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12 August, 2002

The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology

and the Arts Reference Committee

Parliament House

Canberra

ecita@aph.gov.au
Dear Sir

RE: SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES AS PROVIDERS OF PUBLIC INFORMATION IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Manjimup Public Library is the largest library in the Shire of Manjimup, a LGA in the lower south west of Western Australia, covering an area of 7,031 square kilometres with a population of 10,400. The Shire provides five public libraries to service the towns within the LGA. Four of these libraries are very small in size and in library collections but are well used by their communities. The library in the Shire’s main service centre is not large by library standards but has a high ratio of loans per staff. 

a) Current community patterns & demand 

Demand for public information through libraries continues to be strong. Apart from ordinary loan statistics Manjimup library kept statistics for Reference Inquiries, which are loosely defined as inquiries from library users for information other than fiction and simple direction to a shelf, which require library staff to use their knowledge of library resources to provide an answer. Some reference inquiries necessitate long searches and others can be answered quickly. In 2000 the average number of reference inquiries was 6 per day.

Since 2000 the library has provided users with an Online Public Access Catalogue, for the local library stock only, with Wordsearch capability.  The statistic for information searches could not be separated from searches for author or fiction series but inquiries through librarians continues to be significant. A noticeable difference now is that many of the reference inquiries are answered using online information through Internet as well as from information available in the library or from the inter library loan system used in Western Australian public libraries. 

b) Response by libraries to changing information needs
The Shire of Manjimup has responded to changing information needs by automating the operations and catalogues of their libraries so that users and staff have better access to the information they need. Some access to the Internet has also been provided but to adequately provide the hardware needed to make this service available requires extra funding from a Shire budget which is already stretched, especially by a responsibility for 1823kms of roads. More PCs with Internet access are needed to give all library users the equity of access that librarian’s strive to provide for the community.

c) Possible strategies to enhance wider use & distribution of info

There are impediments to improved information availability through libraries, especially in the country. One of the Shire of Manjimup’s libraries is outside the local call fee area of the main centre, which causes extra costs for communication, and for networking library resources. Improved telecommunications and especially a more equitable pricing system for our communications are one strategy that would enhance wider use and distribution of information in the country.

Greater use of library networks would be of benefit to all with the possibility of services such as virtual librarians and online databases. Libraries will require upgraded and more hardware because many in rural areas have PCs that are discards from other departments of their Local Government if they have PCs at all. Shire of Manjimup libraries would need at least another computer each to gain any advantage from library networking because each library computer is already fully utilised for circulation desk purposes. 

Increased public knowledge and skill in using library resources is the goal of all librarians but is hampered by the lack of resources to provide for increased usage. Offering a service that cannot be maintained and then disappoints a prospective user can be more of a deterrent than not offering it at all. Manjimup library gives limited tuition on using the Public Access computer available but has had to cancel lessons when there have been problems with the computer. To a novice computer user this is not encouraging. The best way to improve user skills and library knowledge is to provide better quality equipment and more hardware and staff time. 

d) Use of libraries to deliver over Internet
Libraries are recognised as providers of information and library staff are skilled in finding specific information. Librarians are qualified through university study courses that emphasise information retrieval from all available sources. Only recently the NSW Industrial Relations Commission, in a test case, granted all library staff recognition for their qualifications and placed librarians on an equal industrial footing with lawyers, engineers and other professionals.  The Commission’s findings ruled that library staffs’ skills have always been undervalued.  Libraries are very well placed to provide for community demands for public information. 

An electronic library is now being developed to provide services to the entire south west of Western Australia including Shire of Manjimup libraries making our libraries well prepared to participate in online information.

Community demands for information are varying but important and people now have expectations that their information needs should be met. Freedom of Information legislation has probably increased community awareness and fostered demand. 

e) Roles of various levels of government, corporate & libraries in effective information use 

All levels of Government have a responsibility to ensure that public information is made accessible and in a cost-effective way. In Western Australia there are partnerships for provision of library services between State and Local Government that provide for a base level of service to most communities. Councils must provide for services above a base standard from their own revenue but there are concerns that smaller country Local Governments cannot provide the same levels of library service that larger Council’s can. Local Governments, especially in rural areas with low rate bases, must rely on State and Federal Government grants funding for much of their revenue. 

Government at all levels can maximise the use of any funding spent on disseminating information by using the already established library expertise and networks and encouraging the further use of online technology.

Margaret Jacob

Manager of Library Services

Shire of Manjimup

