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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;
Armidale Dumaresq Council War Memorial Library is a public library with a membership equivalent to 56% of the Local Government Area population. We also attract a user base equivalent to another 5% of that population from surrounding Shires up to 90 kilometres away. More than 5 times the population entered the Library building over the course of the last financial year. Anyone who comes into the Library is encouraged to ask skilled Library professionals and to use the online catalogue to access information. We find that all aspects of our public information services are utilised, including Internet sources to the degree that available computers are in use over 90% of the time.

 (b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information

              needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources;

We have the intention to make our Library catalogue available on the Internet. Our resolve to make this resource more widely available has been strengthened by information from the 2001 census showing that 44% of the local population had used the Internet in the week preceding the census. The Internet presence would also enable our members to access databases to which the Library subscribes.

 (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; 

Our collection has almost entirely been placed on Kinetica, the national bibliographic database maintained by the National Library of Australia. This is an unparalleled resource, for which we pay access fees. If the costs of maintaining the database were subsidised by the Federal Government, and access made available freely over the Internet to the Australian public as well as Libraries, this would be a magnificent stimulus to ‘wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries’. Given Kinetica’s broad acceptance in the Library community, this single presence on the Internet would be a very efficient way of enhancing resource sharing (especially if its display characteristics were made more user-friendly). 

The National Library also hosts the Australian Libraries Gateway, which points users to local Libraries’ locations, opening hours and online catalogues in a very comprehensive and efficient manner. To give greater public prominence to this service would also enhance wider use of pre-existing online Library resources.

We are also professionally capable of providing access to more online resources through our local Library, as well as very skilled in helping members of the public gain greater knowledge and skill in using our Library’s resources (including the online ones). But we have continuing demand on every aspect of our service, and very little current chance of accessing the funds which would enable us to provide extra services. The combination, in New South Wales, of rate-pegging and the lowest State Government library subsidy in Australia (as a percentage of total State outlay and per capita), means that the extra staffing to introduce an enhanced online environment to our community is not readily available. The local media outlets would certainly help us publicise any programs for these enhancements, but the strategy for conveying the knowledge of resources and increasing their use would have to involve income for extra face-to-face staffing. Notwithstanding this situation, Libraries have always shown themselves to be very flexible in incorporating new services, materials and technologies on the slimmest of budget increases.

 (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 are well placed in their communities to provide public information in the online environment, primarily because they are respected for their even-handed and disinterested approach to knowledge provision. This alone is the best possible platform for any program to enhance increased flow of such information. 

Our professional skills in organising access to information are being used to highlight reliable contemporary Internet sites, to help people more effectively than ordinary search engines can.

 (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.

The Federal Government has a leading role to play in ensuring that the online environment is maintained in an equitable manner for all Australian citizens. Its responsibility for telecommunications should be met responsibly by (as the New South Wales Local Government and Shires Association Policy on Library and Information Services states) providing ‘significant on going funding to enable equitable public access to information technology’. Other submissions this Inquiry has received have pointed out the current disadvantage suffered by rural and remote communities. The Inquiry’s recommendations could suggest subsidising the difference between rural and urban communications costs if regulation of telecommunication rates is out of the question.

Our State Government also needs to meet its responsibilities for Public Libraries in a much more thoroughgoing way for all of its communities to grow and prosper in this Information Age.

The corporate sector could be encouraged to support Public Libraries in such a manner as it does the New York Public Library in the United States of America. Untied grants and trust fund income are preferred methods of support. Any scheme which seeks to give Corporations any quid pro quo for their support would be seen as undermining the reliability of Libraries as neutral, disinterested organisations. Perhaps, as an instance, telecommunications companies have an opportunity to gain social credits by providing Mercedes service to Libraries at Hyundai prices.

