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INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT
The City of Unley is an inner metropolitan council around four kilometres to the south of the Central Business District of Adelaide.  The Council provides a well utilised public library service, which has three branches, a home library service, a toy library and an online service point.  The Library Service serves a population of 36000 residents, and has around 30,000 registered users.  

The Unley Library Service is also part of the overall South Australian public library network.  This network represents 139 service points around the State, and provides public libraries with an online purchasing system (P2) which is delivered through the internet, interlibrary loans, access to central collections including multicultural materials and print disability materials, access to the internet for staff and free public access, state-wide courier services and general network support.

Public libraries currently respond to demand for information from the community in a number of ways:

· Provision of print and audio visual resources

· Provision of online databases, both within libraries and for the public to access from home

· Provision of information through cooperative networks, such as the interlibrary loan system, consortia purchasing of online information and partnership approaches to government information (eg ABS eLEP program)

· Provision of free public internet access within libraries to allow equitable use of online resources for those without access from home or work.  This provision also includes email which is an important communication tool

· Provision of community information in both print format and electronically

· Provision of online catalogues, and additional services offered online, such as renewals and reservations

· Provision of information about the services provided by Council, made accessible through extensive opening hours

· Provision of training in online resources and equipment.

· Provision of trained and experienced staff, who are able to use their professional information seeking abilities to assist navigation in the online environment.

Public libraries are an important conduit for information for healthy communities.  They are highly regarded and viewed as safe and non-judgmental.  As such, public libraries are well placed to continue to provide information and services to communities, including online.  However, there are a number of strategies which would assist in enhancing the capacity of public libraries to deliver these services.

They are:

Adequate funding.  

In South Australia, councils now provide around 75% of the funding for their public library operations.  The increased cost of materials along with the poor performance of the Australia dollar has placed additional pressures on public libraries, in terms of purchasing power.   Collections, both online and print, are therefore being limited by funding allocations for materials.  Equipment required for accessing online resources are a additional pressure on limited budgets.  Further, public libraries within South Australia do not receive assistance with capital costs for library buildings.  In order for public libraries to be able to deliver information and services utilising online tools, buildings need to be upgraded to allow increased flexibility, and assistance with capital costs would be one avenue to provide support for the role of public libraries.

Adequate resourcing is a major issue for public libraries, and may be a barrier in enhancing the wider use and distribution of information to local communities.  Federal or additional State Government funding to support the public library network in an ongoing way would assist public libraries in maintaining services and allow them to more creatively engage the community in use of the online environment.  

Improved telecommunications infrastructure.  

Affordable bandwidth solutions must be provided to all regions, in order to ensure that public library networks are able to deliver online services.  While this is primarily of concern in regional areas, the strength of public libraries as a delivery tool for information is their capacity to reach people in all areas, and this requires effective and affordable infrastructure.

Training and support for library staff

Library staff are being challenged by the online environment in a number of ways.  Firstly, they are using online resources to respond to customer demands for information, including the internet and online databases.  They are also being asked to provide training, support and assistance to community members, who may have limited skills or understanding the technology.  They are often involved in the creation of online content (such as web page design), or in the assessment of quality content on behalf of customers.  While public library staff have built on their skills in locating information, it will be an ongoing challenge to maintain and improve these skills across library teams.  Ongoing support and training for staff is a serious consideration, and it may be that resources are needed for the training and development of library team members, in addition to that which local government can provide.

Commitment to public libraries as an essential component of the online environment

Recognition from all spheres of government that public libraries are in a position to ensure that local communities are informed is a key strategy.  Public libraries, as already expressed, are ideally suited to deliver information at the local level, but require recognition and adequate resourcing to do so.  When Federal or State Governments consider ways to ensure an informed, and literate society, public libraries should not be overlooked.
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