The ABC welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Committee’s inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment.

The ABC responses to the Committee’s Terms of Reference are made in the context of the ABC as a user of library and information services in the online environment, and as a generator of in-house information, primarily for in-house clients.

The ABC Libraries are of increasing interest and value to the broader community. 

There is increasing demand for public access to the information held in government libraries and archives held in organisations such as the ABC. 

Background

The ABC is currently merging together its libraries and archives into a new structure within the Archives and Library Services department. A new collocated department is being planned as part of the new ABC facilities being built in Ultimo. This will incorporate Radio, Television and New Media archive services as well as the organisation’s corporate archive (known as Document Archives). The sound/music and reference library services will form a key part of the new collocated service. In addition to the Sydney libraries and archives, the ABC has a television archive and a sound library in each capital city.

The reference library service, which has operated for many years within the ABC, is a standard corporate library service, holding a small to medium sized collection of print resources required for in-house reference to support production and other corporate activities. The reference library service is increasingly dependent on the wider network of information services, particularly those available online, to service the needs of its producers and journalists.

The ABC requires information from a very broad range of subscription services, both print and on-line. The library seeks to maximise its on-line subscriptions while maintaining costs so that it can more easily service its clientele who are based in ABC offices around Australia and overseas through desktop services. Public information available through the internet is a key resource for development of accurate, timely, balanced and relevant content for ABC audiences.

The ABC archives and music collections are catalogued and managed using in-house databases to service the needs of ABC content developers and broadcasters. These databases are becoming of increasing interest to researchers outside the ABC and to the general public. 

The ABC provides below information relating to the Committee’s Terms of Reference.

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

ABC uses and generates public information. In carrying out its role as the national broadcaster, the ABC is both dependent on comprehensive, timely, accurate and up-to-date information services and, in turn, generates information of interest to the Australian public and the research community. 

There is an increasing expectation for information services to be accessed at the desktop.

There is a growing interest by the public, including tertiary students, academics and researchers in general, to have access to the ABC’s in-house databases. The television and radio archive databases hold over 600,000 records representing a significant record of news and current affairs stories and other material that has been broadcast to Australian audiences. The music library database holds over 250,000 records of commercial music recordings used over the years on ABC radio broadcasts. Researchers in media studies, performing arts, and Australian social history generally see the potential value of access to this information. With the development of the on-line research environment, there is an expectation that this kind of information should be readily accessible by the public. 

It is important that government online resources (databases of journals, reports etc), have user-friendly interfaces designed for desk-top access by the general public, and that, in particular, Kinetica be made available to end-users rather than just to librarians. 

There is increasing demand for public access to the information held in government libraries and archives such as the ABC’s.  For this expectation to be met, special strategies and funding would need to be put in place to allow for the development of web access to in-house databases. 

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

Libraries in the private and public sector are responding to user needs for desk-top access by selecting relevant content with user-friendly services for corporate subscriptions and designing web interfaces to resources and services for their clients. 

There is an expectation that the ABC’s library databases can be made available on-line for public access. This is not possible without special-purpose funding. 

TOR (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; 

Public access to in-house information systems

The ABC is a generator of information. The ABC’s primary role is to produce and broadcast content through radio, television and online. However, it also produces in-house databases to support these primary functions of content production and broadcasting.  The databases and other information held by ABC Archives & Library Services (including detailed records of selected news stories and other content broadcast each day), is of interest to the Australian public, including the university and research community who are expressing an increasing demand to access this information. 

On-line access is the most logical way to provide this information, however it requires the development of infrastructure to allow for external access to databases that are designed primarily for in-house use. As the provision of this information to other libraries and to the public is not a primary function of the ABC, the development of the technology infrastructure and the design of interfaces for external access to this data is not a priority. Funding for the ABC’s core activities of on-air broadcasting and publishing will always take priority.

Public access to the ABC’s in-house information will not happen without specifically targeted funding. It is important to note that indexing and cataloguing information developed prior to the 1980’s is still on microfiche and card-files which can only be accessed manually by in-house staff.  The ABC’s role in Australia’s social history is of increasing interest to students and the research community. However, the ability of ABC Archives & Library Services to cater for this need is extremely restricted as funding and staffing resources must be focussed on on-air broadcasting priorities.

Access by corporate public sector libraries to information networks

Corporate libraries, such as the ABC’s reference library, need access to information services. Increasingly these services need to be delivered to its user group (ABC journalists, researchers and producers) via desktop services. Government-funded information services available on-line need further development, eg:  

· The National Library’s database Kinetica is a key point of access to the holdings of published information held in Australian libraries. However it does not yet provide end-user access with a user-friendly research interface for desktop access.  It is currently designed for use only by librarians.

· The Parliamentary Hansard is an essential tool for communicating government debate; Hansard on-line brings this to the desk-top in public and private organisations and to the home, yet the interface does not allow for easy searches to the content – this limits its capacity to be used by the public.

· AusInfo is the government information access network. Access is straightforward if the exact title of a particular report is known. For many users, who would not be familiar with the title but are interested in the content, access to specific government reports is difficult. The search engine is very basic – emphasis appears to be given to telephone enquiries. This does not support the browse aspects of research. Furthermore, only current reports are available; retrospective reports which form important background/research information and are particularly useful for covering news and current affairs stories, are not. 

TOR (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;

The role of libraries in both public and private sector organisations is to play a key role in providing users with advice about information resources, including those available through the web. With the increase of web access, the role of libraries and librarians is increasingly to provide an informed hub, a centre of expertise, to assist individuals to select and use information resources relevant to their needs.  If the appropriate use of information is key to an informed society, then role of libraries and information professionals in providing expertise needs to be supported in both the public and private sector.

There is a need for government to take an active role in ensuring the accessibility of [its] Commonwealth web-published and on-line information. Libraries in both the public and private sector need to be consulted about content and about end-user designed search interfaces, to ensure that public information is comprehensively available and that access to this information is maximised. Compulsory metadata standards for government web sites provide a step in the right direction, however, appropriate subject thesauri need also to be developed.

The development of standard thesaurus terms is a significant undertaking; it needs targeted funding and it needs to be developed by the information community. Such development must be based on consultation with a very broad range of government organisations active in web publishing, as well as libraries and information professionals. These groups have direct contact and knowledge of users and users’ information seeking patterns, and problems they encounter across the full range of information resources. 

The provision of special-purpose funding would support development of services. It is important that there be cooperative approach across national, state and local government for on-line information provision.  Libraries, information professionals and end-users should be consulted in the design of interfaces. Further development of metadata standards – and in particular subject/content related thesauri – is required.

TOR (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.

Libraries in both public and private sector organisations continue to play a key role in providing users with advice about information resources, including those available through the web. With the increase of web access the role of libraries and librarians is increasingly to provide an informed information hub and a centre of expertise, to assist individuals to select and use information resources relevant to their needs.  If the appropriate use of information is key to an informed society – the role of libraries and information professionals in providing expertise needs to be supported in both the public and private sector. Many librarians are now experts in web site design, database design, online cataloguing, metadata, and knowledge management. 

It is suggested that Government/corporate sectors take advantage of these skills if they are to succeed in making effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.

It is suggested that where government-funded corporate libraries have information that is in demand by the public, and where this task falls outside the organisation’s primary role, such libraries should be able to access special purpose government funding to develop online services to serve the public as well as internal users. 
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