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Thomas Jefferson observed two hundred years ago ‘Information is the currency of democracy’.  The free flow of information, and the capacity of people to use that information, remains the cornerstone of a thriving economy, culture and democracy. 
Summary

This submission focuses on the reality and potential of Australia’s public library network to contribute significantly to the free flow of information to information-enable a thriving economy, culture and democracy during the 21st century.  The reason for this focus is that the local public library is the only type of library to which all Australians have direct access ‘cradle to grave’.  However it is emphasised that the total cooperating infrastructure of the nation’s libraries is needed to achieve that information-enabling.  Those libraries include public libraries, school libraries, university and TAFE libraries, special libraries, state libraries and the National Library of Australia.  Their contribution far exceeds the sum of their parts.

It is also emphasised that the development of an information-enabled Australia during the 21st century needs contextualisation within a broad national information strategy (NIS) capable of being localised through local government and learning communities.  New Zealand provides a possible model for this with its national information strategy, of which the core elements are

· knowledge access

· knowledge content

· knowledge equity

Such a strategy is required in Australia to

· ensure that information paid for by Australians through their taxes is readily available to all of them

· provide boundaries for commercial exploitation of information

· provide public policy positions for technological developments

The Australian public library system

The Australian free public library system is substantially a post World War 2 development, to which it is estimated that 98% of the population now has direct access. Across Australia there are 534 independent public library services with 1,675 library service points (including mobile libraries) with 6,031 staff (full time equivalent).  There are more public library outlets than McDonalds. Nine per cent of the static service points are joint use libraries, the second highest percentage worldwide (Sweden is first with 40%, South Australia also has 40%).  These joint use libraries are typically in rural communities and are school housed, although a few are combinations of TAFE, university and public libraries.  

The public library membership of 9,495,282 represents 52% of the population, although it is estimated that 60% (12,600,000) of the population use public libraries.  This membership is comparable with most other developed countries, the highest worldwide being Finland with 80%.  In numerous government and other surveys, Australian public libraries have rated very highly in importance with users and nonusers of them.  Ninety five per cent of the population support public funding of them.  With 99.4 million visits in 1999-2000, they are by far the most used and valued community, educational, informational and cultural provider in Australia.  Their buildings, including the capital city State Libraries, are the most heavily trafficked public buildings in Australia.

The current total state and local government investment in local public libraries (used by 12.6 million people) is only about $500 million pa (about 6c per Australian per day).  This is comparable with the annual expenditure of just one large Australian university with 35,000 students.

The major constraints to the achievement of the full potential of public libraries to information-enable Australians are

· No contextual national information strategy (NIS)

· Low recognition of their national contribution and potential by the federal government

· Variable understandings by local government of the multifaceted role and responsibilities of public libraries in society.  Some local authorities still see their libraries as only book-lending agencies, and as a cost rather than a significant literacy, educational, informational and cultural investment.  This is more common in rural and regional Australia

· State governments which are tending to contribute less relative subsidy to local public libraries, providing poor leadership for local government.  This is true in NSW in particular
· Lack of qualified and specialist librarians to promote and exploit the potential of public libraries, particularly in rural and regional areas
· Lack of funds for electronic resources

· Despite initiatives in several States, underdeveloped state and national consortial arrangements to provide access to electronic fulltext databases and public information

· Limited engagement between schools and public libraries in developing reading literate and information literate young Australians (such engagement is required in Norway)

· Limited engagement between university, state and public libraries (all funded by the taxpayer)

· Lack of end, and library, user free access to Kinetica, the National Library’s national bibliographic database.  It would require about $2 million to achieve this.

