SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY RE -

‘ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT.’

Introduction: -

Buloke Shire Council is situated in northwest Victoria the municipality covers approximately 8000sq kilometres with a population of 8560.  There are five main urban centres, Donald, Charlton, Wycheproof, Birchip and Sea Lake and five small communities, Nandaly, Berriwillock, Culgoa, Nullawil and Watchem.

The Shire does not have its own library but purchases library services from two providers, Swan Hill Rural City and North Central Goldfields situated in Bendigo, and is a member Council of the Wimmera Regional Library Corporation.  Except for a ‘joint-use’ facility at Birchip library services in all other communities are delivery by a mobile library van.  The Shires library budget for 2002/03 is $137,494.60 of which $65287.00 is the State Government’s contribution.

The Swan Hill mobile library services Wycheproof, Sea Lake, Nandaly, Berriwillock, Culgoa and Nullawil.  The trailer has approximately 7,000 items in its collection and although it has a computerised catalogue does not provide a public access online service.  The service visits Wycheproof and Sea Lake fortnightly the smaller communities are also serviced fortnightly except during school holidays.  The majority of the mobile sites are at or close to schools.

North Central Goldfields currently provides Charlton with a 5-hour weekly service and its mobile trailer has a collection of about 7000 items.  There is no public access online service provided.

Wimmera Regional Library Corporation (WRLC) provides a fortnightly service to Watchem for 1 hour and Donald for 6 hours.  The mobile trailer has a collection of 7000 items and has online access to the Corporations catalogue.  It also provides public access Internet service through a local ISP but the service is slow and often ‘drops out’.  The Corporation also has 7,500 items in a ‘joint-use’ facility with the Birchip P-12.

WRLC currently offers a better on-line information service than the other two services.  Its library members can access the library catalogue from home or a public access service provided by the local Community House/Neighbourhood House/Learning Centre or the local school.  This makes it is easier to ‘reserve’ items if the person is a WRLC Library member as the items can then be collected when the mobile next visits in the case of Watchem or Donald or couriered within a couple of days to Birchip.  Through WRLC it is also possible to access the ‘Gulliver’ database from home using a library membership card.

Overall Buloke Shire Council’s provision of library services is unique in Victoria.

Response to the Senate’s specific concerns regarding the Online Environment.

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

WRLC recently completed a ‘change management’ process the results of which are available online from their web page.  This reports gives usage patterns for the communities serviced by WRLC.

For the majority of community members in Buloke Shire Council it would be impossible to demonstrate any patterns of demand for public information services through their library service.  It would be fair to say that first of all one has to have a good library service to create a demand.

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

WRLC is attempting to provide online resources to its members with access to its catalogue and the ‘Gulliver’ database, however it is limited by the telecommunication infrastructure presently available within its region.

The local primary and secondary schools provide good online access to their students but generally it is limited to those levels of education.  It is possible for those doing distance education through a tertiary institution to gain online access to that institutions resources however one generally has to be able to access it from home.

It would be fair to say that the logistics and cost of providing on-line library services during a one-hour visit to a community on a mobile library van make the provision of such a service highly improbable.

(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.

Local Government, particularly in rural areas, should develop partnerships with Library Services to better utilise computer networks.

Partnerships between public, education and private Libraries in the purchase and acquisition of databases and ‘sharing’ of catalogues would benefit all parties.

Better promotion by libraries of the services they provide.

Recognition by all levels of Government when promoting ‘lifelong learning’ or the ‘knowledge nation’ of the role played by libraries in achieving these aims.

Recognition by all levels of Government of the difficulty libraries, particularly public and educational institutions, encounter in providing a quality collection to their communities.  For example, in ageing communities the cost of large print books, audio books and for libraries services with large ethnic populations the cost of providing items in specific languages.

Providing computer networks within libraries are big budget items particularly the cost of licensing fees and appropriate hardware systems.

(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 in many cases need to promote, or market, the services they have available to make the general public more aware of their resources. 

(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.

Partnerships need to be developed between all sectors of the community as duplication of services invariably leads to wasted opportunities and resources.  There needs to be recognition by all parties that the role of libraries in society has changed.

All levels of Government need to acknowledge the role libraries have to ensure the philosophy of a ‘knowledge nation’ can be achieved and part of this is to ensure that libraries are adequately funded.
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