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The Senate has referred the above matter to the Committee for inquiry and report by the last sitting day in March 2003. The terms of reference are:

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

Introduction

Australian Health and Medical Libraries have, since the 1970's been involved in the provision of networked online information for research, patient care, professional development and consumer health. Many of the issues raised by this inquiry have been addressed in a variety of local and international forums in recent years.

Through the work of health librarians working in partnership with clinicians, health informatics groups, health practitioners and administrators we have inherited a rich infrastructure of health information resources and services. Health Libraries are often at the cutting edge of new information initiatives given their ongoing involvement with the fast-changing technology of clinical and research medicine. 

An outline of this role is provided by the Medical Libraries Association (USA) at

http://www.mlanet.org/government/positions/nii.html#1


Information for Patients and Consumers

A central role for consumer information in the USA is played by the publicly funded National Library of Medicine through its Medline Plus Consumer Health website. There is no equivalent in Australia.

There has been concern expressed about the inadequacy or lack of health information available to patients. (1) It is felt that physicians should provide information to patients at the time of contact, but various reasons have been adduced for the failure of this to happen - lack of physician education, reticence of patients, lack of information in a form accessible to patients.(3,4) Significant adverse outcomes occur as a result of these deficiencies (4) though costing of such inadequacies is only speculative. (Ian, can you add the citations at the end? JH)

In the United States, well funded attempts have been successful (5) and the role of the librarian was central as an organiser and identifier of information sources.

There have been attempts at times to establish hospital based patient information services in Australia - six of these have been described in the literature. (2)

Creative Networking

Health libraries are well placed to identify and organise material for such a service as they provide information on a daily basis to consumers. There are many examples of leadership by libraries, especially in the academic and health fields.


Examples of this creative networking are: the Australian Medline Network (1979-93),  HealthNet (1978-92) , GRATIS Interlibrary Loan  Cooperative Network (1982-) HEAPS, HealthWiz, HealthROM, CIAP (NSW Clinical Information Access Program) and similar portals in other states, HealthInsite (the Federal Department of Health's consumer health portal).

Health libraries are attempting to reconcile the demands of both print and digital information resources. We are concerned about ‘the knowledge that is lost in information’ and the need to preserve the human interface. The difficulty that many end users have in accessing even the most basic of health information is a cause for concern. This is not usually caused by the lack of user friendly interfaces but by the sheer diversity of information formats and presentation methods. Most user software is not designed specifically for the content of a source of information. Frequently sources need to be interpreted.

Each new medium, it is claimed, will eclipse the earlier ones, but coexistence more generally occurs. The problems  of delivering information from libraries in general is reflected in the issues that health libraries encounter in facilitating access to information for clinicians, health professionals and their clients. 

It is often heard that it soon all will be online. 

 In our view there are no quick online fixes to provide us with an informed society. 
(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online;

Libraries and Consumer Health Information 


The NSW State Library’s Health Information Centre initiative has offered an excellent public resource and the Federal Health Department's HealthInsite portal provides a quality online source for consumers.

There is an impediment to the provision of information in that computer screens are difficult to use, being at the present time much more useful for consulting material rather than reading for a protracted period.(6) The nature of the material made available online should reflect this situation. Long text items will probably not be read. Online textbooks have been found in CIAP user statistical survey to be consulted less than expected, even though the content is of very high quality.

However Australian hospital libraries are generally not accessible to the public. 

Liaison with the community and with local public libraries in the area of patient information may be considered in the future by hospital librarians. This has been tried in some areas without a record of success. Primarily, hospital libraries are aimed at the practicing professional, and material of a different order is preferred generally by health information “patient” consumers.

With the growth of the Internet there has been an explosion in the demand for online health information by the general public. The HealthInsite portal developed by the Federal Department of Health has offered a trustable online source of consumer health information. Health librarians have been centrally involved in this process.

