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The Public Library & Information Service is pleased to have the opportunity of addressing the terms of reference of the enquiry in the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.  Our submission follows below.

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

Recent Australian Bureau of Statistics information indicates that there has over recent years been considerable growth in the number of people who have access to the internet at home.  From 19% to 37% between 1998 and 2000.  Indeed 50% of all adults in Australia had accessed the Internet during the twelve months to November 2000.  While this growth has been considerable it still means that the majority of people still do not have home access.  It is fairly reasonable to assume that many of these do not have access because they are unable to afford the still quite considerable initial and ongoing cost involved. While recognizing this, it is also clear that there is a developing awareness and sophistication within the community of the amount of information which can be accessed online.  The growth in the demand for access to online services through the public library testifies to this.

The range of use is enormous covering e-mail, online banking, accessing government departments, universities, current affairs, information on hobbies, job information and applications, medical information etc.  Many agencies including government departments are placing more and more of their information on line.  Indeed very often this is the only way in which it is possible for citizens to access new information.  Banks for instance frequently make information free via the web, but charge if one visits a branch in person.

This means that many people, especially those without private access or access via public libraries and perhaps other institutions will become more and more marginalized.  Such information poor communities are those which are certainly the ones in most need.  It is the people with private means and those with the sophistication and the opportunity to access what services exist who are the fortunate ones.  The others who for economic reasons, unfamiliarity or fear of technology, will be the ones to miss out.

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

There has of course been a response by libraries of all types to the demands for online access to information.  Our direct experience is that of the public library sector; our own and that of other public library services.  The response to changing information needs has on the whole with the occasional exception been slow and patchy.  For the most part it can be attributed to economic factors.  These factors are of course frequently related to a genuine lack of resources, but as often as not also determined by a lack of understanding and at times negative attitudes of both senior officials and elected members.  Alongside and indeed at least in part related to this is a lack of staff with the necessary skills both from a technical and a managerial point of view to guide, develop and maintain systems at the levels of sophistication that are really required.  Those with supportive people at the senior executive and political levels combined with professional sophistication and technical understanding have achieved much while others have done little.

The “fortunate” public libraries now provide free direct access to the Internet as well as a range of well developed services and access through their own systems.  For instance; the library’s catalogue is available online, users have online access to their own records, online reservations are possible and in our case the ability to renew items on line will soon be available.  As well access is provided to subject or thematically categorised links within the library’s own catalogue which provide quick access to particular parts of the collection, eg music or homework topics.   Access is also provided to online databases such as Ebsco's Australian and New Zealand Reference Centre, community information, community events, statistical data and links to other library’s catalogues; public state, national or university.  There are also links to the governing body’s web site and to various Internet search engines.  Some basic training in Internet use is also provided free to the public.

Libraries able to provide service at this level have also developed the abilities of their reference staff to use other online resources to answer more traditional requests for information within the library.

For the most part these initiatives have been undertaken by individual public libraries and paid for by their governing local authorities.  Apart for the very occasional short term grant usually for non metropolitan systems neither the state (eg Western Ausrtralia) nor the Commonwealth has made any contribution.  This is from our point of view simply another example of these governments being unwilling to accept any real responsibility for the provision of these important services.  In essence it is a further example of the moving of the burden of service provision on to local government.

(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

One of the most useful strategies to improve public access and reduce the need for various rationing techniques such as booking of terminal time and to accommodate the growth of public use of technology is to increase the number of public access PC’s in libraries.  Access to Internet connected PC’s is also necessary to accommodate the growing need for basic Internet and PC training for the public, particularly older citizens.

The provision of community training to skill citizens in the use of PC’s and in the use of the electronic resources is part of the process of ensuring information literacy that is becoming more and more important for everyone in the community.

The upgrade of telecommunication broadbanding (ISDN) links throughout the country is particularly important to ensure adequate connectivity.  This is especially so in non metropolitan areas.  Wherever it occurs an inadequate infrastructure inhibits response times, increases costs and reduces the ability of users to benefit from the resources available.  While the subject of another enquiry, it seems that apart from capital funding it is vital that infrastructure providers need to focus on the provision and maintenance of service as a public good.  This is probably best achieved by public ownership of and public responsibility for the development and maintenance of the nation’s telecommunications infrastructure.  The present and proposed arrangements clearly do not and will not provide the focus that is necessary to achieve the outcomes that the nation needs.

It is also important to ensure that all staff develop and maintain the skills that are necessary to support the technology based services.  To ensure this requires effective programmes of continuing education in technical and interpretive skills.

Clearly the effective implementation of these initiatives requires financial support.  There is a role for all governments, but as there is a clear national purpose involved the Commonwealth needs to assume a significant level of responsibility for the setting of national goals and in supporting them with appropriate and indeed substantial funding.

(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

Public libraries by their location are accessible to most Australians.  This makes them ideally suited as places for the public to access the Internet and hence online information.  However beyond this there is a commitment to develop their own web page as a portal by which to access online information.  Through their provision of links to selected databases on a range of issues they can assist users to more readily access information than is frequently possible directly through the web.

They also have this capacity to provide service to remote users through the provision of virtual reference services and online interlibrary loans.  In other words, a service almost identical to that provided by users through face to face contact with reference librarians.  This service can be provided across the entire spectrum of material provided by and accessible through the public library.  Much of this service can be provided on a twentyfour hour a day basis.

(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

A primary need is to ensure a high level of cooperation among all of these sectors.  Governments and the corporate sector need to be aware of and to acknowledge the role that libraries provide in facilitating access to their information.  Part of this entails providing all libraries, but especially public libraries with the funding to access online resources.  However it is also important that they have the ability to be able to promote themselves to the government and corporate sectors.  Again funding assistance would be valuable.  This would help in demonstrating just how accessible and how flexible libraries can be in providing the moderation that is so essential for people to make more effective use of the information available.

Governments and the corporate sector need to present information in a way that it can easily be provided to the user, that is with as few restrictions as possible.  It is especially important that copyright restrictions do not undermine the understanding of fair dealing and increase difficulties of access and reasonable reproduction.  Governments, especially the Commonwealth has a role to be vigilant in this regard.

States in particular have especially through their state libraries a very important role.  This requires the continuation and the development, and in some cases the establishment of consortia and facilitative services to ensure that public libraries have access to significant online databases at affordable cost.  Many state libraries already use their considerable purchasing power to ensure the best possible prices for books.  The electronic environment is not really separate from but more a development of the traditional role of information provision.

To maintain a democratic society requires that all citizens achieve a satisfactory level of information literacy.  While many authorities and organizations both public and private have important roles to play in achieving that outcome libraries, especially public libraries are in a unique position to play a very important and pivotal role.  Library staff understand the organization of information so that it can be easily accessed and the skills required to do it.  As well so many are so conveniently situated.  They need to be supported in their acquisition and use of technology based services and as providers of information literacy training for the public.  Such activities are aligned to the contemporary expectations of the community. They require the provision of more and better staff, adequate facilities and the means to promote the existence, value and importance of these services.  We believe that the Commonwealth has the authority  and the resources to assume an important leadership role in ensuring that such expectations are realised.
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