some of the Estonian countryside, as well as a very pretty park and manor house. The biggest eye-opener for me, however, came right at the start of the journey, when the bus took us through the Soviet mass-housing concrete tower blocks no more than a couple of miles out of the historic centre! The contrast has to be seen to be believed.
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