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Submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment
Background

The Australian Institute of Criminology, a Commonwealth Government agency, was established in 1973, and operates under legislation of the Australian Parliament.  The Director reports to the Minister for Justice and to a board of management comprising distinguished criminal justice practitioners from around Australia.  Key stakeholders include Commonwealth Government ministers and parliamentarians, and Commonwealth departments and agencies. Other stakeholders include State and Territory Governments and agencies, criminal justice practitioners, the criminological research community and community organisations. 

The Institute is the national focus for the study of crime and criminal justice in Australia and for the dissemination of criminal justice information. The Institute draws on information supplied to it by a wide variety of sources and its policy advice is objective and independent.

The Institute’s Information Services

The Institute’s information work underpins research and other work by developing timely and cost effective criminal justice information services.  Core activities are the continuing development of comprehensive library-based collections and databases; provision of Internet and Intranet services, publication and communication of research outcomes; and conduct of conferences, seminars and workshops.

The Institute's J V Barry Library is at the centre of this information work.  The Library was established in 1973 and is a major criminal justice information service that not only supports the information needs of the Institute’s research program but also services key stakeholders and other clients.

The Library produces CINCH, the Australian Criminology Database, an abstracted index of Australian subject matter relating to crime, crime prevention, and criminal justice.  CINCH is available on CD-ROM as part of the AUSTROM disc.  In addition, it is available online through Informit Online, an Internet-based information service from RMIT Publishing (www.informit.com.au).  Effective at the end of June 2002, the database had more than 44,000 records.  Although the bulk of this material indexed by the CINCH database is not available online in full-text, the database is an index of the Australian component of the Institute’s Library collection and this collection exists as a backup for loan and inter-library requests.

In cataloguing the collection, the Institute makes a significant contribution to the National Library of Australia’s Kinetica service.  This online service, which is an essential part of the operation of hundreds of Australian libraries, facilitates the creation and sharing of quality cataloguing data for library materials, acts as the central tool in an efficient inter-library loans service, and supports the provision of reference services.  In addition to the AIC’s contribution to Kinetica, a quantity of less substantial, but still important, bibliographic items has been catalogued on the Library’s local system only.  All of the Library’s material can be searched on the online catalogue (www.aic.gov.au/firstopac).

Website 
The Institute’s website (www.aic.gov.au) is a comprehensive single source of online information that not only contains documents, reports and publications drawn from reputable sources, but also directly links to other significant online information.

The objectives for the Institute’s website work are to:

· Provide up-to-date, accurate and valuable online information to key stakeholders about the Institute’s mission, program and related work;

· Continue to develop the reach, value and user satisfaction of the website, including to develop a broad constituency of users who frequently access the site;

· Provide a vehicle for stakeholders to seek further information or to provide feedback on issues pertinent to the work of the Institute;

· Lead to the reduction over time of the costs of publishing and distributing Institute reports, data and other information; and

· Provide information for all Australians about crime, crime prevention and the criminal justice system.

The Institute’s website includes:

Publications.  The full-text of a number of AIC publications:

· Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice.

· Crime Facts Info

· Research and Public Policy series
· Technical and Background Paper Series

In addition, there is a large number of previously out-of print Institute publications included.

Conferences and Seminars.  This section includes:

· Information on forthcoming conferences and seminars;

· Programs from previous AIC conferences and seminars, including papers from these conferences and seminars; and

· Papers presented by AIC staff at conferences and seminars; 

Special Subject Sections.  These sections include information, documents, publications and links on subjects with relevance to the Institute’s programs and of wider relevance to Australian Commonwealth, state, territory and local governments.  They are developed, maintained and regularly updated by the Institute’s Library staff, in consultation with Research staff and other experts in the field.  Topics already covered include:

· Australian Alcohol and Illicit Drugs;

· Homicide monitoring

· Crime and Violence Prevention;

· Crime Prevention and Community Safety for Local Government.

· Restorative Justice in Australia

Criminal Justices Statistics.  The website includes statistical data sets drawn from a variety of sources.  It also includes links to other sources of criminal justice statistics.

Catalogues and Directories.  In addition to the online catalogue of the Institute’s Library there are also directories of Australian researchers and libraries in the field of criminology and criminal justice.

Web Work

The Institute’s website work is coordinated by the Principal Librarian who has oversight of an experienced library team and a small web team that is headed up a web manager and two part-time web officers.

Feedback received at the Institute indicates that the current staffing model employed in web development is a key element in the success of the AIC’s web site operations.  The Institute’s library staff have developed important networks with Australian, overseas and international agencies and organisations, and are therefore well placed to exploit links with these organisations and agencies.  As people with ‘fingers-on-the-pulse’ of policy initiatives and other changes in criminology and criminal justice, the AIC’s information specialists utilise web services to communicate information on these initiatives to a wide audience.

The one-on-one interaction of the Institute’s Library staff with the web team means that web development is undertaken in a direct and responsive environment.  Library staff are responsive to the day-to-day requirements of both the Institute’s management, and government generally.  The Institute’s website currently receives over 12,000 requests for pages per day.

The Institute also manages web sites for two other organisations:

· Campbell Collaboration's Crime and Justice Coordinating Group

www.aic.gov.au/campbellcj/
· National Police Ethnic Advisory Bureau

www.npeab.gov.au
These web sites are all developed and managed by Institute staff and operate on an externally located web server.  The AIC’s web team is also responsible for the Institute’s Intranet.  

Other Online Work

Library staff are involved in publicising new content or new initiatives with the websites and regularly draw attention to new reports and publications released worldwide and available online.  They communicate these changes through a variety of publications, Alert bulletins and email discussion lists.  As an example, the Institute’s Library staff currently produce four Alert bulletins:

· Drug Alert

· Financial Crime Alert

· People Smuggling and Trafficking Alert

· Crime Prevention Alert

These bulletins are distributed to AIC staff and to key clients of the Institute.

Patterns of Service

The services of the J V Barry Library have been developed over nearly 30 years, not only to support the Institute’s research program, but also as a Commonwealth funded initiative for the provision of criminal justice information services to all sectors of government and the wider community.  The emergence of sophisticated email and web-based online services has not lessened the importance of the library collection-building and other traditional library work.  Rather, the wide availability of online services has enabled the Institute to capitalise on its library collection-building work and the expertise of library and web staff.

The Institute’s collection-building work will not be diminished by the availability of online resources.  Rather, collection-building will involve a marriage of online and print resources.  The online environment will continue to be utilised for direct access to full-text data and publications.  However, clients will be able to also access online information about material available in library-based print collections.

Looking to the future, one of the limiting factors for the Institute’s Library in being able to effectively service, on the one hand its AIC research clients, and on the other hand, the wider criminal justice community, is the considerable cost of many online services and resources, such as aggregated full-text databases.  It is our view that there is a role for government in supporting and underwriting Australia-wide access to such resources and services.
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