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1.
BACKGROUND

Access to information is essential for national success in the global knowledge economy.  Australia has more than 1,500 public libraries, seven ‘state’ libraries and the National Library, working together to provide infrastructure, a skilled workforce and accessible networks to ensure all Australians have access to the knowledge and online economy.  Thus, public libraries are strategically placed to provide online public information.  Furthermore, public libraries provide the key network to address, and prevent, the gap between the ‘information-rich” and the ‘information poor’.

Research indicates that libraries enjoy a higher level of support, a more sustained and frequent usage rate, and a broader client base than any other public cultural institution in Australia. (2020 Vision: Towards the Libraries of the Future, Cultural Ministers’ Council, 1996)  There is an urgent need for national policy makers to recognise and acknowledge the depth of use of public libraries and the extent of their delivery of online services.  

Public libraries are in a unique position in providing global information at the local level.  However, the cost of providing infrastructure, skilled staff and telecommunications needs to be addressed at both the State and National levels.  In New South Wales, local government provides ninety percent of public library funding.  The Commonwealth does not provide any direct funding – even though free access to information is in the interest of a democratic society.  

The economic impacts of providing online services are varied and complex.  Libraries are facing immense increases in budget requirements for the necessary equipment to provide access to online and networked services.  Another cost, which is less obvious, is the increasing demand on librarians to develop and evaluate resources available in electronic formats for their clientele, often without a corresponding increase in staffing levels.  Added to the cost of computers, printers, scanners, and associated cabling is the considerable cost in providing the physical space in which to provide workstations.  Equipment is expensive to install and maintain, and the cost of upgrading and replacing must be anticipated, as the rate of technological change is increasingly rapid.  Ensuring telecommunication services provide fast and responsive access to online services is also imperative and costly.  Access to satellite services is essential for remote communities and mobile information services.  The benefits to the development of a knowledgeable Australian citizenry must be borne by all levels of government. 

Added to this is the cost of purchasing online databases and retrieving items once located.  Many reputable information sources are increasingly becoming ‘privatised’ which restricts access to many members of the community.  The costs associated with accessing items from other libraries, government organisations, etc and the cost of printing and photocopying can become prohibitive especially in remote and rural areas where access is reliant on Australia Post charges.   

2.
WINGECARRIBEE PUBLIC LIBRARY ONLINE PROFILE

Wingecarribee Shire Council is located in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales with a residential population of 40,000. The Library service comprises 3 libraries, located in the town centres of Bowral, Mittagong and Moss Vale, and a Mobile Library that services the smaller villages and outlying areas.  Public internet usage for 2001/2002 was over 17,000 internet hours.

At present the Library provides public access to the Internet through 19 dedicated personal computers. These are distributed throughout the service as follows:

· Bowral Central Library 13

· Mittagong Branch Library 3

· Moss Vale Branch Library 3

Note: at present the Mobile Library is not equipped for Internet access. An evaluation of suitable cost efficient technologies is being investigated.  Satellite linkages appear to be the only satisfactory solution although cost may be prohibitive. 

The current Internet Service Provider (ISP) for the Shire Libraries Is NSW.net – an initiative of the NSW State Government’s Connect.NSW strategy and administered by the State Library of NSW. NSW.net is an equitable method for allowing Regional Libraries full participation in the online environment.

In addition to Internet access the libraries provide access to a number of online databases:

· Health and Wellness Resource Center

· Proquest

· Australian Public Affairs Full Text (APAFT)

· Austlii Legal Databases

· Sydney Morning Herald Index

· World Book Encyclopedia Online

· Community Service Directory

The future for the online environment at the Wingecarribee Libraries is centered around the development of a dedicated Library Home Page. This page will serve to inform the public of Library opening hours, phone numbers, addresses etc. It will also be used to inform the public of the services available at the Libraries. In effect it will provide a 24/7 service to the residents of the Shire when linked with the State Library of NSW new initiative askNOW@YOUR LIBRARY: online answers to online questions.

Further to this the Library is undertaking the creation of what will be a Virtual Branch Library which will be accessed from the Library Home Page. Staff will locate, evaluate and organize Internet sites into what are effectively subject guides will create this Library. For example:

· Homework help

· Reference – almanacs, dictionaries, encyclopedias etc.

· Health

· Agriculture

· Kids Stuff

Additionally the Virtual Branch Library will feature:

· tutorials on how to search the Internet effectively

· a selection of recommended search engines (including kid safe search engines)

· a link to the local Historical Society

· a site-specific search engine

In conjunction, the Library Home Page and Virtual Branch Library will provide the public with increased access to materials held at the Library, relevant Internet sites and access to online databases both within the Library and from remote locations.

Public libraries are well placed to meet the changing information needs of Australians including online provision.  It is essential, however, for both the Commonwealth and State governments to support the development of these services through the provision of funding.  Local government cannot shoulder the continuing costs of libraries and online service provision when the benefit of such services reaches far beyond the immediate local government area to benefit the larger Australian society.
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