Submission by the Metropolitan Public Libraries Association to the Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

Background

The Metropolitan Public Libraries Association (MPLA) represents 43 NSW Local Government Authorities across the Greater Sydney Region from Newcastle to Wollongong. We draw on a population of 4,100,000, providing a range of information and public library services to a culturally diverse urban population.

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

The vast majority of public libraries have taken a leading role in the provision of public information, particularly in the online environment. 

These actions include:

Provision of Internet access facilities

Provision of virtual reference libraries, including online catalogues

Providing quality training for internet and other software 

Internet training to multicultural communities/multilingual web access

Providing internet access for clients with disabilities

Promoting training and technology availability to members of the job network

Designing tutorials for seniors/working with Computer Pals

Email facilities

Training in web page design

Facilitating democratic participation/Providing access to Government information

Community Information

Visitor and Tourist Information

Research facilities

Ecommerce, such as banking, dog registrations and rate payments

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

For many people the public library provides their only means of accessing information and recreational resources.  Libraries are critical to the intellectual health of their communities. We know that demand for Internet based services cannot be satisfied by the current level of supply.  There is a need for enhanced technology, constantly upskilled expert staff, greater bandwidth and the funding to support rapidly changing community expectations.  

To date public libraries have responded by

Providing public access Internet terminals (within budget and physical constraints)

Providing access to online information and services

Developing content and publishing internally generated material on the web (virtual libraries)

Entering into consortia purchasing agreements for online subscriptions 

Re-engineering job specifications to address the required emerging skill sets

Reviewing recruitment and ongoing staff training 

Balancing already over stretched budgets to deliver both traditional and electronic resources and services

Identifying particular disadvantaged target groups and developing and delivering appropriate services and programs

Planning long term infrastructure requirements

Contributing to state wide and regional networking co-operatives

(c) Possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries 

Public libraries have the capacity to be the key to the development of ‘learning communities’. They are the key foundation point (although embryonic) for the information, knowledge society.  

Enhancement will be achieved by

Improvements to interconnectivity (bandwidth/linespeed)

Digitisation of local unique resources and enhancement of existing digital initiatives 

Free access to National databases, such as the National Library’s Kinetica

Development of a public library national peak body

Enhanced State funding for public libraries and direct Federal funding for public library infrastructure

A national public library promotional campaign linked to the effective distribution and access to Government Information

Enhanced training (formal and ongoing) for information specialists

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

Appropriate and affordable infrastructure and bandwidth are key priorities if public libraries are to deliver the skills and education individuals and communities need to participate in the information economy. Additional requirements include

A sustainable, dynamic web presence for all public libraries (community portals)

Development of appropriate standards for infrastructure, service delivery, staff training and user education 

Promotion of  a nationally cohesive public library network

Development of partnerships for content and training

Realistic, long term investment in the nation public library infrastructure          (beyond the capacity of individual and disparate Local Government Areas)

(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 

Ensuring equitable access to telecommunications infrastructure that supports the online information environment

Providing support for the free dissemination of Government Information and electronic services

Recognition and support for the needs of emerging multicultural communities and their unique information requirements with funding targetted to these services

Continued funding for community capacity building initiatives, particularly to provide specialised hardware and software to address literacy and disability needs

Financial support for complimentary services such as tourist and visitor information

Continued collection and reporting of relevant statistics

Development of a National Information Policy with resourcing to adequately implement 

Support for the principle of ‘life long learning’ and providing the required funding to resource it

Ensure that legislative requirements such as copyright and privacy can be easily understood and implemented

Review the potential for additional national co-operatives (like the National Bibliographic Database) 

