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Michael McLean

Secretary 

Environment, Communications, Information Technology 

      and the Arts Reference Committee 

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Mr McLean

ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT:

SUBMISSION BY CENTRAL WEST LIBRARIES

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission on the role of public libraries in providing online information to the community.

Public libraries enjoy a respect and appreciation which is recognised across all communities regardless of the frequency of an individual’s visitation.  They are uniquely positioned to provide, develop and endorse online information in an environment which is known to be available to all and which will endure over time.

Central West Libraries has a commitment to develop and maintain high quality information services, and the online resources are increasingly important for this endeavour.

Yours faithfully
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Introduction

This submission to the Australian Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment has been prepared on behalf of Central West Libraries and its Local Government Member Councils in New South Wales.

Central West Libraries is a regional library service which provides a wide range of resources and facilities to the communities of  Central West New South Wales. The library region covers the local government areas of Blayney, Cabonne, Cowra, Forbes and Orange. 

Snapshot of Central West Libraries:

Local Government Area
Population

 (ABS 2001 Census)
Branch locations
% Population registered as members

Blayney
6141
Blayney
41.18%

Cabonne
11888
Canowindra, Manildra, Molong
31.42%

Cowra
12462
Cowra
45.22%

Forbes
9707
Forbes
49.39%

Orange
355521
Orange
71.11%

Total
75719

55.40%

All branches of Central West Libraries have free Internet access for library members, the community and visitors.  The number of personal computers for public use has been boosted recently through partnership arrangements with NSW.net (a statewide public libraries network) and with funding obtained by Cabonne Council under the Networking the Nation grants. There is also a Community Technology Centre in Canowindra.

The communities served by Central West Libraries have embraced the potential of online information, despite the difficulties of ensuring reliable telecommunications at a reasonable cost. Connectivity problems have been addressed in other forums but they are a significant issue in establishing and developing online services in libraries and between libraries and clients at home. 
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In 2001 Census, the Australian Bureau of Statistics gathered information about Internet usage for the first time. Overall c.29% of the population served by Central West Libraries used the Internet. While the majority (c.54%) reported access via home, a significant proportion (14%) used locations other than home or work. 

The challenge for Central West Libraries, and for other public library services, is to facilitate access to quality assured information needed by the community, and to make online resources available seamlessly to clients wherever they are; in the physical space of the library, at the clients’ work or home, in regional centres, in small communities and isolated farms and institutions. 

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

The demand for public information services through libraries may be described as falling into the following categories:

· Information for personal interests and life decisions;

· Information to support formal education and lifelong learning;

· Information relating to the specific area, facilities and council of the library service or branch of a regional service.

 The clients for this information are from the full spectrum of the community, whose requirements vary during their lifetime and individual situations. The information content is available in a variety of formats, including electronic or online;  is age and literacy level relevant;  may be self-selected or include assistance by skilled, experienced library staff. Where the information is not immediately available at the local library, clients have access to the public library networks and the resources of other information providers.

At the Orange City Branch of Central West Libraries, c.51% of the people using the library during 2001-2002 were assisted by library staff with their information requests made in person or by telephone. 

The loan of items to library members forms only a part of the demand for information services. While clients to the Orange City Library borrowed almost 300,000 items in 2001-2002, they also made c.77,000 requests for staff assistance. This effectively adds 26% to the loan statistics and reflects the extent to which the community needs assistance in obtaining and using information.
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Online information access is available in all branches of  Central West Libraries. The emphasis is on providing Internet access for information research and to have alternative arrangements for public e-mail facilities.  Clients also require help using the Internet; at Orange City Library in 2001-2002 library staff helped clients on more than 10,000 occasions.

Details about the types of information that clients seek from online sources are generally not retained by the Central West Libraries. Anecdotal evidence indicates that they typically use the following :

· information for school and tertiary studies assignments, including those studying by distance education 

· Government information (local, state and federal) including legislation, Australian Bureau of Statistics, descriptions of government departments

· specialist (subscription) databases which Central West Libraries purchases

· government services provided substantially online, such as ABN registration, Australian Tax Office information, NSW Roads & Traffic Authority licencing tests

· employment - job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities

· business information – sales, real estate, product information, company profiles

· recreation - holiday planning, events of interest (eg Commonwealth Games, football), special interest groups

· lifestyle and information for  personal decision making including medical information and support, alternative views, current affairs, informal lifelong learning

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

Public libraries have responded to, and anticipated, the changes in the information needs of Australians by:

· introducing new and popularly accepted formats such as audio cassettes, video cassettes, CD ROM, video discs to their collections;

· managing the physical format issues thus created, including obsolescence, packaging, damage, copyright and longevity;

· early adoption of pre-Internet online databases, communications packages and information exchange via computers;
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· varying the direction of their collection methods from “just in case” to “just in time” and taking advantage of  providing online services on demand;

· advocating  and practising a co-operative approach to information sharing through regional services, consortia purchase of multicultural resources, and the substantial inter-library loans networks;

· using information technology to facilitate services and provide improved content for clients via initiative such as NSW.net in New South Wales;

· providing for the costs of emerging information resources (infrastructure, staff, equipment and training) in recurrent budgets already under siege from competing local government constraints.

