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Part 1 :  Executive Summary

The unique feature of the Northern Territories Library and Information Service is its clients.   Aboriginal people comprise 20% of the Territory population and are one of the most disadvantaged groups in Australia.  In addition most Aboriginal people live in remote or very remote areas. More than 20% reside in very remote areas, compared with only 1% of the non-Indigenous population.  Libraries have a responsibility to ensure that information skills and services are provided to those people living in even the most remote locations. Information access is critical to the survival of Aboriginal people, both economically and socially.  This is why the Territory has embarked on a new model of library services for it’s remote Indigenous clients.

The new model is titled Indigenous Knowledge Centres and can be best described as a hybrid library, information access, and content generation facility, which uses multi media technology on culturally specific software platforms to strengthen communities.  This goal is achieved by ensuring that communities choose the appropriate combination of services that are required to achieve a community’s priority goals. It is about creating locally produced content, which has the capacity to ensure cultural retention, knowledge maintenance and language skills proliferation.  In addition some communities are interested in ensuring that e-commerce platforms transform their own capacity to generate income ensuring that the locus of control resides back with community away from government.

Delivering on this vision is significantly restricted by the range of technology available to meet the specific cultural needs of clients and the level of digitisation of local content held at locations other than the originating community.  Lack of accessibility to high bandwidth in remote communities means that transactions of information are one way, usually down to the community from government.  

Communities have indicated to NTLIS that they to have something to say to government and welcome the opportunity via library web portals to generate their own vision of their communities and are able to communicate this back to service providers, and ultimately to the world.  Communities are keen to ensure that the value of their information is transformed into a commodity for which people may pay to access, in the same way that both organisations and individuals throughout Australia trade on information collected from them and about them.

The limiting factor in delivering these visions is access to the technological developments that the majority of Australians now take for granted.  In Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory only 2.5% of the population have Internet access. In the remote areas of the Northern Territory there is approximately 1 public access PC per 2000 people, bandwidth is small and information management skills development in this culturally unique environment is almost non-existent.

Limited accessibility to services combined with significant cultural differences in the way in which knowledge is maintained requires a different approach to service delivery. 

The Member for Werriwa, Mr Mark Latham, on Monday 19 August 2002, moved that the House of Representatives support “the role of Australia’s 1700 Municipal libraries in providing information services and community-based learning throughout the nation” and “Federal responsibility for assisting the development of the local library network, especially with new IT services”. He remarked that library services outside of Canberra have been “undervalued” and “underrated”. He went on to say that “we have not paid enough attention to those Australians who do not have such a good service available to them in their local community” and that “if you want to lift yourself out of a poor community, out of a struggling family, there is nothing better than access to a good school and a good local library”
. These comments are particularly relevant to the aspirations and needs of Aboriginal people living in remote communities in the Northern Territory. 

This position is supported by the Hon Bob Collins in Learning Lessons, a report into Indigenous education in the Northern Territory, who states that “in relation to remote communities, a coordinated approach to the delivery and development of community and school library and information services, involving partnership with Indigenous people, is critical to improving literacy and associated educational, employment and wider social and economic outcomes”
.

The Northern Territory Library and Information Service

The Northern Territory Library and Information Service, within the Northern Territory Government, provides all Territorians with access to information, literature and their documentary heritage.  Responsibilities include

· A special responsibility to develop services and service delivery partnerships in a way which will best ensure that the information needs of all individuals and institutions within the community can be met. 

· Developing and implementing service strategies, in partnership with other agencies and municipal and community governments, which recognise both the continuing importance of the library as a centre providing an economic, recreation and information print collection and access to electronic information delivery services.

· Developing knowledge centres to meet the specific needs of remote and Indigenous communities.

Northern Territory Library and Information Service (NTLIS) is a network of libraries covering the whole of the Northern Territory.  It includes:

· the Northern Territory Library (NTL), 

· the Government Library and Information Service (GLIS) with five major libraries serving NT Government Agencies, 

· over 28 public and community libraries and, 

· a number of additional education libraries through Libraries in the Northern Territory Network (LINNeT). 

NTLIS Submission

NTLIS has identified the provision of appropriate library and information services to Indigenous communities as an issue of specific concern to the Northern Territory. Part 2 of this submission, Indigenous Knowledge Centres,  addresses this issue.

