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

Senate Inquiry Into The Role Of Public Libraries As Providers Of Public Information In The Online Environment

Submission from the City of Armadale, Western Australia

The City of Armadale is a medium sized local government authority, population approximately 55,000, 30 kilometres south of Perth. The City is a mix of middle and lower class socio-economic groups, with a higher than average youth population.  A lack of industrial or commercial rate base means that the Council’s main source of rate revenue is from residential properties. The City is not regarded as wealthy and while its three public library branches are relatively small, they are extremely active, offering a large number of extension services. They play an extremely important role in the provision of on-line information resources, together with the traditional role of loan of print and other library materials.

The submission addresses each of the terms of reference of the enquiry:

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

It is important to note that our public library usage isn’t decreasing as a result of the Internet and information online. The City of Armadale’s library membership increased by 16% in 2001/02. There are an average 20,500 visits to our 3 libraries collectively each month. Our data is supported by ABS data related to the number of visits to National, State and public libraries annually that showed there were 99.4 million visits nationally in 1999/2000, an 11% increase on visits since 96/97.

 People come to our libraries for a variety of reasons: to borrow books and other items; to read newspapers and magazines; to participate in story time and the many community programmes that we offer; to use the photocopy machine; to use the reference collections or to use the public access Internet terminals that we have. These are very limited in number – each library has only one 1 terminal that provides free Internet access and 2 of the libraries have a user pay kiosk. We do allow email on the free access terminal but ‘chat’ is prohibited. Associated costs, physical space within our libraries and the issue of traffic on the City’s current server are the key reasons for such a limited number of access points. 

It is not possible to provide actual statistical data on the number of reference enquiries received that relate specifically to ‘public information’ – however that may be defined! Suffice to say that our libraries reflect recent research undertaken by the Urban Libraries Council in the USA and reported in the Australian Bookseller and Publisher Jan/Feb 2001 page 22 - it states that ‘public library and Internet usage go hand in hand’. The research has found that 75.2% of Internet users also use public libraries, 60.3% of library users use the Internet, while 40% of people use both. It also found that ‘there is no evidence at this time that use of the Internet is changing reasons why people use the library’. 

(b)
the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources: 
Public libraries are a constant in the life long learning environment – they support lifelong learning and literacy. Public libraries constantly change and expand their methods of delivering information as the medium changes. Online resources are an important part of the public library service and are essential in the support of lifelong learning and literacy. For many of our residents the public library is their only point of access to the Internet and online resources. A survey conducted of library members in July 2002 revealed that some 50% of our residents don’t have access to the Internet from home. This reflects findings from the Centre for International Economics (2001) prepared for the National Office for the Information Economy, Canberra that estimated by the end of 2001, every second household would have Internet access. Many of the households currently without Internet access probably won’t have it for some long time, if at all, and without the public library will remain on the wrong side of the ‘digital divide’. 

However, we believe that it needs to be stated in the context of this submission that the role of the public library is much broader than just that of information, and that the information that people do seek, comes in many different ways. A recent press statement in the UK suggests that falling library usage there, is because the amount that libraries have been spending on books has fallen by 33% during the past 10 years – despite overall spending on public libraries remaining constant. Many people use the public library to read and borrow books, just as many use it as an information source. The library’s role in providing each of these services in a community should not be under-estimated.  A report by Eva Cox, Faculty of Humanities and Social Science UTS, Sydney “A Safe Place to go” Libraries and Social Capital June 2000, states: The findings of this report show that libraries function to enhance social interaction and trust, and that they foster equal access and a sense of equity within the community in which they are placed, which in turn contributes to social capital. 
While public libraries have been responding to the changing information needs of Australians, they have also been responding to the ongoing and changing roles associated with social inclusion, the learning society, the modernising of local government, the information age, cultural planning and community development. It is imperative that the findings of the Senate’s inquiry are not seen in isolation – you cannot consider only the online informational role of public libraries, without acknowledging their broader community development and social capital building roles.

(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.


We acknowledge the responsibility of the public library to work collaboratively with other levels of government in the development of strategies to improve library networks, to improve online access in libraries, the development of online libraries and greater public knowledge and skill in using these resources – but Local Government can’t provide the technical conduit. We believe that Federal Government needs to address the issue of higher bandwidth and wide area networks for public libraries as a price affordable by Local Government. The Federal Government’s obligation to the community in respect of information provision, is not fulfilled by simply putting its information on a WEB site. Some level of Federal assistance is required at the local level to ensure equity of access to broadband services and online information. 