· Charges for interlibrary loans by non public libraries

· Lack of specialist resources in critical areas such as legal and health

· A shortfall across Australia of nearly 4,000 public internet access terminals in public libraries

· Lack of electronic training suites

· Crowded and unattractive buildings

The role of the national government should be to 

· promote the development of a national information strategy

· commission a comprehensive review of the Australian public library system.  It is now over 25 years since the last review

· provide targeted funding to meet identified public library needs, particularly in lower socio economic areas, and rural and regional Australia.  A possible funding source would be the prospective full sale of Telstra

Introduction

Reading literacy and information literacy are the critical underpinnings for Australians to be able to sustain lifelong learning during a century which will be characterised by information(the knowledge economy.  This requires strong partnerships between public libraries and school libraries in particular.  Public libraries because it is now recognised that reading development is critical for children before their schooling commences.  School libraries because, in association with classroom teachers, teacher librarians are those best able to develop information-literate students.

It is necessary to emphasise(because of too frequent political, bureaucratic and media assumptions otherwise(that the solution to improving access to information by Australians is not just information technology and connectivity.  Bridging the so-called ‘digital divide’, and providing access to electronic and print information resources, will not in itself resolve anything unless people are

1
reading literate
2
information literate ie have the capacity to recognise their need for information, and then are able to identify, access, evaluate and apply the needed information.

This is a very important issue.  There is increasing criticism worldwide of the very high level of wasted public funding on ill-considered, market and politically driven, information technology investment in schools in particular.  This is at a time when school libraries in the governmental sector(still responsible for 70% of Australia’s school education(are being starved of funds for library resources and the employment of teacher librarians (for an expansion of these points see the author’s paper Essential connections: school and public libraries for lifelong learning at www. library.unisa.edu.au/papers/essential.htm).

On a more positive note, Australia’s total infrastructure of libraries(in terms of accessibility; use of technology; local, state and national cooperation; resource provision; service provision; and emphasis on developing information literate citizens(now ranks within the world’s first twelve.  The other countries are the US, Canada, UK, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, The Netherlands, Germany, New Zealand and Singapore.

Finland is generally regarded, with 80% of its population as members, as the world’s leading public library nation.  It is thus no surprise that in the 2000 OECD program for international student assessment (www.pisa.oecd.org/) that Finland clearly outscored all other participating countries in reading literacy.  Belgium did not fare so well.  ‘A real catastrophe’ was the reaction of its secondary education minister.  The causes?  ‘Under financing(in many schools there is rarely a librarian and public libraries are poor at carrying out extra curricular activities’ (source: Education and training newsletter Australia July 2002 p2).

Australia’s position has been achieved only during the last 30 years.  For a large country with a modest population, a noteworthy aspect of public library provision in Australia is its evenness of provision compared with, for example, the USA where parts of some states still do not have a public library service.

Nonetheless, it remains a fact that within capital cities people living in lower socio economic areas have inferior library and technology access, and that those living in rural and regional Australia in general have access inferior to those people living in the larger cities.

It is also true that all types of Australian libraries are greatly challenged in developing policies which address the need to invest in electronic resources and technology and at the same time continue to provide print resources, the publication levels of which continue at high levels.  This has been greatly exacerbated in the last decade by the lower value of the Australian dollar, and in university and research libraries in particular by journal price increases in the order of 10% pa and the high cost of aggregated electronic fulltext databases.

Pressures on the universities and TAFE and their libraries have limited their willingness and capacity to support school and public libraries for the benefit of all taxpayers.  However exceptions include the University of Qld (provides access to its electronic databases for Qld schools), the University of SA (National Periodical Service for Schools) and the University of the Sunshine Coast (regional consortium of university, school, public and special libraries).

Australia’s public library system

Federal government

The National Library of Australia (www.nla.gov.au) is a statutory authority within the Federal Communications, Information Technology and Arts portfolio.  It is the facility through which the government maintains and develops a national collection of library material, including a comprehensive collection of special significance to Australia and its people.

The National Library is also a nationwide resource for all types of libraries.  Kinetica, the national bibliographic database, is one of the world’s largest quality controlled bibliographic databases.  It provides a cataloguing and record retrieval service, as well as document delivery and interlibrary loan services via the internet.  For cost reasons, unfortunately it cannot be directly accessed by Australians through the internet, or freely by Australian libraries on behalf of their users.  To permit such access would cost about $2 million pa.