The Council of State Libraries (CASL) is the peak body of Australia’s State, Territory and National Libraries. CASL has lodged a submission on behalf of its membership to the Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment. NTLIS is a CASL member, and endorses the CASL Submission and supports its recommendations. Part 3 of the NTLIS Submission addresses the Terms of Reference and comments on aspects of the CASL Submission of particular interest to the Northern Territory.

Part 2 : Indigenous Knowledge Centres

The Need for A New Model of Library Service in Indigenous Communities 

Indigenous communities are studied and written about more than any other in Australia, yet few have access to this information. The process of two way learning is not possible whilst access is limited.  

In the Northern Territory, over the past 20 years the traditional public library model has been implemented in a small number of Indigenous communities. This has been important in providing basic services to these communities and in raising levels of awareness. In general, this traditional model has not proved successful in remote Indigenous community environments.  

The development of communications networks and information technology, together with the increased ability of Indigenous communities to define their own information needs and requirements, provides an opportunity to create a new model of library service in partnership with Indigenous communities. Libraries form part of a continuum for Indigenous communities, a continuum that includes information access and traditional knowledge management. The continuum is important in terms of cultural integrity, economic development and long-term community sustainability. 

A new model of library service is required in order to:

· facilitate Indigenous community information access based on their own identified needs;

· provide opportunities for Indigenous communities to actively record and share their contemporary history, culture and language with both Indigenous and non–Indigenous peoples; and, 

· use new technology creatively to support Indigenous community development.

This vision of an “Indigenous Knowledge Centre” seeks to shift library services from the predominantly print–based western tradition to services based on the oral/visual traditions of Indigenous cultures. It is envisaged that Knowledge Centres will provide a range of multi-media technologies to facilitate information access, content creation, creative learning programs and skills development in remote and Indigenous communities. The advantage of multi- media technology is that it has the potential to deliver library services in an interactive medium, accommodating cultural diversity. The opportunity to create their own content and build virtual communities through sharing of knowledge is significant for these remote and isolated northern communities.
Current developments in the Northern Territory 

Of the 52 remote Community Government Councils in the Northern Territory, less than half are serviced by a library. In recent years a number of communities have approached NTLIS looking to explore alternatives to traditional library services. During the past two years, several feasibility studies have been undertaken, or are currently underway, into the establishment and sustainability of integrated knowledge centres in Indigenous communities. 

It is envisaged that the following key elements will be within the scope of an Indigenous Knowledge Centre:

· a knowledge centre to foster community learning; 

· museum focused sharing of cultural and historical information in a multimedia context;

· information and record-keeping for community governance; 

· a keeping place for the safekeeping of sacred objects; and,

· training, research and literacy facilities. 

The technology platform proposed for the support of knowledge centres will include innovative solutions for the development and implementation of : Internet connectivity, a wide range of shareable multi-media software products, and specific applications to support local needs such as in the area of recording and sharing cultural information. The significant advantage of multimedia technology is its potential to operate in an interactive mode, accommodating both key cultural differences of Indigenous people and the need to communicate across remote communities. Once developed, this platform has the potential to be easily transferred to other Indigenous communities both in Australia and overseas.
Part 3 :  Inquiry Terms of Reference

NTLIS Recommendations:

1. Allocate resources to fully assess the demand and requirements of Indigenous communities throughout Australia for access to online information services.

2. Develop online systems for Indigenous communities that recognise the need to restrict access to culturally sensitive information.

NTLIS endorses the CASL Submission, and supports its recommendations.

CASL Recommendations:                                                                                                        

Connectivity

1. 
Accelerate the development of online infrastructure to provide equitable access for rural, regional and communities.

2. 
Fast-track the move towards a national broadband network.

3. 
Shared access to existing public networks.

4. Commitment to ongoing maintenance of a comprehensive online infrastructure.

Content

5. 
Expand and accelerate digitisation projects.

6. 
Enhance metadata standards and enforcement

7. Collaborative electronic archiving.

Competencies

8. Develop a major national training and support initiative for public library networks.

9. Develop information literacy skills in remote areas and Indigenous communities
Funding for Sustainability

10. 
Funding and recognition of CASL Libraries as an essential support to the education sector. 

11. Upgrading and ongoing maintenance of online infrastructure and local hardware.

Positioning, Recognition and Promotion

12. 
Develop a National Information Policy to acknowledge the role of libraries in provision of public information, and to promote the alignment of libraries and online information in the public mind.

