Thursday, 1 August 2002 

Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment: Comments from Beaudesert Shire Council Libraries

Introduction: A Short Profile of the Beaudesert Shire Council Libraries

Beaudesert Shire Council runs eight libraries, at Beaudesert, Jimboomba,  Tamborine Mountain, Greenbank, Canungra, Logan Village, Tamborine Hall, and Rathdowney.  The three main libraries, Beaudesert, Jimboomba, and Tamborine Mountain, are open from Monday to Friday and also on Saturday mornings.  The other libraries vary in opening times.  The collection is rotated as evenly as possible among the libraries and except for Rathdowney, which is extremely small and only open one afternoon a week, all libraries have at least one computer which may be used by the public for Internet access.  The use of the Internet must be booked, however, as it is a very popular resource, and patrons are allocated one-hour time slots.

Altogether, the Beaudesert Shire Libraries have 23, 824 current active members.

The catalogue is automated, and available on the Internet.  Patrons may reserve and renew items online.  In our collection we include audio and video cassettes, CD ROMs, DVDs, and microform items.  The cassettes, DVDs and music CDs may be borrowed.

Comments allied to terms of reference:

(a) Current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries.

At present the community demand for Internet usage is quite high.  A number of borrowers are using it for research and public access needs, such as school students for assignments and others for general information, government information, forms, etc.  A problem which exists is that information that the library has carried as a matter of course in the past isn’t effectively replaced by its digital equivalent.  For example, public information on the results of the most recent census was not issued in print nor put on the Web, but sent to the Library in the form of computer software it could not use at the time.  Also, online government reports can be a problem, as they can be quite long and difficult to read off the screen (our users can only access the Internet for an hour at a time), and the user must pay per sheet if they print it out.

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

Our catalogue is fully automated now, and as previously mentioned, Internet access is available and digital items may be borrowed.  Though the information needs of Australians change, their ability to keep pace with these changes varies.  The public is still very much interested in print resources, and a large number of them have difficulty in even using the catalogue.  Our response has been to institute training classes for people who wish to learn how to use the library’s electronic resources, particularly the Internet.  All our staff use the computers, and four of our staff are able to provide training in the use of the Internet.  Many of our patrons may have computers, but have not yet connected to the Internet as they want to know how to use it first.  This particularly applies to older patrons.

(c) Possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including establishment of library networks, improved access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources.

The establishment of a public library network across Australia would be a very helpful one.  The Kinetica database tends to cater for academic and special libraries more than it does for public libraries.  This would make record sharing and inter-library loans much smoother than it is at present.

At this point, improved Internet access in our Libraries may only be improved by the provision of more physical space.  The computer hardware and software we use is completely up-to-date.  To improve access, we need to provide more computers per library, and our libraries are physically too small.  Obstacles include not only lack of physical space, but few power points and workplace health and safety restrictions about power cords.  As we build up collections of various digital items, we still buy new books and all these collections need space no matter how judiciously we weed.  Some  require special shelving.  This problem is not unique to Beaudesert Shire Council libraries, it is not a glamourous one but it is very real to many public libraries across the state.  To most effectively utilise new technology, we need better facilities.

Better facilities are also required in the area of Internet access for regional and remote Queenslanders.  Many communities are being disadvantaged by the poor response times on local internet services.  Although all Queenslanders now have access to reasonable internet rates through Telstra Countrywide options, this is not always a fast or reliable service.  Broadband connections, particularly ADSL, are certainly a lot faster and more reliable, however these services are not available to all consumers, and costs are higher.  Broadband via satellite may be the answer in some areas, however in some cases it seemss that this service may become slower as usage increases.  Broadband satellite connection is also a more expensive option.

Because funds in most smaller services are limited, an on-line reference

service provided to all public library members would be very beneficial.  This 

is understandably difficult to achieve because of cost. However service like 

those provided under QUIROS were a good beginning. Access to these 

services can be made available through local web sites using member ID in 

the way university students have access currently.

It is not always cost effective to subscribe to electronic data bases on an 

individual basis. Perhaps shared access through State Library could be an 

alternative.

Conclusion

Our libraries have provided for the changing information needs as best we can, and our access is as widespread as we can make it.  We provide training both individually and in small groups.  The public still requires a large amount of personal attention from library staff as it adjusts to changing information needs and forms of provision.   The core of providing better access to public information via the Internet may be summarised thus:  our libraries need more computers but firstly more space to put them in; public information available online needs to be of equal quality or better than its print equivalent; and the public needs to be trained in how to use these services.  