Australian libraries gateway (www.nla.gov.au/libraries/) is a more recent NLA initiative.  This database was developed to improve access to information about more than 5,400 Australian libraries across all sectors, and includes information about their collections and services.  The aim is to become a directory of current information about every library in Australia for worldwide use.  This directory has links to state reference libraries, government, school, special and public libraries.

State governments

Capital city State Libraries are funded by state governments and are generally the focus for public library activity in each state/territory.  They provide an additional resource and information services for local public libraries.  Several have public library divisions which provide selection, cataloguing and consultancy services, facilitate access to the internet, online services and project funding, and in some states provide rotating collections for smaller libraries.

Local government

Local government provides the majority of support for public libraries in Australia, typically, however less than 6% of rate revenue and an even smaller percentage of total outlays.  The level of this support varies from 50% to 80% of overall running costs, except in Tasmania and the Northern Territory where the local government contribution is small.  In most cases capital costs, such as buildings, are funded entirely by local government.

Local public libraries can access academic, special and state library services and collections for their members through a national interlibrary loan system facilitated by the Australian Library and Information Association.  Charges imposed by many of those libraries on public libraries are a barrier to exploiting the total national library resource.

Funding public libraries

Australian local public libraries are funded by a combination of state and local government sources.  There is no recurrent federal funding for local public libraries.  However, in recent years the federal government has contributed through ‘Networking the nation’, one beneficiary of which have been public libraries.  This project, funded by the part sale of Telstra, has paid for library internet connectivity to many rural areas, especially those in Tasmania and Queensland.  Unfortunately the 1996 shortsighted decision of the federal government to reduce an allocation by its predecessor of $11.4 million specifically for a public library Online Public Access Initiative, to only $2.2 million, has limited community access to technology through public libraries.  The government has also made the funding available to other than public libraries, much of which has been wasted because of the non-viability of the required business model for independent telecentres.

In all cases, government funding forms the basis of library budgets.  Income from photocopying, overdues, room hire and other miscellaneous items provides much less than 10% of public library funding in Australia.  Bequest funding, and corporate donations, although not unknown, are uncommon.  In the US the largest corporate supporter of public libraries is the Gates Foundation.

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the average per capita expenditure on public libraries in 1996/97 was $28 or about 6c per Australian per day.  Australian libraries acquire most products and electronic resources from the US or UK, and are thus greatly affected by exchange rate variations.

Public library fees

Libraries commonly charge cost recovery for services such as photocopying, printing, overdues, reservations, hire of facilities and in some cases for interlibrary loans, email internet usage and IT group training programs.  Internet access is usually free in cities.  In rural areas, due to the current telecommunication cost, charges are sometimes required by the local government authority against the wishes of the library service.  The need for these charges should diminish with improved local call connections to ISPs.  There is a strong tradition in Australia of free library service, and it is a requirement of government subsidy in all states.

Government funding as a % of total income

NSW
VIC
QLD
SA
WA
TAS
NT
ACT
Nat.Lib.
Aust.

90.89
89.1
94.3
93
95.7
97.8
97.1
95.4
75.3
90.8

(Source Public libraries in Australia: the first ABS survey)

The mix between state and local responsibility for funding and services varies from state to state, and can be summarised as

Centralised model – South Australia, Western Australia, Australian Capital Territory, Tasmania

Acquisitions, cataloguing, processing of stock is usually the responsibility of either the State Library or a single government department.

Coordinated model – Victoria, New South Wales

Each library service is responsible for the total provision of library services.  Support from state and local governments comes via subsidies, grants and materials.

Combination of both models – Queensland, Northern Territory

Public library services state by state

Australian Capital Territory

The Australian Capital Territory is an administrative unit which serves as the equivalent of both a state and local government.  The territory government provides all of local public library funding.

