SUBMISSION BY THE NATIONAL OFFICE FOR THE INFORMATION ECONOMY TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

NOIE’s comments and observations against the terms of reference for the Inquiry follow directly below.

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

NOIE research indicates that the vast majority of public library branches throughout Australia (approximately 1,550) provide Internet access facilities.

The number of terminals available for public Internet access in each library ranges from a single terminal in small regional and suburban branches to as many 65 terminals in larger metropolitan libraries, such as State libraries.  Where multiple terminals in libraries exist, they are often categorised as ‘email use only’ or ‘Internet browsing only’.

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

Anecdotal evidence suggests that although ‘digital divide’ target groups, particularly older people and people with disabilities, are well represented in those who visit public libraries generally, they appear constrained in publicly accessing the Internet in libraries.  This may be due to a lack of understanding and skills to use the terminals and the Internet, possible apprehension about using the Internet in a public place and competition for use with younger users, particularly students.

ABS data relating to Internet use at local libraries shows that at February 2002 33% of users were aged under 18 years and people aged 50 years and over only represented 7% of users.

An informal NOIE telephone survey of public library branches in 2001 suggests that almost without exception the public demand for Internet terminal use far exceeds supply, and bookings of up to one week in advance apply in some cases for hourly usage of terminals.

There is also some evidence that some public libraries are presently unable to provide sufficient bandwidth to effectively meet public demand for free Internet services.  The major factors at play appear to be the limited bandwidth capacity of many libraries and the affordability of additional bandwidth in the context of library budgets.

(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

Smart Communities

Public libraries are likely to play an important ongoing role as information/knowledge centres for local communities and as key contributors to local community development and capacity building.  This role might be further enhanced by libraries increased provision of information and services online however, this is contingent on libraries’ connectivity.

The extent to which libraries are active contributors to the formation of ‘smart’ communities (whether geographic or communities of interest) will increasingly rely on their capacity to digitalise existing content they hold (catalogues, database, cultural heritage resources) and provide access to this and their other services online.  

This is likely to be especially so for libraries catering for the university and research sectors but also for public libraries, given their extensive use by students.  While major libraries such as the National Library and State Libraries have devoted significant resources to developing their online presence, smaller libraries generally have only notional presence i.e a simple website, that offers basic information on library services but provides no online library services or content.  Local public libraries however are a rich source of local knowledge and heritage, very little of which is digitalised.   

Information Literacy

NOIE is working with the Australian Library Information Association (ALIA) and the National Library of Australia (NLA) on the Information Literacy Project, which is exploring the need for a business case and strategic framework for a broad based national coalition and advocacy strategy to, inter alia:

· Promote and advance the integration of information literacy into community, business, public library, school and tertiary education programs, including identifying existing networks and projects for this purpose; and

· Ensure and awareness of information literacy for lifelong learning.

Information literacy can be best defined as a set of competencies that provide the ability to identify what information is needed and the ability to locate, evaluate and use information in solving problems and in forming ideas etc.    This clearly relates to the public’s knowledge and skill in using library resources but also people’s ability to make effective use of the information resources of government, business and community organisations. 

NOIE’s particular interest in this project is from the perspective that information literacy has an important role to play in ensuring citizen and consumer access to, and the effective use of, electronic (online) information and online services.   

People are facing similar information literacy challenges in seeking to negotiate the information intensive activities which are now a defining feature of the Information Economy, whether at work, in education, at home, as a consumer or as a citizen or client dealing with government agencies. 

This is echoed in the Governments’ 1999 A Strategic Framework for the Information Economy: 

“One of the most daunting aspects of the Internet is the sheer volume of material it carries.  Along with the problems in locating information that is useful or relevant, there may be difficulties in verifying the authenticity or currency of the information.  This is of particular concern in relation to information on medical treatments, for example.  It may be that people start to make more use of professional information brokerage services, or ‘single entry point’ gateways and web-rings.  Public libraries have traditionally performed this type of intermediary role – consideration needs to be given to a greater expansion of this role in the online environment."  (p. 9)

While electronic or online information is merely one medium amongst many (ie print, broadcasting), it has become ubiquitous over a comparatively short period.  It has revolutionised the distribution of information both for institutions and for the individuals. The new medium however poses some new challenges for seekers of information in how to effectively locate information online on the world wide web (W3).  

The advent of online search engines and acquiring the knowledge and skills to deploy them effectively has become a significant issue.  Similarly, some understanding of the basic structure and operation of the W3 is generally an essential part of effective navigating and searching for information.  However people also require new knowledge and skills to be able to effectively manipulate the medium (ie mouse and keyboard) in order to access the information can deliver.   Without this basic knowledge and skills the mass of information held electronically is locked away and inaccessible.   

Even with the basic knowledge and skills to use the technology and navigate and search the Web, more seriously focused searching for information (ie for formal study, research or business purposes) is likely to require assistance.  Public, university and specialist research libraries are likely to play a major role in providing advice and expertise in this area. 

(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

Infrastructure was identified as a key priority for action in the First Progress Report on the Government’s Strategic Framework for the Information Economy: (July 1999) under Strategic Priority 2: Deliver the skills and education Australians need to participate in the Information Economy:

“Infrastructure – access to advanced information technology and telecommunications infrastructure including high bandwidth at an affordable price and reliable sustainable infrastructure support services within education, training and research institutions and libraries.” 

Bandwidth capacity is likely to be a major issue for libraries both now and into the future as the expectations and demands of library users become increasingly sophisticated in terms of their access to online information and services.  Public Internet access via narrowband connections will not enable users to access content and applications involving large files, photos, graphics, video, online courses, games etc.  

While narrowband home Internet access is becoming prevalent in Australia (57% at April 2002), access to broadband Internet remains at low levels (an estimated 6% accessing the Internet at home did so at high speeds), and may be beyond the reach of many Australians for some time to come.  

Public libraries, as well as other public (community) organisations, are therefore likely to play an important role in the provision of public access to online information and services into the future.  The challenge for the library sector and for State and Local Government funding agencies will be respond to future demands and acquire the necessary bandwidth at an affordable price.

(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

In June 1997 the Commonwealth Government provided $2 million in grant funding under the Online Public Access Initiative (OPAI) for 24 projects to enhance public access to online technologies in public libraries and similar institutions in a wide cross section of communities around Australia.  While many projects enhanced regional and rural online access, others focused on providing public access to special groups, such as people with disabilities, including the blind, Indigenous people, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, the aged, women and the unemployed.

The Government’s Networking the Nation program has also funded some major online projects in the library sector, including establishing a significant number of public Internet access points in libraries as a means of ensuring that all Australians have access to online services:

· Victorian Rural Libraries Online: $3.48 million provided to ensure the delivery of online information and Internet services and activities to the communities of rural Victoria through developing network connectivity to all branch libraries within rural and regional Victoria. It also aims to provide local call access for all Victorian regional and rural libraries, and to increase connectivity for public access to these libraries.

· Queensland Local Government Building Community Capacity: $1.71 million provided to improve library Internet access by replacing and enhancing early model computers at libraries serving communities in 72 rural and remote shires. It will also provide libraries with specialised equipment and software to enhance access to individuals living outside the major Queensland population centres with certain sight, learning and physical disabilities.

· Regional Internet Access Project: $1.50 million to provide free and public access to the Internet throughout South Australia at 91 public libraries, 12 regional development boards and for some remote communities. From these sites, communities will be able to access online services and information. Funding is also provided for the acquisition and installation of up to three computers and ancillary equipment and fittings tailored to the needs of each location. 