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

Research Resources in Health and Biomedicine 


Since the 1980's there has been a significant reduction in the collection of health and medical books and journals by large government and academic libraries with a devolution of responsibility to hospital and special health library networks. With the demise of the Australian Medline Network in 1993 the National Library of Australia relinquished its role as a repository for health information resources. Without the central funding and coordinating role of a National Library of Medicine (as in the USA) networking has been piecemeal and ad hoc. Since 1994, with the growth of the Internet, the NSW CIAP initiative has provided a significant state-based network which has been successfully emulated, developed, and improved upon in other states. Health librarians have been vitally involved in this program through support, training, advice and management.  Hospital  library resources, are by their nature, of a specialised kind. Hospital libraries support the work of their parent institutions, so that the collection of a women’s hospital is radically different from that of a general hospital or trauma centre.  However, the slashing of journal budgets (both paper and electronic) in university biomedical libraries has undermined the national health collection and placed more of a burden on hospital and special library resources. Research journals are as a result marginalised in favour of core clinical collections. Given our geographical distance from the major health research collections in the northern hemisphere this may have consequences for health and medical research in the future.

The issue needs to be addressed and support given to a targeted funding for a distributed national research health collection.

(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; 

Networking and Consortia Developments 

A number of Australian health libraries are establishing consortia to optimise access and make financial savings. The national GRATIS Network established a world-class service for interlibrary loans which has not only streamlined document delivery services but also made significant savings over the past 20 years.

Recently a number of health libraries have followed the USA model and established consortia for the purchase of aggregate electronic collections (Proquest Health and Medical, MDConsult). CIAP has in July 2002 created a library of over 400 clinical electronic journals.

These large rafts of journals represent a macro approach by publisher, rather than the more careful approach of selecting journals by content, as practiced by local institutional libraries.  Of their nature, most publishers are profit based companies, while publicly funded libraries are primarily seeking to provide information. Frequently this clash of interest does not serve the public interest as well as it might be served. This contrast is very evident in public provision in New South Wales.

Several Area Health Libraries have developed shared Online Public Access Catalogues and resource sharing via hospital Intranets (eg South East Sydney Area Health and South West Area Health).

There is also a concerted program of training for library-based information literacy within Australian health libraries to support evidence-based practice and patient care.

Many hospital libraries offer paid membership to community health professionals and GP’s and support information practices of community health agencies within their area.

Libraries have been amongst the first to organise material in an online environment. The role of organisations such as State Libraries, the National Library and hospital libraries are quite different, and generally described in their constituent documents.  

In serving their individual constituencies, libraries often go part way to serving others as well. Most libraries take advantage of these availabilities in the resources they specifically provide. 

There is a perceived need for local state and federal levels of government to

articulate a strategy for content and resource development in health both online and through library networks in the future.

(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; 

Internet Access and Training

Most hospital libraries have Internet access available to staff.

In some instances Internet kiosks have been installed for the use of patients and the general public on a cost recovery-basis. In some USA hospitals patients and their families have bedside access to Web and e-mail facilities. This has not yet occurred in Australia. 

A key role played by health librarians is the evaluation of web-based health information. The Federal Health Department’s HealthInsite portal has had significant input from librarians both in the content management and the portal design and retrieval facilities. 

Online Journal Clubs

Macarthur Area has created an online journal club for ambulatory care linking community GP’s and hospital-based allied health staff via an extranet. Librarians have been involved in the selection of electronic journal articles for discussion. Activities such as these as well as the provision of information to patients are generally widely dispersed and lack systematic organization. The fact that so many excellent websites are based overseas means that the filtering and organisation of these diverse sources need to be customised for their local and specialised clientele. Librarians attached to individual institutions see this as one of their basic functions.  

The wider application or availability of the results of that organisation depends on the willingness of the institution to endorse that facility for "outside” use.

Library-based Call Centres

Several overseas health libraries have set up online call centres allowing reference enquiries to be performed simultaneously in real time via the telephone and Internet. The University of Sydney Library recently undertook a trial in this technology. This technology may be useful for rural and remote consumers.


Handheld Devices

There have been trials in the use of PDA’s (Personal Digital Assistants), palmtops and other handheld computers to access drug information, databases and e-books in medicine. Some overseas health libraries have extended their services by providing ‘cradles’ for handheld downloads and advice on appropriate web-based resources and publications. 

and

(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.

At present there is a piecemeal approach to providing public health information via the library networks and the Internet. Local State and Federal governments have supported a variety of initiatives. Health and medical librarians are in a position to advise on the maintenance of key books journals and health-related websites in Australian public libraries. This might be worth pursuing in the future as part of a general national strategy for the distribution of health information to the general public.

This paper represents a summary of the position as viewed from the relatively sophisticated milieu of hospital libraries in this Area. It is a summary of our experience and the trends we expect  in the future.

Any further details you may require we would be pleased to supply.
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