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Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Response to Senate Inquiry into the “ Role of Libraries in the Online Environment”

Submitted by Caloundra City Libraries, August 2002

Terms of reference

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

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

· Public libraries are seen by the community as a first call access point for a comprehensive range of information including local state and federal information. The growth of e-action within communities has impacted on the range of clients accessing online information and resources from their home computer. Library usage trends indicate growth in need of communities to access online resources through the library web page.

·  The new adult learner  / lifelong learner seeks self-improvement within a self-directed learning environment. The environment for this learning is unique, and requires access to a range of online resources and learning opportunities. This learning may come within the parameter of formal course based learning, or nontraditional autonomous processes. Public libraries represent a familiar environment – a community space offering information solutions in a non-threatening package. This is the place that offered recreational reading to them as children, and now offers a local solution to accessing knowledge to enhance the daily quality of their lives. The public library is placed firmly on the community pathway that seeks responsible and relevant information stewardship in a local context. Libraries are perceived as safe, non judgmental, approachable places offering affordable and reliable access. 

· Requirement for access to online information is present within both urban and regional communities to an equal degree regardless of the difficulties posed by significant geographic distances or isolation. Delivery of this information has become a core component of the service delivery platform of public libraries.

· Students undertaking structured external studies – access curriculum as packets of information, requiring 24 x 7 access to a wide range of online resources, including government and curriculum based information.

· Growth in access to online government information develops libraries’ role as information stewards, guiding access through digital solutions, such as portals. In this sense, libraries continue to offer traditional services in a non traditional, virtual environment.

· In response to the changing use patterns of library clientele, public libraries have needed to develop training platforms to up skill communities in the use of technology in their daily lives. This is reinforced by the active commitment of libraries to information literacy and access to learning opportunities for the whole community.

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

· In response to the need to offer enhanced access to online resources, public libraries look to developing consortia arrangements to allow for flexible, affordable and global access to online resources. This solution has been applied within local, state and national networks.

· Public libraries have developed a flexible public training platform to develop information literacy skills amongst their clientele. This is designed to enhance skills in search strategies and evaluation of information accessed. This supports the commitment of libraries to information literacy for our communities. 

· Increase in the development of the virtual library concept – accessed through the library website. This is designed to encourage and direct use of online resources by our community. This reflects the need to provide effective and current online resources as integral to the library collection.

· Increased provision of banks of computers available for the community to use for Internet access and a wide range of personal computing needs. This reflects the changing usage patterns of our clientele, and introduces a new clientele to libraries. The provision of these facilities has a cost impact in the actual provision of the hardware that is required to provide effective access to technology through the public library network.

· Issues of the equity of access across communities to levels of service / facilities as described above – the affordable access to computers that are the vehicle to online access to information.

· Issues to provision of online information through libraries are – 

Restrictions to online information by the commercial nature of databases and the associated costs. The current response is to develop consortia initiatives.

Site licensing issues

Copyright issues – the rate of development in this area is difficult to keep pace with in a practical sense.

· The availability of government information online has enabled greater information provision to communities as it represents a cost effective, and space effective, option for libraries.

(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; 

· Many library networks exist currently – the need to grow these out of a regional and into a national or global base will develop over the next decade.

· Partnering with other information providers and information agencies is essential, and is delivered through a service or marketing platform. There is room for further growth in this area.

· Improved online access for libraries is an essential component for the development of e-enabled communities and sustainable community capacity building as contributed to by all three levels of government. Accessible technologies will build the base for empowered communities for the new millennium. Much research has been done into using communication technologies as a tool for community development, and the growing value of virtual communities as the added dimension to actual communities. Libraries represent a central physically accessible community learning space from which to launch these initiatives.

· Libraries today have a tangible role as the social hub for the community – the place to learn, share, meet, interact and access. Public libraries need to meet the challenge to create a balance in the presentation of traditional and non traditional services, without compromising their essential grass roots community connections. 

· To deliver this potential, financial support will need to come from both state and federal sources. This could be provided to up skill library staff into the role of trainers, and to enable the development of effective broad based community education programs directed at increasing information literacy from an affordable and intergenerational base.

· Equitable community technical infrastructure that delivers fast, affordable, and reliable access regardless of location is required. 

· The role of mobile libraries in access to online information should not be neglected in the context of rural Australia. The “Cybermobile” concept involves a redesign of the traditional mobile library to create a refreshed service delivery platform featuring comprehensive Internet and electronic resources – talking the hardware and the technology into rural areas. This also would enable enhanced access to online government information, and add a new level of local government services taken directly to the rural location – a one stop shop.

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

· A national strategy to provide high speed affordable broad band access for local government is essential. 

· Public libraries are seen by the community as a first call access point for a comprehensive range of information including local state and federal information. The growth of e-action within communities has impacted on the range of clients accessing online information and resources from their home computer. Library usage trends indicate growth in need of communities to access online resources through the library web page.

· Public libraries have developed  flexible public training platforms to develop information literacy skills amongst their clientele. This is designed to enhance skills in search strategies and evaluation of information accessed. This supports the commitment of libraries to information literacy for our communities. Public libraries are struggling with the impact of costs associated provision of infrastructure costs , including staffing issues, and experience difficulty in providing the access and training that is required to e-enable communities. NTN funding offers opportunities for this, and should be linked closely to public libraries to ensure maximum benefit for realistic costs.

· The library website as information portal - Increase in the development of the virtual library concept – accessed through the library website. This is designed to encourage and direct use of online resources by our community. 

· Increased provision of banks of computers available for the community to use for Internet access and a wide range of personal computing needs. This reflects the changing usage patterns of our clientele, and introduces a new clientele to libraries. The provision of these facilities has a cost impact in the actual provision of the hardware that is required to provide effective access to technology through the public library network.

(e) the 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.

· Any response must feature partnering across varied levels of government and non-government information agencies. This encompasses the promotion of access opportunities through public libraries.

· Improved profile for public libraries as the one stop information shop, accessible 24 x7, to our communities. This level of service is currently in place with major public libraries, but would respond to increased promotion by other agencies.

· Promotion of public libraries’ learning center role to be reinforced through service delivery mechanisms where possible. 

· Access can be increased by appropriate, simple web site design for government information providers. 

· Promotion of access through development of library portals, or participation in the development of community portals.
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