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Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee 

Role of Libraries In The Online Environment

Inquiry

For a large number of Australians in rural and regional areas, public libraries are the sole source of free access to the Internet and online information. The Parkes Shire Library is committed to ensuring equity of access to information for all as part of their social obligation to the community. A great deal has been achieved through the efforts of library staff and the local council in meeting the rapidly changing needs of the local community for online services. The challenges of delivery of library services in the online environment have produced many issues specific to rural and regional libraries and their communities. 

The current community patterns of demand for the Parkes Shire Library public information services, including the provision of information online include:

· Email and University / School assignments,

· Internal databases, including Internet databases restricted by licensing issues,

· Government services - ABN registration,

· Government information - legislation, ABS statistics,

· Economic - job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities, real estate sales and rentals,

· Information - school and tertiary studies assignments,

· Recreation - holiday planning, including bookings and travel, identifying events of interest,

· Banking, local government payments,

· Medical information and support,

· Communication - tourism promotion, and community information and business databases available,

· Tuition and guidance on accessing and searching for electronic information,

The continuation of inadequate levels of state and federal funding is jeopardising the future of public library services in New South Wales, and inhibiting libraries from improving services and practices to a level that the community is expecting. 

By providing these services to the public the library staff are continually updating their personal knowledge regarding the expediential changes in the field of online information.

The library staff are spending more and more time re-educating clients who are wishing to access information using this media. Many of the clients are technophobes - clients unable to, and/or unwilling to, use or embrace any new technology. These people view the library as a “safe and understanding” place to access information using this media as the staff are client orientated.

· As a public library we try to incorporate new technologies and information sources into the library environment so that the public in our rural community can have the best access possible. However the cost that is bourn by the councils in providing and maintaining the infrastructure that carries this information is increasing at a rate that many councils are looking at cutting other library services to free up funds for the technology aspect of the library services. It is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain a balance between client needs for existing traditional resources and for new online information in an environment of limited, and often static, budgetary resources. At present there are grants available for the setting up of technology projects however the ongoing costs and upgrading are not covered by the grants.

It is the view of the Parkes Shire Library that State and Federal Governments have made policy decisions that information will be distributed electronically, but have not invested in the process beyond the information being installed on the Internet.  State and Federal Governments need to invest in the funding in the successful implementation of the information retrieval process being undertaken on their behalf by public libraries. 

A collaboration across all levels of government for online initiatives to enhance user access and minimise unnecessary duplication of resources, programmes or initiatives is desperately required. The Parkes Shire Library is at the limit of its staffing and budgetary capacities in all aspects of library services especially the area of online services. The Parkes Shire Council is a very progressive and library supportive council, however despite all their support the budgetary costs of running the library and maintaining all aspects of online technology in the library is becoming prohibitive . 

Council is pleased to be able to provide these comments as constructive input into the Senate Environment, Communications, Information technology and the Arts Reference Committee’s inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment. Council officers would be happy to discuss these and any other issues relating to the Inquiry and it’s findings at any time. On behalf of Parkes Shire Council I invite members of the Committee to inspect the resources at Parkes during any fact finding tours you may chose to conduct. More information relating to the services provided by the Parkes Shire Library can be found at:

http://parkes.local-e.nsw.gov.au/community/01/
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