16th August 2002

SUBMISSION: Response to Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee

FROM: Wattle Range Council

RE: INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE   ENVIRONMENT

The following submission is made by the Wattle Range Council, a rural council situated in the South East of South Australia. A Council, which has actively pursued equity in access to technologies, emerging technologies and the Internet for all communities across this diverse rural council region.  Across Wattle Range there are rural centres situated at Millicent, Beachport and Penola with small community centres and towns at Kalangadoo, Nangwarry, Mount Burr, Tantanoola, Glencoe and South End. The Council supported by “Networking the Nation” funding, Council and Public Library funding has established Internet access centres and training centres at many of the above townships. Through establishing partnerships with the public library network there is also access to online databases and other technologies, only available through this statewide network.

RESPONSE TO TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR SENATE INQUIRY

a) The current community patterns of demand for information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.

Public libraries continue to be well utilised within our communities, and are seen as important as a contributor to the formulation of local communities and their economies.  Public and School Community Libraries across Wattle Range deliver a range of services, including those which are more traditional (including books and other materials for loan), and those which utilise information technology (either as a service in its own right (eg free access to the internet for the public and training), or as a method for delivery of services (eg online provision of databases).

The communities demand for information services through these public and school community libraries is evidenced in a number of ways:

· Demand for assistance in locating information, utilising trained and experienced information staff to retrieve information from both print and online resources.

· Demand for training and “troubleshooting” help in accessing online information
· Demand for equipment within our libraries to allow the public to access online information independently, or in an environment of non-threatening support and associated community activities.

· Increasing demand for email facilities.  With email now a basic communication tool, public libraries provide an essential link in email communications.

· Increasing demand for library services and information to be provided online and the ability to access from services points, business or from home.

· Demand for community (i.e. local) information, provided through the library/council network.

b) The response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources.

Public and School Community Libraries across Wattle Range Council have long used available networks (Public, education and special) to access and retrieve information resources not available within our own collection, through the interlibrary loans system and in partnership with other bodies eg. DETAFE. The advent of online storage and delivery of information has enabled our librarians to access materials quicker, through email, and become proficient in locating and retrieving information from a variety of online databases and Web sites. It has also become important to have access to resources available through subscription and for these resources to be available either from the library or available to library members remotely from the physical library buildings. That is, there has been a greater emphasis on providing access to information via electronic means to people, without the need for them to actually come into a library to retrieve it. This has especially benefited people living and working in our more remote locations or, those who because of work and lifestyle are unable to easily visit a library within their opening hours.

Our libraries across Wattle Range have responded to the needs of our communities to access relevant and up to date information from local, state and federal government, as well as general information, in the online environment, by:

· Investing in online catalogue software, which has made it possible for customers to locate and request information previously only available in printed format at our main library, if at all.

· Subscribing to commercial online information products such as the Australian/New Zealand Reference Centre and Health & Wellness Resource Centre. These databases provide quality general and health information and are accessible to our users either within their local library or, so long as they are a member of a library, from a remote location such as their home, business or local school. 

· Being involved in the development and organisation of information on local government Web sites as well as developing local and statewide gateways to information. An example of such a gateway is the South Australian Public Library Network Web site (www.libraries.sa.gov.au) that seeks to provide a one-stop shop to information about libraries across the state and to professionally selected information Web sites and databases, which aim to satisfy many of the information needs of South Australians. The Libraries Web site is a cooperative initiative, which is maintained via an online content management tool by South Australian Librarians across the state and thus available to our communities.

· Providing training programs to local communities. Across Wattle Range we deliver a range of programs including basic Internet tuition and subject related training to seniors, students, researchers and the general public.

· Embracing technologies and initiatives aimed at improving public access to information. 

· An example of this is the enthusiasm in which our libraries have embraced the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Library Extension Program (LEP) which provides, libraries at Millicent, Penola, Kalangadoo and Nangwarry with core ABS resources, training and support, so that these communities can access a wide variety of statistical information, including Census information, from their local library. Recently our libraries have greeted with enthusiasm, the introduction of the Electronic Library Extension Program (eLEP) that will enable our communities to have access to around 650 ABS publications via PCs located at their local library.

· Provision of Internet for public use, free of direct charge.