While the established regional and State networks already in existence are meeting some current needs to varying degrees, we believe that there is the need for a recognised and established Public Library Network. This need has been recognised by the profession and is being addressed by the possible formation of a recognized network to be known as ‘Public Libraries Australia’. We believe that every support should be given to this body to ensure that it succeeds, inclusive of financial assistance and assurance that it will be recognised by Federal Government and be actively used to disseminate public information. Recognition at this level would do much to ensure acknowledgement of Public Libraries Australia as a single, reputable network. The support by the National Library of Australia to this project, so far, is acknowledged.

The role model established in Singapore and to a lesser extent in the United Kingdom, with a whole of government approach to the establishment of public library networks is essential if the public library is to be expected to succeed in the role that it is taking in this area.

At the local level we are endeavouring to enhance public skill in using online resources. As just one example, our Library Department conducts weekly free ‘Surfing Seniors’ sessions – these are booked weeks in advance and comments such as that received below are not uncommon:

I have been meaning for some time now to write and thank you for all of your help and guidance you gave me, and the other computer illiterates, when we attended the

internet classes you ran at Kelmscott Library…since then I have acquired my own computer and have been able to use it without the feelings of nervousness that I would have had otherwise – so much so that I am now emailing my thanks to you instead of sending it by post.

Banks send clients to us for lessons in online banking, clients use our Internet PC for school and academic research, CVs are emailed from our PC – the uses are endless. We provide one to one assistance for those who cannot find what they want, assist with downloading and printing of information – we provide an amazing amount of free training in the use of PCs and the Internet. It is reasonable to presume that the amount of information that is available on-line only will grow, and that the demands on the public library to provide access to that information will grow accordingly. To meet this demand, we will need to provide more PCs and a greater amount of training – a cost to the local authority that is often difficult to meet.

(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: 

The Singapore experience is perhaps the best example that we can give in relation to this point. The following information is taken from a paper given by Dr Christopher Chia, Chief Executive of the National Library Board of Singapore at a Public Libraries Conference in Britain in 2001. He stated that even though Singapore is one of the most wired countries in the world with one of the highest PC penetration rates in the world, the government was concerned for the people on the wrong side of the digital divide – the 6 out of 10 people who didn’t have PCs in 1996. The national goal was ‘to build an e-inclusive society, where everybody is able to reap the benefits brought about by infocomm technology. In an e-inclusive society, technology is accessible and affordable to all, regardless of age, language, social background or ability’. ONE Learning Training Place training centres were established in libraries – these are the major cornerstones for equipping people with basic computer and Internet skills. 

In September 2001, Singapore launched eLibraryHub.com, a community and content portal that holds some 10,000 electronic books, 13,000 electronic magazines, journals and databases, 900 video-on-demand titles and 700 CD-Rom that are streamed through the Singapore ONE Network. The members of the national library system have access to this eLibraryHub. Several community organizations, government bodies and private corporations have adopted eLibraryHub as their personal digital library. To achieve this Singapore is spending billions of dollars on technology, collections, staff and on new library buildings. 

It is also interesting to note that at the same time as all this major technical development is taking place, book loans have doubled over the last five years. 

Should we dream of even coming close to achieving what Singapore has, in providing information on-line via the public library, a commitment to much higher levels of funding will be needed a national level. It is beyond the realms of local government to achieve this alone, regardless of the amount of good will and co-operation that exists. State based approaches will result in inequities of access, with no guarantee that information is disseminated to all – it will simply fail to achieve an e-inclusive society. 

(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. 

Public libraries are already used as a primary public information resource by many people. A recent paper from the USA states about public libraries: thousands of new visitors come seeking access to the Internet, the medium once expected to make libraries irrelevant. 
Public libraries offer training, they have access to databases that individuals could otherwise not afford to access, they have strong web presences, they are a well respected service with trained and skilled staff. 

What public libraries don’t have is the financial resources to provide what the public so clearly want.

A definition of e-government has been given as:

e-service – 

interface and relationship with customers

e-commerce – 

cash transactions and procurement

e-policy –

informed public interest in decisions

e-democracy –

 political dialogue with citizens and communities

e-management –
 improved management of people, organizations and resources

e-infrastructure –
 technical infrastructure that delivers the above

Public libraries have a real role to play in e-government, and the government has a responsibility to ensure that public libraries have the funds to deliver on this. Recently, the funding of public libraries had fallen more and more to Local Government. There is a demonstrated need for State and Federal Government to assist in the provision of the resources necessary to allow public libraries to provide online information in an effective and equitable manner.   
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