Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

Response from the Salisbury Public Library Service to the Senate Inquiry issues as outlined below:

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

1) There is increasing demand for access to electronic services at Salisbury Library Service. This has not replaced or reduced the demand on tradition print and AV materials, which we continue to resource, along with electronic resources, from a relatively static budget. 

2) There is a tendency for Internet users to seek information at random rather than using a logical path or a database that has been selected by library staff for its reliability. Public knowledge of basic search techniques and appropriate search engines is very low.

3) A large percentage of Internet usage by the community is for communication purposes, i.e. email. Debate on public use of PCs as ‘reference resources” as opposed to “email and chat communication” has led staff to support all Internet use equally, without criteria or judgement.


4) Salisbury Public Library Service is open a total of 183.5 hours per week (over 4 Branches). The Library Service provides 21 computers for public Internet access. These PCs are available a total of 973 hours per week. The public computers are booked and used 76% of the available time (approx. 27,000 bookings per year). 


5) Salisbury Library web page offers links to carefully selected Internet sites and research guides for topics appropriate for school, business and recreation needs. Salisbury Library web page has had over 50,000 hits the past year.

6) Salisbury Library on-line catalogue was accessed from remote locations (home, schools, etc) via the Internet approx. 24,000 hits last year.


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

1) Library patrons in South Australia have free access to the Internet in all public libraries, funded by the State Government through PLAIN (Public Libraries Automated Information Network). It has become necessary to limit user booking times to ensure equity of access for as many residents as possible. 


2) Councils provide public libraries with the IT, hardware, software, licences, security, support necessary to make this service available. The direct expenditure to provide just the 21 PCs, 4 printers and network support is roughly  $76,000 per year – funded from Council budget. In addition, Council has had to provide additional staff for training and IT support. This includes a Fulltime Information Technology Manager and Fulltime Information Manager.



3) Libraries are now responsible for “policing” the public access to Internet usage and controlling under 18 access to Internet. Australia Broadcasting Authority regulations must be applied and administered. The cost in staff time to monitor use and implement the policy is significant and can detract from the provision of other library services. The impact on the relationship between staff and customers is also a consideration.

4) In conjunction with PLAIN and Salisbury Council, Salisbury Library Service has responded to the changing information needs of its community by:

1. Making available a portal to information through remote and ‘in house’ access: electronic and print media.

2. Subscribing to appropriate online publications to enable easy access to what can be an overwhelming information resource – the Internet
- selected subscription databases providing information needs of the Salisbury community

3. Providing access to IT so that the public can retrieve information as well as communicate with others via Internet.


4. Offering user education, both formal and informal to help the public make the most effective use of available resources:

In the period April 2000 - June 2002, 746 library patrons attended Internet Research Training sessions (710 Basic classes and 36 Effective Searching). 91 patrons have attended sessions on how to use the Internet for communication (email)
5. Providing staff training to facilitate user education.

 (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; 

1) Consortia make provision of online resources more viable as online subscriptions. The licenses for these databases can be prohibitive for individual libraries. 

2) On behalf of libraries, CLASA and the aforementioned PLAIN facilitate these through a levy system and by negotiating “bulk” subscriptions with providers to help reduce costs.

3) This current system gives a certain degree of choice to individual libraries, but smaller and less affluent councils can be disadvantaged.

4) Users need to be made more aware of these resources and assisted to become proficient in their use by promotion and education.

5) Libraries have become an increasingly important part of learning and research. They need to become more proactive in promoting these resources to schools, tertiary students and the work place and the general public. 

(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; and

1) A subcommittee of CLASA has produced a Public Libraries website which will be a central portal for all libraries and the community. Libraries will be contributing to a subject reference guide and users will be able to use the site as their starting point for their information needs. This will need committed staffing and funding from CLASA and participating libraries.

2) Coordinated training programs for the staff in the public library field and for the public are paramount to the successful use of these resources.

3) Libraries need the funding to provide and maintain the hardware and software, the space to accommodate the increase in IT as well as staff and public training to facilitate sustainable use.


4) Commerce, government and education are incorporating Internet as integral part of their core business and as a major method of communicating with their “customers”. Libraries are often the only access to the payment, study materials, forms and documents, timetables/maps, job descriptions etc that once were printed and distributed by the business themselves.


5) Freedom of Information has prompted the delivery of much of the documentation through the Internet. Just locating the required specific information via the Internet is challenging, but once found, public need to have the option to open it (often in Adobe format), print it, download it, and reply via “contact” email. 

(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.


1) Libraries need to promote themselves and their shifting role in the provision of information services. They need to find ways to provide remote access to information and to validate their role in information provision.


2) Salisbury Library provides their catalogue on-line for remote access via the Internet. Last year, our catalogue received over 24,000 visits. This is a major initiative of Salisbury to extend Library services to areas with restricted access to library locations.

3) Federal Government has addressed the issue of telecommunications and online access for country communities through Networking the Nation.  Together with local and state governments they now need to act on the inequities relating to IT and information access for those who don’t have PCs in their home.

4) In the Salisbury Council area, there are still many people without Internet (or PCs) at home and they may chose not to use public services.   A 2001 Community survey showed that 22% of the Salisbury population had not used any Council service in that year.
5) According to the same survey, the percentage of residents with Internet access in the home was 37% (23% in Salisbury North). These figures are well below the national average.
6) Broadband access is not universally available even in metropolitan areas and needs a strategic approach to provide with Government support.

7) Corporate sector has a role to play in this, but not at the expense of the integrity of public libraries in providing access to information and services without bias.

8) Corporate “profit based” considerations do adversely affect the provision of high speed, reliable communications (eg optic fibre versus radio band, viability of HDSL connections via telephone exchanges) to remote or “disadvantaged” areas.
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