Average public use of Internet – as % of library opening hours:

Public (Millicent)
85%

Country (Penola)
69%

· Providing our communities with exposure to online resources and technology in our libraries.  This has resulted in a steady increase in the number of visits to our libraries, this exposure has consequently increased.

Visits to Wattle Range Libraries

1998/1999
1999/2000
2000/2001

230,000
280,000
350,000

· Provision of an environment in which community members feel comfortable in exploring the online environment. Our libraries are community centres and places where the communities meet, study, relax and explore.

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 

Some of the impediments faced by libraries across Wattle Range which reduce their ability to provide our communities with access to information in an online environment include:

· Reduction in funding from State Government bodies. State funding to libraries has remained relatively static over the past 7 years and with the increasing cost of print and electronic materials along with the diminishing value of the Australian dollar, our libraries have found that they are purchasing less from their budgets and are making decisions which tend to reduce the amount spent on information resources against the amount spent on recreational materials (fiction, videos, DVDs, CDs)

· Internet infrastructure and bandwidth. This is of particular concern across Wattle Range whereby affordable ADSL and other bandwidth solutions are not available in our more remote communities (those other than at Penola and Millicent). 

· Networking the Nation funding was an invaluable impetus to support the development of the Internet and other technologies at Millicent, Penola, Kalangadoo, Beachport, Nangwarry, Mount Burr and Tantanoola. However these developments have not had comparable developments in communication infrastructure and the existing infrastructure is relatively expensive, given many of these communities are poorly resourced economically.

· The greater emphasis by government authorities to invest in IT professionals to develop and organise Web content rather than Library professionals who are skilled in the organisation and retrieval of information. This has resulted in poorly constructed Web sites in both the public and private sphere where the concentration has been on the storage of information rather than the organisation and retrieval of information.

Therefore, possible strategies, which would enhance wider access to information, include:

· Dedicated and sufficient funding towards online initiatives, available to all library sectors, for the purposes of:

· Ensuring that adequate communication technologies are available in a cost effective manner. That these technologies are attainable by all or are available to local government at a reduced rate, or a rate that enables local government to support their communities through access to these technologies through their libraries.

· Digitisation of historical and cultural documents, photographs, films, etc held in our libraries, State and National Libraries. Such projects are both labour intensive and bandwidth and technologically expensive and somewhat prohibitive.

· Expanding the functionality and access, including public access, to distributed collection databases such as Kinetica and PLAIN

· Implementing standards based (XML, Z39.50) technologies nationally to enable users to access Library catalogues, databases and Web content from a single, familiar interface.

· Development of standard training products and resources to assist libraries to continue to play a valuable role in educating Australians how to use computer technologies and online resources. As the demand for online information increases, the ability of libraries, particularly small libraries, to prepare materials and resources to teach users to use technology decreases.  
· Development of training programs to enable library staff to remain up to date and informed about the online environment, particularly in the areas of content and access management.  These programs may be a combination of formal education through graduate programs, and hands on skill development.  

Funding and strategies towards improving the infrastructure, bandwidth and associated costs so that Internet access is affordable to all Australians, and that public library services can effectively provide access to the increased demand. It is suggested that our bandwidth usage will increase by 400%.

As already noted with training, the provision of access to the internet is constantly evolving and requires regular development and upgrading of all related infrastructure, including delivery mechanisms and onsite PC’s and related equipment to allow most effective use of the resources available online.

· Strategies for encouraging private developers and distributors of online content to work with libraries to agree on subscription methods which can be applied in a public library context. An example here is the pricing policy of the News Ltd, News text resource, where access is charged per full text article, which is viewed. This method precludes our libraries from making this valuable resource available directly to the public, as there is no fixed cost and, therefore, no ability for libraries to accurately budget for the product.

· Encouragement for librarians to acquire higher level IT skills (Web programming – XML, ASP, etc) and a move towards employing librarians as key people in the development of Web sites, particularly at Government levels, so that information stored in Web sites will be better organised and stored (less concentration on putting all information in pdf format) with an improved emphasis on locating and retrieving information.

