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16 August 2002

Secretary, 

Senate ECITA References Committee, 

Parliament House, 

Canberra ACT 2600.

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.

The Council of Australian University Librarians is pleased to offer the following submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee to assist in its Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.

The submission reflects the perspective of university libraries, which have a primary responsibility to serve the functions of higher education, both research and teaching.

The submission will cover:

· The nature of public information in a knowledge economy.

· The factors that are important if all Australians are to be able to access information online.

· The role of public libraries, and the rather different but equally important role of university libraries, and the factors impeding both from serving the national interest as well as they might.

The Nature Of Public Information In A Knowledge Economy

Public information may be narrowly defined as information produced with public monies by government or its authorities for the use or enlightenment of the community.  Fortunately most governments in advanced economies fairly quickly understood that the world wide web provided the perfect environment for bringing information to their citizens quickly and relatively cheaply.  The amount of information published by governments on the web is now extensive.  Most departments and instrumentalities now have a web site, and the immediate availability online of reports, for example, has been an immense advance.

Equally if not more valuable in economic terms are the various information services that serve agriculture, industry and the professions.  These include for example meteorological information for farmers, demographic and economic information for business planners, and medical information for health professionals.

“Two challenges remain in making all this information accessible.”

Two challenges remain in making all this information accessible.  One is infrastructure (connectivity), the other is useability.  The latter includes design and skills issues.  Impediments to accessibility will be discussed further below.

A broader definition of public information is ‘information in the public domain’.  For libraries, this has equated with information that has been published, and is therefore available for purchase by libraries and consultation by their users.  Of course no library collected all published information, though national and state libraries had a comprehensive mandate within their jurisdictions.  

Otherwise library collections reflected their own different missions.  These changed over time.  The mission of public libraries in the nineteenth century was seen as self- improvement, a sober alternative to the gin palace or a vehicle for self-education of the working class.  In the twentieth century as universal access to education was extended, and publishers like Allen Lane made books more affordable, the mission of the public library changed so that after the Second World War the collections of most public libraries were dominated by children’s literature and recreational reading, with minimal reference sections.  

“[Public libraries] are the logical community facilities for access to, and advice on, information provided online.”

In the twenty-first century it seems likely that public libraries will again be expected to support self-improvement through lifelong learning, particularly that which does not take place within formal higher education courses.  As well they are the logical community facilities for access to and advice on information provided online.  Their importance to the development of a knowledge society cannot be overstated.

The mission of university libraries also changed over time.  There is a much greater emphasis now on assistance to undergraduates, and the provision of information skills to make them independent learners.  As well there is a growing expectation and preference by users for information delivered online to the desktop, whether the student is studying on-campus or not.

“… some of the consequences of this [technology] evolution are narrowing the scope of information that can be made available online to the public.”

Technology has been a major facilitator of these changes, which to the extent that they lead to a more educated and informed society must be for the better.  However technology is also the indispensable factor in the evolution of what is known as the information or knowledge economy, and some of the consequences of this evolution are narrowing the scope of information that can be made available online to the public.

Briefly, the basic premise of a knowledge economy is that knowledge (information) has value.  Of course this has always been the case.  Communication technologies have however provided a global market where information can become a commodity.  Prices can be placed on the value of any particular information, and using the technology to limit access to information allows the information owners or vendors to segment the market and charge according to what a market segment will bear.  As long as information has any potential for financial return to the owner, it remains in their interest to limit access to it.

The most extreme example of this market and price segmentation are the online stock trade services.  Real time information about transactions on the stock market attracts a very high price from brokers and financial institutions.  The value of the same information fifteen minutes later is a fraction of its real-time price, and by the close of business it is made available for mass distribution in daily newspapers.

To a lesser extent the same phenomenon can be observed as commercial publications move online, whether they be popular magazines, academic journals or electronic books.  Access is available only to those who have paid the price, or who are members of a community of users whose library has paid for them to have access.  In the latter case the licence binding on the library will limit access to an identified community, and perhaps to others who can visit the physical library and any public workstations it offers.  

