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Dear Mr Michael McLean, 

Re: senate inquiry into the role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment.

Local Government with support from the State Government is responsible for the provision and delivery of public library services.

The role of the public library is to provide services (recreational, informational and educational), collections and activities that are relevant to the needs of the community it serves, and to facilitate access to other sources of information.

The role of the library in an online environment is still the same – however, the needs of the community are different and, as a result, the services and collections have broadened and/or changed in the following ways:

· Library collections now include guides to the use of a variety of software and hardware, and subject guides for accessing the Internet.  Books about countries now include selected internet sites at a junior and adult level. Some of this information can also be accessed online. 

· The Reference Collection now includes a balance between hard copy resources, online subscriptions to resources, CD Rom resources, and web based subject guides to free online information (Queensland Web, Netlinks –SLQ). The community needs encouragement and training to use these resources with the same confidence they have been using books and Library Catalogues in the past.

· The role of the library staff in Information Services has changed, from researcher, to facilitator and researcher, in order to accommodate the client’s varying needs. In the same way clients had to be shown how to locate books using the catalogue, now they have to be shown how to use search engines and online databases to access quality webpages. Library staff offer training in the use of, Internet for information and communication, and Online Public Access Catalogues (OPACS). They also produce reader education brochures directing customers to relevant online sites for particular subjects.

At the  Banana Shire Library, staff offer Internet Training Courses on: Email, Local History, Basic Internet Searching, Jobseeking, Homework help, Seniors, etc. We have compiled subject guides called  “Net Tips” on Health, Law, and other popular topics.

· Online resources require the infrastructure to access the information, games, email etc – libraries also provide Free Public Use PCs to access information and communicate via email and discussion groups, etc.

Libraries should continue to offer FREE access to the online environment. This is as true for the internet and email, as it was for books, and in the same way libraries provide access to adult literacy, so online literacy should be encouraged amongst those who have had little access to the technology.

· In regional areas such as ours, the Library is perceived as more accessible i.e open longer hours. Consequently, libraries are a good option for partnerships or sharing resources. Banana Shire Library Service also houses and makes available to the community “Network the Nation” Computers, at a cost. 

· In an online environment, because of the costs of electronic subscriptions and networking licences, smaller libraries are investigating shared resources, regionally and state wide, to defray the costs, and secure a range of resources for their communities to access. 

· Skills Development Programmes are available online –the cost of these programmes is high to a smaller public library with a small budget –however, in a regional/rural area the public library is perceived to be the best place for access, as they are usually centrally located and are open longer hours. These programmes can then be accessed out of business hours, or throughout the day.

Formerly, these programmes may have been offered via TAFE.

· Information Services staff not only have access to a greater range of information in the online environment, they can be accessed remotely (by those who have computers ) and response time can be reduced. Eg Virtual reference enquiries.

Individual public libraries also have strong links within the Public Library Network, as well as, the electronic support from their State Libraries for information and resources – currently trialling 24/7 virtual reference services.

I believe, that in the online environment, public libraries are playing a more important role in the community than they have previously. They have become relevant to the needs of the community, and also they are perceived to be non threatening, barrier free, and provide inexpensive access to the internet to ensure equitable access to all residents and travelling public. The online environment has brought more young adults into libraries. Not every person can afford a computer, or the cost of accessing it. Libraries offer an alternative.

Not every person who owns a computer knows how it works –libraries can offer assistance in this area. Libraries are more visible in the community and more accessible physically and electronically, and can play a pivotal role in the development of print and computer literacy skills within the community.

In conclusion, information needs are still the same, if anything the reliance on accessible information is higher. Technology acts as a means to sourcing information but does not ‘find’ the information. Librarians still have an important role to play in facilitating access to information.

If you require any additional information in relation to this matter please contact Council’s Health and Environmental Services Department on 4992 9522.

Yours faithfully,

Peter McKee

Director of Environment and Community Services


