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1 Summary 

This inquiry provides an opportunity for libraries to highlight the three critical elements of our core business which enable us to serve the community in the new technological era.  These three elements are referred to throughout our submission and are summarised below.

(1) All service provision is now considered as having a dual format: physical and virtual.

(2) Libraries can and will provide information services to all citizens if there is suitable infrastructure available.  This requires efficient, effective, affordable and reliable broad-band services throughout the country.

(3) Libraries will provide services on-line but this has asset implications associated with the capacity to provide expensive digital imaging equipment and to change the staffing mix to service this essential component of our business.

A fourth related point is the importance of strategic decision-makers receiving advice from and consulting with the leaders of the library community, eg Director General, National Library of Australia to ensure that government policy can be readily supported by the extensive library network.

2 Response to terms of reference

(a) Current demand for public information services

State Library of SA is the reference service for the South Australian community.  Physical patronage has declined slightly in the past two years (due to building redevelopment works and reduction in association services) while on-line use of catalogues and database services has increased by at least 25% for the last four financial years.

Recent exit interview polling showed an even spread in the age range of users from 15 to over 70, with at least 10% in each age group and 18% in the 40-49 age group, followed by 17% in the 20-29 age groups, 16% in the 16-19 age group.  Approximately 50% of our users classify themselves as students, either secondary, tertiary or as life-long learners.

In addition to the core library services of access to reference materials and other information, the State Library plays a critical role in developing the skill base of users.  This is firstly in the use of technology such as computers, and secondly in accessing the internet and computer databases.  This is a community service.

The linking of the State Library and public libraries in South Australia has meant that all residents can access State Library services at no cost through their public library or from their own site.  This in turn provides access to on-line databases.  It is no longer necessary for a resident of Port Lincoln or Mount Gambier to travel to Adelaide to access services freely available to city residents.  

(b) Libraries response to changing information needs

The State Library of South Australia, like all other state libraries, is working to provide increasing amounts of material on-line to enable easy access from external sites.

Increasing amounts of library resources are being dedicated to digitisation of materials and to the provision of materials electronically.  Whenever a decision is taken about a service, there is always the question of how this service can be provided electronically.

State and public libraries have been in the forefront of responding to the information needs of Australians through online resources. State Libraries have constructed aids to navigation on their websites, offer options for the public to place enquires over the web and/or by email, and will be offering real-time question and answer sessions online using ‘Online Reference’ chat-based software. Preservation libraries generally are placing a high priority on the digitisation and online provision of unique cultural materials in their collections.  This involves significant cost in the purchase of equipment which digitises and microfilms concurrently.

Cooperative and collaborative projects with other organisations, especially education providers, has enabled the development of targeted, specific resources for users.  Curriculum materials supporting senior secondary students have enabled the promotion of libraries as the organiser of content, and therefore a valuable resource for students.

(c) 
Strategies for enhancing use and distribution of information resources

Libraries in Australia have a long history of cooperation at the National, State and local level to provide access to resources.

The central requirements for enhancing the use and distribution of online information resources is fast, reliable and equitable access to the internet throughout Australia.  Currently speed and reliability vary greatly especially in rural, regional and remote communities.  Implementation factors vary from state to state, but national agreement on the important of online infrastructure and connectivity, and a stated willingness to support funding bids, would greatly assist the library industry in moving towards these goals.  The implementation of a national broadband network would enhance and support the wider use of resources.

Libraries already play a major role in the development of information literacy and basic IT skills, a pre requisite to effective use of today’s online environment.  This could be enhanced further through the delivery via libraries of national training initiatives to ensure Australian citizens are equipped to make use of available online resources.

(d) Libraries increasing their effectiveness at meeting community demands for information

Libraries are a trusted resource in the provision of information.  Internet initiatives to support community demand include the following

-
development of on-line curriculum material for secondary schools

-
development of on-line guides to assist users with frequently asked questions

-
development of bibliographies of held materials

-
development of virtual tours of library collections, with supporting explanatory documentation

-
provision of on-line help to users

-
provision of training in use of services

-
digitisation of frequently requested materials such as photographs

Libraries are changing the staffing mix to include more information technology professionals to support these demands for on-line services.  They are also providing professional development opportunities for staff in enhanced information technology skills.

However, this can only be achieved if there is access to affordable, fast and appropriate bandwidth.  Support that the Federal government can provide through making this bandwidth accessible is critical if libraries are to truly serve all members of the public.

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



Research libraries (such as State and National Libraries) play a critical role in the preservation of our documentary heritage.  In the on-line environment this is even more challenging as issues of technical obsolescence and increasing rates of publishing are faced.



Preservation of our on-line heritage today remains critical to preservation for future generations of knowledge and information.



Co-operative preservation ventures such as PANDORA (Preserving and Accessing Networked Documentary Resources of Australia) should be extended through education programs targeting the awareness and importance of the preservation of digital information.  Without preservation of existing on-line resources access to knowledge and information for future generations will be jeopardised.
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