______________

Northern Territory

With a population of just over 100,000 in a large area(much of which is semi arid(communications and library service delivery present great challenges.

The Territory government provides grants to councils to subsidise operational costs.  Its client services program helps to develop library access and information services in conjunction with local and community councils, urban and remote.  The library management system maintains a combined database of the holdings of all member libraries.  The Government Library and Information Service provides reference and research services for government agencies.  There is also a legal deposit library.

Innovative programs which the NT government is concentrating on include

· development of library and information services in Aboriginal communities

· further increasing services to remote communities and developing electronic information sources

______________

New South Wales

Funding for public libraries comes from the Library Council of NSW, and local government.  In 2000, the state government, in the form of subsidies and grants allocated only $11.5 million to public libraries, or .039% of state outlays (by far the lowest per capita state government subsidy in Australia).  The remainder of library funding, in excess of $120 million, is supplied by local government.

ILANET is provided by the State Library of NSW as an electronic messaging network which allows instant communication between libraries, book suppliers and other information agencies. The State Library also provides consultancy and support services to public libraries, and has initiated NSW.net to provide all NSW public library and local government outlets with free high speed access to the internet and online services.  A feature of the State Library is its service to schools, and support in local public libraries of LIACs (Legal Information Access Centres)

______________

Queensland 
There are two types of state government funding. In the first case, local government funds library service on an independent basis, receiving a recurrent state government grant, equivalent to approximately 25% of costs. This grant is weighted per capita.

Secondly, councils with populations below 20,000 people may join the Country Lending Service operated by the State Library. This operates as a regional headquarters. Councils provide staff and building costs.

The State Library plays a leadership role in public library planning and providing support services through financial subsidies and bulk loans. Its reference and research collection is used as a statewide information resource.

The State Library is also undertaking a number of innovative projects, including increased services to rural, isolated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, and an increased number of internet workstations, provided by state government funding 
The Queensland State Government subsidy to local public libraries in 1999-2000 was $28.2 million, or .173% of state government outlays.  It is giving increased attention to its State Library and public libraries as part of its Smart State aspiration.

______________

South Australia 
The Libraries Board of SA and the local governments administer state government funding.

The State Library of South Australia provides three key services

· Information and Research Services

· Heritage and Cultural Services

· Collections and Community Services

The Public Libraries Automated Information Network (PLAIN) links all SA libraries and information services.  This centralised selection, acquisition, cataloguing and interlibrary loan database is used by all South Australian public libraries.

A feature of the state is its high number of public libraries based in rural schools and TAFE colleges, the greatest concentration of such libraries worldwide.  Another feature is that a condition of state government subsidy is that, as an equity issue, internet access must be provided free.

The SA State Government subsidy to local public libraries in 1999-2000 was $20.8 million, or .261% of state government outlays.

______________

Tasmania
The State Library provides an integrated library and information service for the whole of Tasmania and funds 98% of all costs. The State Library and Archives Trust also raises funds through various activities.

The service includes managing specialist services/libraries, services to prisons as well as staffing the parliamentary library.  A number of Tasmanian public libraries house local technology access centres funded through the state government.  These contribute to the Intelligent Island aspiration of the State.

The Tasmanian State Government subsidy to local public libraries in 1999-2000 was $9.1 million, or .308% of state government outlays.
______________

Victoria
Public library funding is shared between the state and local governments, with 25% of the funding contributed by the state government. The Office of Local Government provides core funding ($20 million) with the State Library contributing approximately $1 million in programs targeted at local libraries.

The State Library is developing a statewide network of information resources.  It is the main internet service provider to public libraries (VICNET) and provides Vision, an electronic reference service for all Victorian libraries.

The Victorian State Government subsidy to local public libraries in 1999-2000 was $22.9 million, or .112% of state government outlays.

______________

Western Australia 
Local government provides buildings, staff and operating expenses for local public libraries throughout the state.  The state government, through the Library and Information Service of WA (LISWA) provides catalogued and processed stock. In all rural regions LISWA provides subsidies and resources to help each regional library provide service to smaller libraries.

