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INTRODUCTION

Public libraries have played a key role in providing information to the community by traditional means i.e. print media.  They are ideally positioned to deliver information in an electronic format, as it is the format that is different, not the service provision.

Public libraries have an established identity, have a traditional role in a broad educational or life-long learning context, are perceived as neutral ground, are recognised as “information providers” and are generally regarded as “a good thing”.

Government at all levels has made a conscious shift towards the provision of e-government.  The National Office of the Information Economy was set up to implement Government Online: the Commonwealth Government’s Strategy (Government Online) to ensure that Australian government departments adopt the processes of e-government:

e-service 
– interface and relationship with customers

e-commerce 
– cash transactions and procurement

e-policy 
– informed, public interest decisions

e-democracy 
– political dialogue with citizens and committees

e-management
 – improved management of people, organisation and resources

e-infrastructure 
– technical bits that enable the above1
With this as an ultimate goal, the federal government must establish ways of ensuring equity of access to information in order that all Australians have the opportunity and skills to access the information necessary to participate in a democratic society.

Response to the Terms of Reference

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online;

The community now expects libraries to provide services other than loan services based on traditional paper based formats.  Providing access to information stored in online digital formats is now considered to be a core function for all types of libraries.

Most members of the community, including new migrants, view the library as the first point of contact for locating information from any source, government or private.  Traditionally, this has been in paper format but all aspects of government are now moving towards online provision of information.  The community, however, still expects the information to be available at their local library and the libraries have an obligation to provide access to this information.

There are many members of the Australian community who do not have access to the Internet through schools or universities and rely on their local public library to provide online services, including access to government information.  These include those with little formal education, seniors, those on low incomes, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, people with disabilities, migrants and people whose first language is not English and those without permanent housing.

Several government departments are already referring clients to libraries to access their online information.  At the City of Bayswater Libraries we have had patrons referred by Centrelink and the Australian Tax Office expects their Tax Help volunteers to have online access to the Department.

(b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources;

Public libraries have taken up the challenge of providing online information with enthusiasm.  The Internet provides libraries of all sizes with sources of information to which they have never previously had access and opens up (literally) a whole new world of information for small libraries.

Between 1997 and June 2000 the increase in the number of Internet workstations in public libraries increased by 242% in response to public demand.

Over the last three years, Internet use in the City of Bayswater Libraries has risen by 88%.

Access to the Internet does not automatically provide the community with the ability to access the required information.   There is no broad government policy in place to ensure that members of the general public are “information literate” i.e. able to access the information they require and interact with the sites they need to contact.

Equity of access to information has always been a priority in public libraries and in an online environment access involves members of the community being able to use the technology.  Public libraries have developed training courses for members of the public outlining the best ways of accessing online information and in most cases these are provided free of charge.

Not all members of the community can afford to pay for training and there are groups of people within the community who either cannot afford to purchase PCs for home use or would not use them often enough to justify the cost.  Public libraries enable these members of the community to become part of the “Information Age” and to play their part in a democratic society.

There are, however, certain constraints imposed on public libraries.

Response has been limited due to lack of funding and infrastructure.  Public libraries have been attempting to provide the community with access to online information with very limited resources.  Local governments are primarily responsible for funding of these resources as well as attempting to fund the demands for other council services.  There are too few Internet workstations and facilities are often cramped as librarians attempt to provide the extra service within buildings designed before technology had become a factor in the design of buildings.

Response is also limited by the security requirements of internal local government computer networks, which prevent patrons from interacting with web sites, including those of government departments, although they can read the information.

Funding is required to develop methods, which allow interaction between clients and the government departments without jeopardising the security of local government systems.

(c) possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources; 

Libraries are traditionally very good at developing programmes and strategies with few resources.  With guaranteed funding and support the possibilities are endless.

The National Public Libraries professional association, PLA, which is currently being developed, is a major step forward in improving networks and communication throughout public libraries in Australia.

Libraries have long established formal and informal networks for traditional resources.  Online networks can be seen as an extension of the traditional role rather than creating completely new structures.

Public libraries are the only type of library expected to provide services to everyone at every stage of their lives.  For example; Storytime for preschoolers, resources for school and tertiary students; information on hobbies and recreational reading at all stages of life, to name a few.

There is now a great deal of importance placed on the concept of Lifelong learning.  Public libraries are recognising the possibility of networking with other libraries such as TAFE and universities to provide access to education, to become a “conduit” for government and educational information.

Many opportunities exist for partnerships between University, TAFE, college libraries and public libraries to provide services to encourage the community to become part of a learning society.

(d) the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment; 

Libraries are an established institution.   They have proved their worth for centuries and are unlikely to disappear suddenly, leaving government with no conduit for their information.

Libraries have many advantages in regard to the provision of online information.

· Libraries enjoy one of the largest user participation of any of the cultural sector groupings, 93,335,100 people visited their local library in 1999-2000.1
· Libraries are one of the most often visited local government facilities.

· The community views public libraries as a safe place to be.

· Libraries are viewed as being politically and socially neutral.

· Library staff are trained in the both the storage, dissemination and retrieval of information held in digital format.

· Library staff maintain high standards of customer service.

· Library networks are already established.

The majority of public libraries are now providing free Public Internet Access, dedicated e-mail booths, access to online subscription databases and providing information and learning materials in CD-ROM and computer disk format.

In Western Australia, using public libraries to deliver information and services immediately reaches an audience of 1,123,900 registered borrowers.

There are, however, only 509 PCs for public use in libraries throughout the state and a s such funding is required to improve facilities.

(e) the roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.

Government departments at all levels but particularly Federal, are increasingly disseminating information electronically.  This has several advantages, including saving money in publishing hard copy brochures and leaflets and enabling the more frequent updating of information thus ensuring the information is more reliable for the client.

Government Online aimed to bring all appropriate services online via the Internet by 2001.

It is now essential that the Federal government take the lead in developing and funding a National Information Strategy to ensure that all groups in society have the IT knowledge, skills and resources necessary to access online services and information.

A major consideration is the provision of funding for training library staff to train the community to access information.  Although professional librarians have adapted very well and developed the skills required for training, an overall approach is required to ensure that all Australians have equal access to the skills necessary to obtain the information they need.

Traditionally, the provision of funding has fallen mainly on local governments resulting in a patchwork of services and facilities depending on how important the libraries are viewed within the council structure.  In many cases this is well behind the traditional “roads, rates and rubbish”.

To ensure equity of access for all Australians, the Federal Government must take the lead in establishing a consistent service throughout the country.  Libraries are the obvious choice because of their widespread availability, their established networks and their extended opening hours.

Libraries in Western Australia have been funded previously through the Arts portfolio.  Funding through the State Library of Western Australia has been continually cut and services reduced over the past 10 years.  Local government have had to increase their contribution to meet community demand.

A transfer to the Education Department of Western Australia, although more political, would increase the profile of public libraries and support the concept of Lifelong Learning which libraries promote.

1 USHER, Mel.   Championing E Transformation.   Local Government First.   No 8.14 August 2001
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