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Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

1.  Current community patterns

The City of Stirling is a large metropolitan local government authority in Perth, Western Australia.  The Library service is provided free to all 176,000 residents in the City of Stirling via six public libraries.  In 2001/2002 Stirling library staff issued 2.3 million items, with 136,000 library memberships.  Over 1.2 million people visited a Stirling Library with 45,000 people accessing the public internet computers last financial year.  Library stock is provided in various formats including books, compact disks, spoken word cassettes, CD-ROMS, newspapers, magazines and online subscriptions.  

The environment in which our public libraries operate is changing with the advent of new technology.  As well as the traditional users of the service, there is a new group of users who come to the libraries to use technology.  This is a positive trend, but creates its own problems because the users fall into two types – those who need a great deal of assistance with the technology and those who are sophisticated users of technology and demand access to a greater range of resources and equipment.  As the demand increases for public internet, e-mail facilities and online resources, the public are expecting all library staff to be highly skilled in accessing electronic databases, internet searching, repairing and trouble shooting equipment, as well as having plenty of time to spend assisting library users.

Libraries are experiencing a growing expectation from library users for access to online information whether it be remote access to library catalogues, internet access or e-formats.  Some of this is indirectly related to teachers insisting students cite websites in their project bibliographies, but also from companies no longer providing hard copies of material.  Libraries now have to subscribe online for this material, often at an increased price.  Other activities such as banking, ordering and shopping online, and lodging claims electronically are also more prevalent.  These circumstances are forcing people to use computers as part of their everyday lives.  It is recognised that not everyone can afford a personal computer or internet access from home, and the public library is often sought as the venue of equitable access to these resources. 

2.  Response by libraries
Libraries are experiencing a huge and growing demand and expectation for providing current information via online subscriptions and Internet services.  As previously stated, 45,000 people used the Stirling public internet pcs during 2001/2002.  

Each Stirling Library provides 4 personal computers for free Internet access for research purposes only in each branch.  An E-mail kiosk is also provided in each Library at a small charge for the use of e-mail, and sending and downloading documents.  

City of Stirling Libraries also provide online subscriptions including Australian Bureau of Statistics, and EBSCO World Magazine Bank and Australia/New Zealand Reference Centre.  

The City of Stirling installed a new automated library management system in February 2002.  This system will meet the demand by library borrowers for remote access to the library catalogue and other library databases, as well as the ability to renew items on loan, reserve items, and update their membership details. 

The strong demand for electronic resources is also matched by the expectation of a quick response time for delivery of information.  Slow response times soon frustrate library users, creating a great deal of stress on library staff and local government financial resources in order to provide efficient communications and IT infrastructure.  

3.  Possible strategies

The formation of a nationwide consortium would increase the bargaining and purchasing power of all libraries.  The high cost of some online subscriptions prohibits universal access.   

Licensing and copyright issues with multi-sites also needs to be resolved. 

All libraries must have internet access.  Libraries without internet resources risk losing access to core information.  The trend for government agencies and other organisations to provide information solely by electronic format is disadvantaging the community.  A national policy ensuring all members of the community have access to a basic set of online information resources, is recommended.   

Censorship and filtering/blocking of access to inappropriate websites is a major concern in the light of overseas experiences, and requires nationwide discussion. 

Staff training and offering of relevant courses at a reduced rate for library staff needs greater focus.  Similarly, increased focus and provision of training for the community in IT skills and internet searching methods will be advantageous.

The public demand quick and easy access to electronic resources and online services.  This financial burden predominantly  falls on local government.  State and federal government should support local government (regardless of geographic location) in funding the communications infrastructure.  This will ensure equity and speed of access for all members of the community.   
4.  Use of libraries to deliver information
Public Libraries serve many roles and are trusted by the community.  They provide non-threatening environments for recreation, learning, providing information and as a social meeting place.  

Libraries should continue to provide free access to online information, supported by a strong state and nationwide communications infrastructure.

Library staff need to be well trained in all aspects of information technology in order to provide high levels of service and support for library users.  Programmes such as “First Click” are an excellent method for assisting libraries to provide training to community members with minimum cost.

5.  Roles of various levels of government
Local government has the greatest interface with the community compared to all other levels of government, and is under the constant pressure to provide financial resources and infrastructure to ensure public access to electronic resources and online information.  It is vital that state and federal governments support local government by means of financial resources, infrastructure, networking or communications standards.

Libraries are often the first port of call for information.  The example of the strong Western Australian public library network highlights the opportunity for the broad dissemination of all levels of government information.
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