LISWA maintains a database of statewide resources including archives. It provides educational and consultancy services to public libraries and assists in the use and development of community information.  The State Library provides specialist and general information services to local public libraries.

The WA State Government subsidy to local public libraries in 1999-2000 was $12.6 million, or .130% of state government outlays.
Public internet access

There are approximately 1.5 terminals for each public library service point.  Some libraries have extensive provision.  Others still have little, particularly in regional and rural areas.

Libraries with internet access as a percentage of all public libraries in 2000 were

NSW
VIC
QLD
SA
WA
TAS
NT
ACT
Aust.

0.5%
0.9%
0.4%
0.7%
0.3%
0.3%
0.6%
0.9%
0.5%

Needs

Demand is high in urban public libraries for as many access points to the internet as possible.  It is equally high in remote areas of NT, WA, SA, Western QLD and NSW. The internet is an increasingly important information access point for those who cannot physically access library catalogues, resources and services easily because of distance, disability and other factors.

A survey indicated that at the end of 2001 Australian public libraries lacked at least 3,866 public internet workstations to meet their aspirations for their communities (c$15 million).

Building infrastructure

Number of library buildings (as of June 1997)

NSW
VIC
QLD
SA
WA
TAS
NT
Nat. Lib.
ACT
Aust.

406
238
298
159
227
56
34
1
8
1,427

The quality of the building stock is very variable and includes numerous buildings dating from the 1960s and 70s which need replacement or major extension, in particular to meet the space demands of technology.  There are instances of libraries being unable to accept funding for technology because of lack of space for it.

Other service points

Given the distances between population centres, and the low population density outside the major cities, many Australians use a library service which is not located in a traditional building.  These include mobile libraries, depots where books and other materials are left by library staff, and joint school / community libraries.

Public libraries in the Australian governmental context

In the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Europe and Singapore there has been a significant level of national understanding and support for developing public libraries as the primary vehicle for addressing a range of social, economic, educational and cultural policy objectives of governments for the information age.  In particular there has been an appreciation of their potential to minimise the information and technology divide which characterises all developed countries.

The UK, for example, has been reversing the neglect of the past twenty five years and acknowledging the importance of public libraries as enablers by government expenditure of £150 million on public library technology and connecting ‘the People’s Network’.  To quote Chris Smith, Britain’s Minister for Culture 

This government recognises that libraries have an important part to play in fostering community development and promoting community identity.  What other service offers nearly 4,000 separate public access points, spread reasonably across the country, where entry is free, and where the environment is so welcoming and stimulating?  We therefore see library buildings not as mere bricks and mortar, but as focal points for communities.

The UK Libraries and Information Commission argues that 

if we are to prosper economically, combat social exclusion and enhance people’s quality of life, then we must foster the habit of learning.  However, many people find that the maze of learning opportunities throws up barriers at every turn.  They therefore (and here is an important point) need advice on what is available, initial help in using it, training in the use of information and communications technology and support in developing their personal information skills.

A significant development in the UK has been the EARL Consortium (www.earl.org.uk/) which has most public library authorities as members, and over 20 associated organisations, including the Library Association, British Library and the Public Record Office.  It provides a framework for a more nationally coordinated approach to public information access than is currently the case in Australia.

In July 2002 the US Leadership Conference on Civil Rights Education Fund and the Benton Foundation published a report Bridging the nation online: the importance of federal leadership.  It confirms that significant socio-economic differences still exist in the US, and using state-by-state analysis shows how federal grants encourage cooperative state and local projects.  The survey data

… makes clear that schools and libraries are helping to equalise the disparities that would otherwise exist…

It is also clear that in most of the countries, recent initiatives have been driven by strong support from central government.  This has not occurred in Australia.

The potential

All public libraries in Australia can play a major role in supporting the efforts of the federal, state and local governments to encourage the take up and exploitation of new technologies by all sectors of society, particularly lower socioeconomic groups.  Some already are.