In 1998, Central West Libraries introduced free public Internet services with 6 personal computers in the Orange City Library.  By 2002,  Central West Libraries had 20 PCs with internet access and all branches have reported extensive use by library members and visitors.

Features of the provision of online resources at Central West Libraries:

· research access free to all and modest charges for hard copy in print or disc;

· personalised assistance available on demand from qualified staff;

· needs of the neophyte client and sophisticated user recognised by staff who have personally moved through this continuum;

· partnering to provide enhanced resources e.g. Networking the Nation funding to Cabonne Council, NSW.net membership, training and upskilling staff and community;

· purchase of subscriptions to online resources which meet rigorous criteria for currency and veracity, and  which are too expensive for individuals to buy;

· training of library staff to use these special resources, and to “on-train” clients individually and in groups;

· educate the community to best use online resources, and to understand ways to select and evaluate the content of websites;

· online resources and new technology is increasingly adopted as one part of the suite of resources available to the community.

Central West Libraries, like public libraries across the world, are highly valued by their communities. In the Client Satisfaction Survey, conducted for the Country and the Metropolitan Public Libraries Association of NSW in 2000, there was a 98% high rating for staff assistance. Given that many respondents visit the library for fun, recreation and hobbies, the client’s interaction with knowledgeable staff is highly valued and actively sought. 
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Informal observation indicated that this is the case for clients using Internet resources. Once they have mastered the computer equipment and recovered from “technophoria,” there is a realisation that library staff also provide independent, non-judgmental help to obtain the online information the client requires.

Library clients like to “try before they buy” computer equipment, software and resources in a setting which is seen to be commercially neutral.

Branches of Central West Libraries have access to technical staff in a number of ways including through their constituent councils, public library networks and professional associations. This provides library clients with an opportunity for a broader range of indirect technical assistance when required.

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

Central West Libraries has been involved in the development of library networks, and in the marketing and promotion of an awareness of library services. The experience gained has been shared with other services and indicates that a coordinated approach reaps the most benefits.

Strategies which have been tested or which deserve consideration include: 

· awareness campaigns in the media, including the internet, on what is available from libraries;

· these campaigns to be coordinated by the existing public library industry peak bodies including the state libraries, Country Public Libraries Association of NSW  (CPLA) and the Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA);

· government bodies and departments including a prominently placed phrase in their print and electronic literature directing enquirers to public libraries;

· strategic partnerships with government bodies and departments, with libraries as full partners;

· priority funding given to cooperative and collaborative projects which make online resources available through public library networks;
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· preference for non-proprietory, “public domain” style technology systems so that the delivery of resources and access to networks is independent of specialised hardware and software;

· compatible national and state legislation and regulations that allow reasonable access, sharing, distribution and reproduction resources;

· simple, minimal impost for recording or documenting the use of resources where there is a legislative requirement such as for copyright, public lending right, commercial considerations;

· licencing of electronic resources to enable public library use by individual clients or by groups of libraries; 

· development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards;

· facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries through targetted funding for  infrastructure and technical and professional support;

· require telecommunication carriers to meet their public service obligations by providing and adequate standard of connectivity to all locations in Australia

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

Suggested methods for delivering online information services:

· use the imprimatur of information respectability enjoyed by public libraries to counter the electronic version of “over the backyard fence” or “neighbour” information sources;

· use the expertise of library staff to evaluate the content of online information rather than being obsessed with the technology – see the technology as a means rather than the end;

· locate information kiosks as a “branch in a box” in community spaces where traditional library service would not be cost effective;

· promote the development of minimum standards and guidelines for the delivery of online education;

· facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries based on standards and established guidelines;

· provide assistance to fund public libraries to meet established standards for computer installations, staffing and resource publishing;
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· develop partnerships with other community organisations, businesses and the media in the provision of access to information and support for use of the online information; 

· development of long-term strategies to facilitate the ability of public libraries to adapt to social, demographic and political changes across their service areas.

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

Participants in the provision of public information need to execute roles that do not compete with each other. The ethics of cooperation may be sufficient to achieve some desired outcomes, but predictable financial support is an essential requirement for success.

Some factors in the delivering online information through public libraries are :

· awarding of grant funds be conditional on consultation with public libraries regarding the project, and which will allow the parties to determine their participation;

· use the existing public library networks to deliver services rather than developing a another tier or system, and avoid infrastructure wastage;

· recognise that, while public libraries can adapt to and drive change, they will continue to exist when other networks (such as telecentres) fail;

· indentify that the funding of public libraries assists the whole community regardless of age, ethnicity, ability or social and economic circumstances;  

· alleviate the cost burden to libraries for successful implementation of government initiatives, and include budgetary offsets for recurrent expenditure;.

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

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

· all government departments use public libraries as a tool for the dissemination of government information and delivery of online services, and that the public libraries obtain training and assistance to demonstrate these sites;
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· collaborate across all levels of government for online initiatives through the development of a consistent government information and online service delivery policy to enhance user access and minimise unnecessary duplication of resources, programmes or initiatives.

· include a review process to evaluate progress, policy directions and implementation strategies in response to changing technologies, opportunities and demography.
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