Maitland City Council

Submission to the Senate Enquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

A great deal has been achieved through the efforts of library staff and the Maitland City Council in meeting the rapidly changing needs of the Maitland community for online services. The challenges of delivery of library services in the online environment has produced many issues, including funding of the services and the increasing demands of educating the community to make the best possible use of the online resources.

For many individuals in our community the local library is the sole source of access to online information and the Internet

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

Library clients utilize the Internet and online resources for a wide variety of purposes such as;

· Government information - legislation, ABS statistics, State and Federal Government services

· Economic - job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities, real estate sales and rentals, ABN registration, online tax returns, stockmarket information, business databases

· Education - school and tertiary studies assignments, online submission of assignments for external students

· Recreation - holiday planning, including bookings and travel, identifying events of interest, tourism promotion and community information

· Banking, local government payments

· Medical information and support

· Email

Issues 

An increasing reliance on the online environment for the provision of public information puts an increasing burden on Council and the library staff to provide an adequate number of public access computers and assistance in accessing information.

Information is increasingly complex, higher level skills are required in order to research, collate and summarise.  This produces increased training needs for both staff and public

There are higher expectations by public clients, internal clients and library staff of what can be delivered, both in resources and speed of telecommunications.

Some people feel unable to easily distinguish reliable information.  There is a need for the library professional to act as an authenticator, be a search guide, provide subject summaries, and collate information into discrete usable information packages.  Continuing education of clients, especially children, is needed to encourage them to be critical and to access all types of media, not just online, for effective retrieval of relevant information.

Strategies to encourage technophobes, that is, clients unable to, and/or unwilling to, use or embrace any new technology, are needed to ensure that these people are not disenfranchised.  These strategies will cost money and time.

(b) Response by libraries (public, university and research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources:

Public libraries are constantly required to respond to the changing needs of their community and the explosion of online content and the popularity of the Internet as an information source has required Maitland City Library Service to change service provision in a number of different ways to

· Incorporate new technologies and information sources into the library environment and planning

· Identify new recruitment needs and skills for staff

· Maintain a balance between client needs for existing traditional resources and for new online information, in an environment of limited, and often static, budgetary resources

· Identify necessary infrastructure needs

· Undertake ongoing training of staff

· Explore ongoing development and delivery of user education programs to meet constantly changing needs

· Identify the needs of people with disabilities in accessing electronic information, and provide infrastructure where feasible.

· Develop cooperative networks with other public libraries, local, regional, state and national, to enable sharing of expertise, experience and resources, and to facilitate the rapid acquisition of the knowledge and expertise required to successfully deliver services

· Continually review service provision to align with changing demographics and client demands

· Participate in the development of regional consortia between similar categories of libraries to increase negotiating ability for purchasing electronic material.

· Plan and develop an interactive online web presence for the library through web-based library management systems.

Issues

The selection and purchase of online resources to meet identified needs stretches already tight budgets.  The demand for print materials is still very high and will remain so, especially with an aging population and for recreational materials.

There is a continuing need to provide increased numbers of computer terminals with access to Internet resources.  In Maitland, there was one (1) public access Internet terminal in 1997; in 2002 there are thirteen (13) public access Internet terminals.

There has been an increase in the number of subscriptions to online services, which are often costlier than CD Rom or hardcopy.  The provision of specialist data bases is often limited by economics rather than community need.

State and Federal governments have made policy decisions that information will be distributed electronically, but have not invested in the process beyond the information being installed on the Internet.  Governments need to invest in the funding of successful implementation of the information retrieval process being undertaken on their behalf by public libraries.

Strategies to address the online information needs of people with disabilities require standards and funding to ensure consistency of access across the public library network.

Public library buildings need to be of a sufficient size to allow the wide variety of services and resources to be delivered to the community in a comfortable and efficient manner.  Maitland City Council, in its recent Library Strategic Plan has addressed aging and small buildings, but the burden on the public purse of the provision of new buildings needs to be acknowledged and local capital works programs should be supported by State and Federal Government funds.

[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:

Possible strategies could include

· Support for the development of a national body to facilitate cooperation and collaboration between public libraries in all states (Public Libraries Australia).

· Development of strategic partnerships with government bodies and departments, with libraries as full partners.

· Enhancement of existing initiatives for digitising information - eg support the expansion of Pictures Australia to incorporate the holdings of public libraries through national funding.

· Development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and the provision of budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards.  These standards need to encompass number and quality of service points, disability requirements, and a suite of standard databases.

· Funding a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use government information.

· Financial support for the development of co-operative ventures and consortia between libraries.  Currently, the research and development of proposals is being undertaken within the framework of the already busy work schedules of library professionals.

· Improved funding from State and Federal governments for all publicly funded libraries in Australia.

· Government policies/strategies that ensure that all citizens are computer and information literate

Issues

The cost of infrastructure and commercially supplied electronic information necessitates ongoing government support.

Grants are currently available for establishing a service, but not for ongoing development, delivery and maintenance.  The burden falls on local government and the community to sustain the service.

The disparity of communication infrastructure in the provision of electronic information is creating inequities that need to be addressed by the Federal government.

(d) Use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment:

Public libraries in Australia are ideally placed to provide online information as they are community based, locally supported institutions.  They can translate local needs for online services and training, as they operate within the ethos of free and equitable access to information for all their citizens.

Public libraries operating in the online environment act as facilitators in the dissemination of information between Federal, State and local government and their clients eg ABS, Taxation, Social Security.  They are the conduits for information and assist the public to get access to it.

To assist public libraries to fulfill this role, partnerships need to be formulated to address issues of cost and effectiveness.  These partnerships need to be with Government and community organizations and they need to be formal and accountable.

e) 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:

Federal Government

· Provision of an equitable and affordable telecommunications backbone for reliable, high-speed access to the Internet and online information services.

· National Information Policy with strategies and programs which are well resourced.

· Consideration of funding for the public library network in Australia to provide national online information.

State Government

· Provision of financial and material support to enable public libraries in New South Wales to meet their legislative obligations to provide free access to information [including via the Internet].

Federal Government and State Government

· Identification of the cost burden to local government for successful implementation of government initiatives, and budgetary allocation to offset this. Funding to be distributed to libraries on an equitable basis to ensure consistency of implementation.

· Consultation with public libraries as part of the development process for new government online initiatives so that libraries become effective full partners in the delivery of electronic information to the public

· Recognition by all government departments of the importance of public libraries as a tool for the dissemination of government information and delivery of online services.

· Collaboration across all levels of government for online initiatives through the development of a whole of government information and online service delivery policy to enhance user access and minimise unnecessary duplication of resources, programs or initiatives.

Local Government

· Continued administration of local public libraries through the provision of operational and capital funding, with State and Federal Government support.

· Active partnerships with other tiers of government and community and corporate organizations to ensure equitable, standardized service provision.

· Support for the expansion and development of resource sharing arrangements.

· Recognition of the public library sector’s unique role in the provision of online information and the development of a business model for the provision of services to government and the corporate sector.

Corporate sector

· Sponsorship of online initiatives for mutual benefit.
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