As facilitators of lifelong learning public libraries are

· repositioning themselves to take advantage of the central place of information and technology in the social, economic, educational and cultural life of the community

· establishing a local role in the global context of information networks

· demonstrating their value and contribution to lifelong learning, and the life of the communities they serve

· establishing themselves as the core agency for learning communities

Many of these libraries, particularly in rural and regional areas, are very hard pressed to convince local and state authorities of the need for improved funding, technology, professional staffing and space.  However, the State of Victoria is providing $12 million dollar for dollar funding to encourage rural local authorities to improve their library buildings, the uptake of which has been encouraging.

Their unique blend of characteristics strongly positions public libraries to expand their role as multiservice and information access points for their communities.

Identification of need

In 2001 the writer conducted a survey of Australian public libraries using a subjective methodology employed in a survey in Finland in 1999.

The survey required public librarians to assess their branches for location, hours, space, attractiveness, lighting, technology and staffing.  The outcomes of this survey are graphed below, with a comparison with the Finnish results shown first.  Finland is regarded as an international benchmark for public library provision.  80% of the population use public libraries (Australia 60%) and book loans (22 pa per capita) are twice those of Australia.
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A selection of survey comments from Australian public librarians

· Access to quality training is vital, not just in the internet but other software programs and online databases

· We offer a full range of fonts relevant to our language groups

· We have run a pilot program for internet access for clients with disabilities

· It is very difficult to gauge future demands on public access technology without knowing what will be available

· We trialed internet training to the Italian and Macedonian communities this year

· Providing free email on our public terminals has been an issue due to limited resources.  We decided not to charge or restrict access but to expand resources as funds permit

· We are trying to promote the use of foreign language newspapers over the internet

· Our IT centre is in a library in a low socioeconomic area

· Our objective in 2001 is to provide disability access technology

· It is not just the technology hardware that is required but the vitally important need is space to house technology and staff to maintain it and provide/organise training

· Users of technology are not required to be members (a response from a number of libraries)

· Our users often ask for self paced learning Word, Excel, Basic Windows programs to be made available

· We are investigating needs of people with disabilities so we can provide touch screens etc

· We promote technology availability to all employment agencies

· We have a multicultural grant to provide 5 training sessions in 5 languages in 2000/2001

· Tutorials for Seniors Internet Group are new

· Our clients have the ability to search the internet with the language of their choice, using search engines on our ‘one stop’ pcs

· It would be great to provide more technology, especially group training facilities.  However our limitation is physical space

· We plan to offer Chinese internet classes but have to find a way of providing multilingual content which can be readily updated

· Multilingual web access is provided via our web page

· We would like to double current numbers of pcs but building size and network infrastructure will not allow it at present

· We are running internet user education sessions in Vietnamese, Chinese, Spanish and English.  Other programs, including sessions in Auslan are planned

· We have a special needs centre which provides hardware and software for people with a disability

· We are currently writing a grant application to provide training for longterm unemployed youth

· Our mobile library offers internet access at half the sites visited

· There is a need for software such as Zoom Text to enable people with disabilities to better use the internet

· The response to public needs and facilities is determined by space, not what is considered best for public service

· We provide a nonstop translation program as we have Chinese students at a local flying college

· We are a partner in the ‘Reach for the clouds’ project which aims to provide a networked pc to all residents in a 700 unit high rise building

· The printer rarely works.  This is always causing disgruntled clients 

Numerous similar comments received
· We have experienced a constant struggle with Council’s perceived view that the libraries come after all other requirements for up to date public pc hardware, software and support Several responses indicated this as an issue
· We have purchased a large screen pc and programs to assist visually disabled and hearing impaired

· Free internet access has attracted people to the library

· There is a need for absolutely basic introductory sessions for people who have no access to computers

