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Introduction

The Cambridge Library Service supports a population of 24,000 residents and ratepayers within its municipality. The Town of Cambridge itself is a relatively new local government, being established in July 1994 as a result of a restructure of the City of Perth. It is primarily a residential local government, but has some significant commercial/business areas with the principal industries of the locality being hospital and medical facilities, commercial, retail and light manufacturing.  It is also in close proximity to the central business district of Perth. 

The Cambridge Library Service has a strategic position within the Town as it is conveniently located at the main shopping centre for the municipality and as such is an extremely popular and well used service by residents as well as non residents from nearby suburbs. Cambridge Library has a membership of over 14,000 people, issues a quarter of a million items annually and sits in the top 10% of Perth metropolitan libraries in terms of its usage statistics.  
The library service has also recently moved into a new building, with one of its identified strategies being to develop a state of the art facility to meet the needs and expectations of the clientele using library services in the area.  

We are extremely interested in the Senate Inquiry as the Cambridge Library Service is actively committed to providing online services, as demonstrated with our recent building project. Providing information in electronic formats, networking with other libraries, and enabling access to the Internet for our customers are all expected outcomes for all public libraries today.  

Current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online

The explosion in the growth and use of information technology to acquire and distribute information has led to changes in the way we work, the way we study, the careers we seek and the ways we spend our leisure time.  Information skills are necessary for everyone from children to job seekers, those in paid work and those retired from the workforce. 

It is not enough to be literate, we must be information literate and libraries have an obligation as part of their core service to the community to assist people to develop these skills to ensure continued equitable access to information.  

What we need to remember is that having access to a PC doesn’t necessarily mean you can find information on it.  For instance many children using our IT facilities just play games on them.  People need to have the skills to be able to find information on the Internet that can help them with a problem or issue and evaluate it.   Therefore, libraries have a dual role here; to provide access but also to provide the skills in which to be able to retrieve and disseminate information.

Keeping abreast of the changing nature of information and user needs in the electronic environment is a key role of libraries today to provide equitable access to information and also to remain relevant in our rapidly changing world.

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

Financial support provided by the State Government is severely restricted. Consequently, libraries in WA are limited in their ability to provide online resources that meet the needs and expectations of their communities.

Local government public libraries operate under a partnership agreement between the State Government and Local Government.   The State Government, through the State Library of Western Australia, provides bookstock for 238 public libraries around the state.  Individual local government authorities are responsible for staffing and infrastructure of these libraries.  

Funding levels from the State Government have remained unchanged for several years and as a result, libraries are receiving less and less for the dollar amount received.  Current turnover rates of bookstock (includes online resources in this term) is 7-8% in most libraries around WA.  This turnover rate has been in steady decline for the past twenty years (in 1977 turnover was around 15%, in 1990 it was 10% and in 2001 it sits at 7%) and as a result, many libraries are struggling to provide a relevant bookstock, let alone provide new resources in an online format. 

There are some libraries in WA that are striving to adapt to the changing format of information.  But only when local government authorities are in the position to provide financial subsidies to develop these new services, which of course creates an uneven distribution of digital technology across the state public library system.  

For instance, the Town of Cambridge has responded to the demand for enhanced Internet services, recently investing over $100,000 dollars in IT equipment and networking architecture as part of the library development project.  Through this, the public have seen a 170% increase in the availability on PCs in the past year for word processing and Internet searching as well as the more traditional use of searching the library’s catalogue.  Further staff have been employed that are dedicated to the management of IT services in the library and to provide inhouse training to people in the community needing to develop their IT skills (word processing, e-mail and Internet). 

However, whilst the Town of Cambridge has made a considerable investment into the future of online services, we are among just a handful of public libraries in the Perth metropolitan area that have been able to do so.  There may be council support for these initiatives but in many, many cases, financial resources are quite simply not available or are competing with other priorities within local government authorities, particularly in regional and rural Australia.

At present there are no consortia arrangements at the WA public library level to facilitate the purchasing of online resources such as databases although this is currently being investigated.  

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 online resources

There needs to be a national strategy for the provision of online services to the Australian community with the goal of providing high quality resources that can be accessible from any public library, easily navigated and cross searchable by subject, data type and computer software.  

However, such a strategy would require financial backing from Federal and State Governments because libraries are already under pressure to deliver existing services with shrinking resources.   

Areas worthy of consideration in the development of a national strategy include:

· Effective education and training of staff

· Effective education and training of the public – of all generations

· Provision of adaptive technologies for the disabled so they are not deprived of access to information in this format

· Determining what areas of online technology needs to be developed (e-book, primary data, learning material, images, journals etc)

· Determining what online information is actually relevant to communities

· Determining where online services will provide the most benefit (eg: remote locations, minority groups)

· Utilisation of the skills of the librarian in developing organised web based resources. 

· Development of online services that assess the quality and accuracy of web information

· Linking public library online networks to school, university and academic libraries around Australia

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

There are over 1600 public libraries located around Australia that are well placed to provide online services to most Australians.   They are extremely well patronised with both membership and visitor statistics increasing every year, they have a wide range of opening hours, have developed infrastructure and staff trained in the delivery of information.  They are also institutions that support the principles of accessibility and freedom of information.  All of which supports the position that public libraries are the ideal community facility to provide online services and thereby facilitate the development of the ‘knowledge nation’.    

However, it must be noted that there are difficulties with this agenda.  Unfortunately, most of these are cost driven.  If we are seeking ubiquitous access across Australia, telecommunications, hardware and software costs need to become more affordable.  

Another issue that must be taken into account is that the new technology is also creating new and unprecedented demands on staff in terms of both their time and skill sets.  Library staff are troubleshooting IT problems, creating and maintaining web pages, offering training courses in a new medium, negotiating license fees and contracts, administrating a PC environment and learning how to use a wide array of different technology and equipment.  The search for information is now more complex with the Internet, online databases and the immediacy of information from around the world.  All of which is in addition to the traditional services that continue to be offered by the public library.

The roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary information resource in the online environment

In Denmark, the Danish Government granted 27 million euro dollars towards Denmark’s Electronic Library Project.  In the United Kingdom, the British government has contributed $50 million pounds towards the development of digital content online through the public library network.  In Singapore, the contribution towards developing an educated society was $1 billion Singapore dollars over an eight year period to 'fuel creativity, inspire the imagination and help develop Singapore into a learning nation'.  These are just some examples of the level of contribution being made by governments towards public library systems and the development of online technology services. 

Governments around the world are acknowledging that they have a responsibility for creating an informed society and that it is via the Internet that this will happen.  In Australia, it has not happened as yet and needs to do so if we wish to remain competitive at the international level in terms of education, research and literacy as well as developing a ‘knowledge economy’.

Most public libraries have a website, provide community Internet access and are moving towards a broader range of online services (reference queries for example) where possible. However, to create a digitally literate, online society, there needs to be a much greater effort at the Federal level.  To facilitate this, a national policy, a well formulated strategy for the implementation of accessible digital technology and its infrastructure throughout Australia and backed by substantial funding from the Federal and State Governments would be essential requirements.
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