· Improvement in cross sector networking, cooperation and collaboration. It is becoming increasingly difficult for individual libraries to do everything they would like simply through local funding and reliance on local resources. Within e South Australia we have a strong public library network which collaborates in the provision of interlibrary loans, the PLAIN system, consortia purchases of materials, including online resources, etc more can be achieved if the barriers between public, school, academic, special and government libraries were broken down in terms of a freer flow of information, improved information literacy and a decrease in duplication of work and resources. Within the South East, Wattle Range has developed an electronic library network which is accessed by other Councils across the South East South Australia, effectively sharing resources across all these communities.
· Improved marketing of public library services and facilities to encourage recognition of the services available and the role of library professionals in providing access to the online environment. Within Wattle Range we are participating in 2003@your library project, whereby we will promote the library and information services across Wattle Range.

(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

Our public and school community libraries are ideally placed to continue to deliver information and services in the online environment.  Currently, this is undertaken in two separate ways.  Firstly, free access to the Internet is available to any member of our community, ensuring that those who may be unable to access the Internet at home or in other venues, are able to remain in contact with the ever-increasing volume of communication and services provided online.  According to research undertaken by the National Office for the Information Economy, around 52% of households have internet access, while 35% of Australian’s access the internet from work (1). 

The public library network therefore acts as a “safety net” for members of the community who do not have access.

Secondly, our public libraries provide information and services via the Internet, for the community to use both within libraries and from home.  This includes access to quality online resources, such as Gale Health and Wellness Resource Centre and ANZ Reference Centre.  Further, library catalogues are available online, providing library services such as reservations and renewals.

For the future, public libraries should be recognized as an established, supported, sustainable venue for the delivery of information and services over the Internet.  Public libraries have recognised public support and acceptance within the community, as evidenced by recent research conducted by Australia SCAN, which revealed that 

· 73% of Australians believed that public libraries were an important part of the fabric of our community.  (2)

· In South Australia during 2000/2001, around 60% of the population were registered as library users, with a total of 10, 582,232 visits. (3)

(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.

There are a number of international examples of strategies that have been applied nationally to reinforce the effective use of libraries in the online environment.  They are:

USA – “E-Rate Discounts”

The E-rate provides discounts to assist most schools and libraries in the United States to obtain affordable telecommunications and Internet access.  The E-rate supports connectivity – the conduit or pipeline for communications using telecommunications services and/or the Internet.  (www.sl.universalservice.org/)
UK – “The People’s Network”

The People's Network is a project to connect all public libraries to the Internet, as part of the Government's commitment to give everyone in the UK the opportunity to get online…. more than 4000 library centres will be up and running by the end of 2002.  (http://www.peoplesnetwork.gov.uk/)

Singapore – “elibraryHub”

This hub is provided by the Singapore National Library and provides a range of online services and information.  (www.elibraryhub.com/default.asp)

We believe that there is a need for a national strategy in Australia for online service and information provision, which utilizes the existing public library networks.  This strategy should address:

· The delivery mechanisms of online information and services and cost of access.

· The need for free community access to core information resources and services to ensure equity

· The requirement to support information literacy and lifelong learning for the community

· The possibilities provided by partnerships or cooperative approaches in provision of core information (such as legal or health information).  An example is already in existence between Federal Government and public libraries, through the eLEP scheme, which provides public access to essential statistical information concerning Australia.

In addition, clarification is requested about the obligations of public libraries in the legislative frameworks for online services, specifically the Broadcasting Services Act as amended by the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Online Services) Act 1999.  

Summary



Public libraries provide information and services in the online environment across South Australia.  Within Wattle Range, through the library network we endeavor to provide this access as we continue to develop access points and training. A network of free Internet service points is provided for the public to access online information.  Further more we are demonstrating our commitment to quality content, by organizing and delivering a core collection of online information resources, on-site and into individual’s homes.

Our current network will not be able to deliver services effectively into the future, as projected demand will exceed supply in terms of:

· Telecommunications infrastructure 

· Other facilities, including library buildings, and equipment

· Effective training of our staff and communities in remaining online information literate.

· Cost imperatives if local government is to continue to support access for their communities at libraries across Wattle Range, with this demand and expectation increasing, it is vital that subsidies be made available, and the introduction of new technologies be both supported and subsidized e.g. wireless infrastructure to link our rural and remote communities.
It is recommended that there be some consideration given to the creation of a national strategy to ensure that online services and information are delivered effectively and efficiently into the future, utilizing enhanced public library networks. 
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APPENDIX A

HISTORY OF INTERNET PROVISIONS IN WATTLE RANGE ACCESSED THROUGH THE PUBLIC LIBRARY NETWORK AND GRANT FUNDING

In early 1996 PLAIN Central Services (PCS) provided free public access to Internet services for Millicent and later Penola Libraries via the State Government Network, State Net and the State Government Internet Service Provider (ISP).  This model was replicated at other country libraries.