· We would like to provide internet access but cannot afford it

· We provide training for Aboriginal groups

· Help is provided for seniors, including Powerpoint presentations

· We would like to reach the elderly and Aboriginal adults in the community

· The internet has brought in many new library users, but we need more pcs

· There are just not enough public access internet terminals

· A ‘voicepoint’ service is provided to sight disabled users

· There is no limit to the number of terminals which could potentially be used but any major increase would bring about significant overheads which would need to be funded

· We are currently looking into some of our secondary students being trained as tutors to work with community members (from a school housed public library)

· A State Library Innovations Grant assisted in the provision of a room dedicated to giving free access to the internet for the youth of Beenleigh, a lower socioeconomic area.  The room is decorated in a teenage style, and equipped with 4 pcs, colour and mono printers and a scanner.  Software includes wordprocessing, desktop publishing, web page development and internet.  Workshops are held regularly both for, and by, local youth.

· Library users are now requesting access to the internet for research uses which creates more demands on public access

· The town has a high level of need during the winter with 600 backpackers being present for fruit picking

· Web page design training is provided

· Floor space is very limited(we would like to provide faster machines but cannot accommodate more machines until Council accepts that we need more space  

Numerous responses indicated this as an issue

· At present technology cost is 19% of our total budget

· We provide a language training centre of pcs and Cdroms

· Our problems are where to put pcs and how to maintain them, but we do need more of them

· There is no internet access on our mobile library(highly desirable that an affordable, easy to use, solution is found

· We have provided a Haven .online website for Kosavars 

· An increase in staffing is needed to cope with the increased demand by the public for help with IT related requirements

· Thin bridge software is loaded onto our public access internet pcs ie in Chinese

· We run Chinese internet services

· Staff shortage is a critical issue, as is training

· We would like to respond to requirements for an Adobe Acrobat reader for the public to access government documents put out for public comment

· Limited public access hours are a challenge

· We are installing software that will enable vineyards to access the weather station at a Coonawarra library

· The three public access internet terminals have been a great success.  Many nontraditional users, and a high percentage from low socioeconomic backgrounds

· The internet draws a large population of children/youth from a lower socioeconomic area

· The establishment of a computer/internet training room would be extremely beneficial to all people in this library’s region

Conclusion

Australia’s public libraries have more potential than any other agency to information-enable all Australians during the 21st century.

The major constraints to the achievement of that potential are

· No contextual national information strategy (NIS)

· Low recognition of their national contribution and potential by the federal government

· Variable understandings by local government of the multifaceted role and responsibilities of public libraries in society.  Some local authorities still see their libraries as only book-lending agencies, and as a cost rather than a significant literacy, educational, informational and cultural investment.  This is more common in rural and regional Australia

· State governments which are tending to contribute less relative subsidy to local public libraries, providing poor leadership for local government.  This is true in NSW in particular
· Lack of qualified and specialist librarians to promote and exploit the potential of public libraries, particularly in rural and regional areas
· Lack of funds for electronic resources

· Despite initiatives in several States, underdeveloped state and national consortial arrangements to provide access to electronic fulltext databases and public information

· Limited engagement between schools and public libraries in developing reading literate and information literate young Australians (such engagement is required in Norway)

· Limited engagement between university, state and public libraries (all funded by the taxpayer)

· Lack of end user, and library, free access to Kinetica, the National Library’s national bibliographic database.  It would require about $2 million to achieve this.

· Charges for interlibrary loans by non public libraries

· Lack of specialist resources in critical areas such as legal and health

· A shortfall across Australia of nearly 4,000 public internet access terminals in public libraries

· Lack of electronic training suites

· Crowded and unattractive buildings

The role of the national government should be to 

· promote the development of a national information strategy

· commission a comprehensive review of the Australian public library system.  It is now over 25 years since the last review

· provide targeted funding to meet identified public library needs, particularly in lower socio economic areas, and rural and regional Australia.  A possible funding source would be the prospective full sale of Telstra

Dr Alan Bundy

22 July 2002
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