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NOOSA COUNCIL LIBRARY SERVICE

Po Box 141 Tewantin Qld 4565

Ph: (07) 5442 4411 Fax: (07) 5442 524

Email: lib@noosa.qld.gov.au
12th August 2002

Michael McLean

Secretary

Senate ECITA References Committee

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Mr McLean,

Please accept the following document as Noosa Council Library Service’s submission to the Senate ECITA References Committee inquiry into the:

Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

The public library network throughout Australia has for many years played an important role in facilitating access to public information such as providing material in a traditional print format and referring the public to the correct government bodies. As a wider range of government information becomes available in an online format through web sites and online databases, the demand for public libraries to provide access to this information is rapidly increasing. Indeed there is now a large amount of government information which is only reasonably accessible through the Internet and the public are turning to their public libraries to not only provide access to it but to assist in their use and understanding of it. 

This demand is coming from a very broad cross-section of the community including, but not limited to, the self-employed, unemployed, students, retired, business and tourist sectors. In areas where there are limited physical presences of government departments the public are becoming reliant on using their library service for assistance in meeting their government information needs. Even with the increasing penetration of the Internet into people’s homes and businesses there is still the larger percentage of the population who do not have Internet access. Additionally, there are those who have Internet access but find it difficult to navigate the Internet to locate the information that they require, even when they have accessed the correct Internet site.

There are a wide range of factors which contribute to the public’s desire to use public libraries to access government information including:

· The public are comfortable in using public libraries generally for their wide range of information needs

· The public library is a one-stop point for access to all types of information so there is no need to travel to different locations

· The public library service is free to use

· Library staff have the professional skills to locate the information

· Public libraries have the facilities to access the information such as Internet computers, printers and the correct software

· Reasonable opening hours allow access at times convenient to the public

· Public libraries are providing considerable Internet and computer training which is developing the skills of the public so that they can become more self-reliant

Public libraries are a practical delivery mechanism for access to public information as they are an existing strong network, are nationally distributed and have the foundation infrastructure to deliver these services. However, in order to deliver access to public information in an efficient and equitable manner there are a number of issues which need to be addressed:

· Resource levels in public libraries must be adequate to meet the reasonable demands of the public. There are generally insufficient public access Internet computers in public libraries which result in waiting periods often of several days to use a computer. This is clearly unacceptable when a member of the public comes in to the library and requires access to government information: their expectation is that they can access the online information immediately.

· There must be equitable access to public access Internet computers. Currently there is disparity with some libraries charging for public Internet access and others providing a free service. Access to basic government information such as FAQ’s, forms and fee schedules should be free for all Australians. While Council’s should have the autonomy over whether or not to charge for general Internet access, there should be provision for free, easy access to government online information such as a dedicated Internet Kiosk in each public library.

· Many regional and rural public libraries do not have the funding to afford access to the necessary online services that the public are demanding. There is an increasing range of fee-based online government information services such as Standards Australia which have fee structures prohibitive to many public libraries. There must be mechanisms for our public to be able to access these services at a reasonable cost.

· Telecommunications infrastructure such as bandwidth must be improved in regional areas so that access to government web sites is reasonably trouble-free. Many government web sites are utilising advances in technology and programming however this makes them very slow and inaccessible in regional and rural areas.

· Public libraries must have trained professional staff which can facilitate access to government information. Although there is a large amount of information available online which ideally the public would be able to access by themselves the reality is that the public still require assistance in how to access it, how to search the sites, how to download forms and how to submit information.

As a regional public library we are very supportive of working in partnership with all levels of government to assist in the provision of public information services. It is hoped that the Senate ECITA References Committee will consider the issues as outlined above and consider some positive outcomes to assist public libraries in meeting the aims of Government and the demands of the public.

Signed,

Kerri Contini

Manager - Library Services

Noosa Council