“… publication of information online does not mean it is all available to anyone with a computer and internet access.”

Of course libraries have always paid for their resources, and in Australia both public and university libraries have usually made those resources available to anyone who can walk in and use them.  What is not sometimes appreciated is that the publication of information online does not mean it is all available to anyone with a computer and internet access.

Governments are bound by intellectual property laws, and beyond ensuring that those laws strike a reasonable balance between public and private interest there is little they can do without affecting the basis of the knowledge economy itself.  However the consequences of the development of the online information market are particularly relevant to paragraphs (b), (c) and (d) of the Committee’s terms of reference.  

Accessibility:  The Roles Of Governments And Libraries

There are three aspects to accessibility:  the physical capacity of the network, the design of information delivered over the network (is it easy to use) and the skills of the user (do they understand the information environment, are they competent in the use of the hardware and software).

Bandwidth

Some of the heaviest use of online information takes place on university campuses.  This is not just because there are rich resources provided, it is also because campus networks are relatively fast, and internet traffic comes into them over the high speed dedicated AARNet network.  Once a user moves off-campus they are usually at the mercy of the public infrastructure.  Response and download times decline dramatically, particularly in the regions.

The relationship between bandwidth and the effectiveness of online information provision is well understood, and there is little need to reiterate here the importance of upgrading communications networks to all Australians.  The services potentially available, including education and health services, will be restricted in their reach unless network bandwidth is adequate.

Useability

Our understanding of the principles of good design for the web continues to improve.  Here design refers not just to the layout and look of web pages, but the structure of information so that users can most conveniently find what they need.  Also improving, but with a long way to go yet, are search, retrieve and display systems that deliver information that most closely matches a user’s need without supplying a lot of related but unwanted information.  Useability is particularly important if the user is connecting from home, or somewhere else where assistance is not at hand.  It is also important that online information resources are designed to be accessible to the disabled, in accordance with relevant standards.  

The useability of government (and university) web sites will improve as the science or art of designing rich online information environments advances.

Skills and competencies

Many public libraries have already taken up the challenge of teaching basic internet skills to members of their communities.  Their ability to do this however depends on the adequacy of their own infrastructure and the expertise of their staff, and most would say that neither is as good as it needs to be if the potential of the internet for the provision of information to the public is to be realised.  

University students should have most of the relevant skills, or will most likely acquire them in the course of their education.  Most universities now count information literacy and the acquisition of the skills required for lifelong learning as among the competencies to be expected in their graduates.  This competence includes the ability to know where and how to find and use information. However, if  the wider public is to gain such competencies, there needs to be a similar more concerted effort to develop and fund appropriate training in information literacy.

Public And University Libraries – Complementary Servants Of The National Interest

From an historical perspective, public libraries are a more recent phenomenon than university libraries, but in modern western countries they have for more than a century played a crucial role in the development of an educated, informed citizenry.  Good public libraries are very popular community facilities, and while many people visit them for recreational purposes, they also expect access to reference services, and assistance in finding information they need for business or study purposes.  

If a government believes that the same access to information that public libraries provided in the print era should be provided in the digital era, the public library network is the obvious place for the investment that will make that happen. A number of governments overseas (for example, in Scandinavia and the United States) that have decided to be pro-active in bringing their societies into the online knowledge era have already recognised this and made significant investments in networks and online resources for public libraries. After a period of decline for public libraries in Britain, they have now been identified as key players in the online agendas of the national and local governments.

In Australia the three levels of government, with public libraries dependent on political and financial support from the lowest level of government, mean that involving them in a national program is not simple.  A national government could however take the initiative to develop standards of online information access and provision that every Australian should be able to expect, and explore with state governments the provision of grants to bring the online capabilities of public libraries up to standard, especially in regional areas.

“… all Australians registered with any library can …  access the resources of all libraries supported by the public purse.”

An efficient national interlibrary loan system enables university libraries to complement the resources of public and other libraries by providing access to the more specialised materials they hold that support research and teaching programs.  The National Library of Australia in Canberra plays a crucial role in national resource sharing.  Theoretically and in general this means that all Australians registered with any library can, at the cost of a little time and effort, access the resources of all libraries supported by the public purse.  

