[image: image1.png]


CTSA



SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE ENQUIRY

INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

autonumlgl 
BACKGROUND

The Community Tele-Services Australia Inc. commissioned Communications Experts Group Pty Ltd to survey the active Tele-Service Centres in Australia.  There were 340 active Tele-Service Centres in Rural and Remote communities with a further 72 in the planning or development stage.  In addition to determining the services provided by Tele-Service Centres, information on factors influencing the success of Tele-Service Centres was also obtained.

Online Libraries were found to have a negative impact on the survivability of the Tele-Service Centres, where the Library provided competing (but not complete) online services, however where a Library and Tele-Service Centre were co-located (especially in communities of less than 1,000) the community received a more useful and better service.

The focus of this submission is that it is critical that Libraries and Tele-Service Centres need to co-ordinate their activities to satisfy the three key performance indicators in facilitating online use in rural communities.

· Access to online services.

· Knowledge or competency in using the computers and tools.

· Ongoing training and support.

COMMENT:  Collocation of Tele-Service Centres and Libraries in rural and remote locations is more critical than in larger Regional Centres and the Metropolitan area.  Most rural and remote libraries which are stand alone have very limited hours and this in turn limits the availability of access.  Where collocation is practiced all facilities are available for a much greater number of hours, library membership is increased and a greater number of travellers make use of the facilities. 

a)    “The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.”
There is widespread recognition of the benefits that online services offer, however lack of access and lack of confidence or skills were major inhibitors in the uptake and use of on-line services.  The provision of free access was insufficient to ensure acceptance of the benefits, and the need for training or support was clearly identified as a second critical pre-requisite for the growth of on-line usage.

b)     “The response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision on online resources.”
Most Libraries that were contacted as part of the survey reported:-

i) There was a significant demand for on-line services.

ii) Online support and time spent by staff managing the online facilities was significant.

iii) Many placed limits on the scope of services provided  eg. no commercial activities, limited to email or library searches only.

iv) The elderly and disabled were discouraged from using the facilities because of apprehension of using the internet in a public place particularly in the presence of students.
The aged are particularly reluctant to use such facilities without initial support. The formation of Tele-Senior Clubs where learning is undertaken within similar age groups has provided exceptional results with Tele-Seniors going onto provide voluntary support to Tele-Service Centres

v) In a few cases, the public received training at the tele-service centre, then went and used the free library internet services.  This caused a loss of revenue to the tele-service centre and an overloading of library networks links. In the long term it reduced the training and support facilities in the community.
The need to provide free internet access questioned?  It is not expected as throughout the world tourists pay for email access.  Surely free internet access in libraries should be limited to members, and other tourists and commercial activities should be fee paying services?

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.”
Due to the high cost of providing internet access (except for dial-up) there are major advantages in co-ordinating and sharing internet access between the libraries and tele-service centres.

i)
The sharing of a single broadband link is more cost effective and provides a better grade of service as well as achieving higher network efficiencies.

ii) The Tele-Service Centre can provide the technical support for the network, and development skills for capturing “local knowledge”, and developing web based content.

iii) In smaller communities, by combining the tele-service centre and library, better use is made of limited skills and more viable revenue streams are achieved for both library and community tele-service centre.

iv) Both Tele-Service Centres and Libraries should continue to promote online or information literacy to the community as a whole, and with special services and support for the elderly and disabled.

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 cost of access to adequate bandwidth will continue to be a major bottleneck on the delivery of services over the internet.

There is a common trend in the development of web sites that are inefficient, have high bandwidth requirements and are slow to transfer information or conduct transactions.  Research published by the Association for Computing Machinery (copy of paper can be supplied on request) has shown a direct correlation between web page download times and user acceptance, and it is only recently that research has focused on the design of efficient web sites.

The growing demand for multi-media and media-rich content will further increase the need for broadband access  ie. 256kbit/s or higher.

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.”
i) A major role for Government is the co-ordination of the provision of Government Agency (both Federal and State) in the provision of online facilities in Rural and Remote Areas.

ii) The concerted action to bring about a reduction in the excessive prices for broadband services to rural and remote communities. 
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