In 1998 PCS, in collaboration with the Local Government Association (LGA) and the South Australian Regional Development Association (SARDA), was successful in obtaining a Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure (RTIF) grant from the Commonwealth Government.  This grant was made for the establishment of Points of Presence (POPs) in regional/remote areas and, as a consequence, the provision of free public Internet access in rural and regional public libraries.  A point of presence was established at Millicent, with the monies granted for Beachport and Penola not proceeding.

Based on the population coverage of the public library, the libraries were allocated either 2 or 3 public Internet PCs under the grant. The grant provided the funds for the equipment, project rollout and establishment fees. The ongoing costs of this service were to be funded by PCS. Millicent and Penola Libraries received three PCs.

In July 2000, PCS implemented its new web based library procurement and cataloguing system, P2.  Access to the P2 system is delivered over the same network as the public Internet service.

In March 2001, PCS completed a network study that indicated that in many areas the network capacity (in terms of the linkages provided to the public libraries) was not adequate to meet the demands that were being placed on the network.  This typically was represented by poor response times across the network and slow downloads from the Internet. The study revealed that the problems being experienced were not application related but were indeed, network capacity related.

Currently the Wattle Range Council (library) is the hub in Millicent where libraries in Naracoorte, Bordertown, Robe, Penola and Mt Gambier aggregate P2 traffic in Millicent and there is a dedicated 64Kb/s-link taking P2 traffic to Adelaide.  P2 access is provided through the PCS web-server.  General Internet access is also provided directly through the ISP.  

In our other towns where Internet access and training facilities have been developed or are developing the choice of service is essentially determined by the service availability in the particular town. We have been partnering with the school’s network in most instances.  The additional cost of ISDN services is also a limiting factor on the selection of access service.  

In general there is limited availability of high bandwidth services available within our rural communities. Wattle Range Council has investigated the possibility and viability of implementing wireless technology across Wattle Range, from Millicent to Penola, and Millicent to Beachport.

APPENDIX B
WATTLE RANGE COMMUNITIES ONLINE

1. The Position and its Management

· History and Situation to Date

The Wattle Range Council and the Wattle Range Library Service are continually seeking to enhance the information technology opportunities of the Wattle Range Region through providing Internet access to these rural communities at established community service points. Free community Internet access and limited training is available at both Penola and Millicent Libraries, servicing the two major towns within the Wattle Range Council area. A recently established IXL Centre at Beachport has been an outstanding success. Network the Nation funding has since enabled the establishment of similar centres at Kalangadoo, Nangwarry and Mount Burr and this month at Tantanoola.

Although this is one of the regions with the lowest uptake of purchasing computers and on-line access, there is considerable interest in what information is available via the Internet and how it may assist them in their lives and business. Points of Presence (POP) are being developed across the South East and slowly there is an awareness of the value of the Internet and on line services. Opportunities are now afforded for the encouragement and awareness raising of the value and benefits of this technology.

·  MISSION STATEMENT

To enhance the information technology opportunities of the Wattle Range Region through providing Internet access to those outlying rural and somewhat disadvantaged communities of Mount Burr, Kalangadoo, Nangwarry and Tantanoola at established community service points. This project aims to provide access to Internet facilities and awareness raising courses initially and then opportunities to explore and use the Internet, online services and associated technologies, to further enhance their lives and encourage development of business and associations, through web page design and networking.

· OBJECTIVES

· The Project aims to provide a comprehensive capacity for our community to take control of it's own ability to reach out to the world through information technology and create an enriched environment that will enhance the growth of their social environs, business, education, health and themselves. 

· Communities must have the capacity to be able to network and support themselves but in these centres there is not the capacity to do so, without support and infrastructure.

· Community consultations indicate that these communities are ready to embrace these technologies given they are centres which have very limited access to localised training and technology and which shows high levels of social disadvantage, low income earning ability and high levels of disaffection and unemployment. 

· The flow-on social benefits from such facilities will include extending the social interaction opportunities of rural and geographically isolated individuals and communities, particularly women and youth, who are currently disadvantaged in terms of social and economic community interface skills.
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