One might expect the advent of online technologies to have been of great benefit to library resource sharing systems.  It is true that the mechanics of the system work much more quickly and efficiently.  Catalogues are online, requests are emailed, and scanned copies of articles can be returned by email.  However the increasing costs of commercially published information, and the commodification of the industry as explained above, mean that the proportion of published knowledge available to Australians is declining.

The consequences are most severe in academic libraries.  Academics do not publish their research for profit.  The ethic of scholarly communication is the free sharing of knowledge.  Their reward is recognition by their peers and the career advancement that follows.

While the creators of new knowledge are not financially rewarded, commercial publishers have been able to make a very profitable business as the middlemen in the trade.  They have become accustomed to very high profit margins, and they seek to maintain those while investing in new technologies to deliver their content online.  The result is increasing journal prices, way beyond inflation, and way beyond the capacity of libraries to pay.

The consequence of this situation (overly simplified in the explanation above) is that a smaller proportion of the world’s new knowledge is coming into Australia.  This is a matter of particular concern to university libraries.  The online environment however imposes other limitations on access to knowledge, whether we consider the specialised academic market, or the journal literature of more interest to the general public.

“Any vision of sharing online journals among libraries and their users will founder on these provisions.”

Some online journals are free but most established ones are available by licensed subscription either from publishers or from aggregators who offer a suite of titles and an associated platform.  In either case they are concerned to protect their intellectual property, so licence provisions mandate secure networks and limit access to authorised users.  Any vision of sharing online journals among libraries and their users will founder on these provisions.

Some governments overseas (notably in Finland and certain US states) have entered into contracts with online publishers that provide access to all residents in their jurisdiction.  In Australia a recent press release from the Federal Minister for Health and Aging announced that all Australians will have access to the Cochrane Library (of medical information) through a national subscription, but this is the first such initiative in this country.  

Within academia, a number of initiatives have been launched to develop alternative online systems for the communication of scholarly papers, systems that retain quality control mechanisms but allow faster and much less expensive access to the literature of academic research.  This will require a change in behaviour by the authors and readers of articles, and is not likely to be achieved easily or quickly.  However research funding policies have been shown to have an influence on academic publishing behaviour and could be used to encourage change.

Operation Of The Broadcasting Services Amendment Act (Online Services) 1999

Some mention should be made of the implications of this legislation on online services in libraries.

This amendment sought to protect minors from content on the Internet that was considered undesirable.  Minors are defined in the Act as persons under 18.  As most school leavers are under 18 when they begin higher education the legislation has placed the universities in a difficult position.  

Universities have policies about the proper use of their networks.  Such policies prohibit the use of university facilities, including networks, for illegal activity. However, short of excluding students under 18 from accessing the internet via their networks, there is little they can do to ensure that they are not in technical breach of the Act.  The AVCC has had negotiations with the department and the appropriate regulatory authority seeking an exemption from the operation of the Act in relation to members of their immediate circle of students and staff, but so far the matter has not been resolved.

A potential implication of this is that all access to members of the public will be prohibited, a simpler approach than creating policies and processes which limit access to only those members of the public who are 18 or over.  For libraries which have been accustomed to providing access to their resources to members of the public who walk in off the street, this results in a reduced level of service.

Public libraries (especially in the US) have also found that such legislation makes the operation of online services more difficult. 

Conclusion.

Information is a valuable, if not essential, commodity for citizen, business person and student.

Access to that information, and the skill to find and select valid and relevant information are essential to the economic and social well-being of the nation.

Libraries, particularly public libraries, are well-placed to provide appropriate access and skills training to the community.

There is a vast amount of information freely available online, but much of the high quality scholarly and business information is expensive, with access limited to a defined community of users.

The provision of consistent levels of resources and services across the nation may be improved by cooperation between different levels of government with responsibility for funding and across multiple areas of government with responsibility for education, cultural services, information technology and communication, industry and the law.
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