13. Targeted promotion of libraries as community information and transaction centres.

Terms of Reference

a. Current demand for public information services

NTLIS Recommendation 1 : Allocate resources to fully assess the demand and requirements of Indigenous communities throughout Australia for access to online information services.

No adequate assessment of the overall demand for library and information services from Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory has been undertaken. NTLIS has the funding to support two Field Officers, enabling a minimum of contact to be maintained sufficient only to service existing information services with one visit per year. 

NTLIS currently supports library and information services in 23 remote communities across the Northern Territory. In effect this means that only 25% of the total number of remote communities in the Territory have access to library services. That demand for service exists is evident from the fact that NTLIS has recently received applications from a further 5 communities to establish information services. NTLIS has not been able to proceed with these applications due to insufficient funding. 

b. Libraries’ response to changing information needs

The response by libraries has been to develop the ability to interact with clients in the online environment. This has been undertaken by:

· making information and resources available in electronic format through the Internet;

· providing onsite access to electronic resources;

· increasing client access to electronic resources only available by subscription both onsite and remotely; and

· developing online enquiry services to allow clients to contact the library remotely.

In particular, this has resulted in the development of Indigenous Knowledge Centres as a new model of library service for Indigenous communities. Indigenous Knowledge Centres provide Indigenous communities with:

· online access to electronic information 

· cultural information in an electronic format

· appropriate management of digital cultural information 

· online transaction services 

Aboriginal people have identified the value of digital information in contributing to the living future of culture and traditions within their communities. An essential requirement is the development and availability of online systems that respect the confidentiality of culturally sensitive material. Different levels of user access are required so that secret or sacred information is only made available to the appropriate people. Much of the information that is valued by Indigenous communities is not considered appropriate for communication to the world at large.

NTLIS Recommendation 2 : Develop online systems for Indigenous communities that recognise the need to restrict access to culturally sensitive information.

c. Strategies for enhancing use and distribution of information resources

CASL Recommendation 1 :  Accelerate the development of online infrastructure to provide equitable access for rural, regional and remote communities. 

Much of the Northern Territory, notably in remote areas with a high proportion Indigenous populations, does not yet have Internet access. This greatly restricts the ability of libraries to deliver online information services throughout the Territory.

CASL Recommendation 2 :  Fast-track the move towards a national broadband network. 

Bandwidth difficulties are experienced throughout the Northern Territory, resulting in slower response times than experienced elsewhere in Australia and limitation on the amount of information that can be reliably uploaded and downloaded via the Internet.  In particular the capacity for communities to “talk” to the world via locally generated content of audio and visual materials is servery limited by upload speeds and smaller upload bandwidth.

CASL Recommendation 5 :  Expand and accelerate digitisation projects
The proportion of information resources available in digital format remains relatively low, and few Indigenous resources are available at all in digital format. Substantial collections of Indigenous cultural, historical and photographic remain in non-Indigenous control in museums, libraries and archives throughout Australia and the world. Digitisation provides an innovative, less expensive means of providing Indigenous communities with access to cultural heritage than repatriation of physical objects.

CASL Recommendation 11 :  Develop information literacy skills in remote areas and Indigenous communities

Libraries play an essential educational role in developing the information literacy skills of library clients using online resources. Additional support is required to develop information literacy in remote areas where access to online information has been limited.

d. Libraries increasing their effectiveness at meeting community demands for information

The development of the Indigenous Knowledge Centre concept has been undertaken in response to demands from Indigenous communities for culturally appropriate library and information services. Access to digital and online resources are essential elements of the information services sought by Indigenous communities. Adequate funding is required to ensure proper maintenance and replacement of infrastructure and  equipment in remote areas.

CASL Recommendation 11 :  Ongoing maintenance of online infrastructure and local hardware upgrades with respect to services delivered in remote areas.

e. Roles of government, corporate sector and libraries in the provision of primary public information resources

Government has an essential role to play in the roll out of communications infrastructure to remote and Indigenous communities. Development and support for resources and information services is a focus of activity for libraries serving these communities.
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