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Enclosed is Council's submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee. 

SINGLETON SHIRE COUNCIL
Submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee
Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment
Background
Public Libraries have traditionally had a key role in the democratic process of the nation through the provision of free access to information for all. They are also a rich source of local study material. In the global knowledge economy this role is fundamental to national success. 
The major role of Singleton Public Library is 'The Door to Learning' and its objective is:
'To provide an environment for lifelong learning by working together with the community to make available responsive library services and resources that inform, educate and enrich the lives of the people of Singleton. We aim to achieve this through a process of continuous improvement.'
The online environment has required public libraries to broaden their services and collections so that they remain relevant to the communities they serve. It has not changed what libraries do but how they do it. It has provided opportunities to enhance existing services and has brought new users to libraries. Our challenge is to meet their needs as well as those of the more traditional users. How well we do this is inhibited by the inadequate levels of state and federal funding.
A partnership with an Internet Service Provider, providing free public and staff access, has allowed Singleton Public Library to develop its current online services at a higher level than would have otherwise been possible. In its 2002/3 budget Council has committed to a new Library project worth $3,000,000. The project aims to further enhance online services and has been based on extensive community consultation.
Current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online 
The following facts demonstrate patterns of demand: 
· 41% of Singleton's population are registered library users. 
· Singleton Public Library has 8 public access PCs and they are in constant use
· In the past 12 months 56% of new members said they joined because of the Internet. This extends across all age groups ranging from young children to the elderly.
· In the past twelve months reference inquiries have increased by 69.92%. Even those with access to the Internet at home are seeking assistance to find the information they require. 
· 92.46% were answered on the same day they were requested. This is significant for a relatively small regional service and represents a 10% improvement on the previous year. Technology and increased staff skills are breaking down the barriers of isolation and size. 
· Singleton Library has a Seniors on the Net Group and a Kidzone Group that meet monthly. More frequent meetings are inhibited by space restrictions in the current building and the demand for terminals.
· Although there are TAFE and other adult education institutions providing internet training courses the library receives frequent requests for tuition in this area. The demand is for an informal learning environment targeting individual's specific needs. Our ability to meet this demand is inhibited by lack of space and resources.
· Through its diverse programs and services the library is a key contributor to the social capital of the community.
· The Library plays a key role in supporting other educational institutions with students of all ages being heavy users. 
The response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources
· Library collections now include a variety of software and hardware, and guides to accessing them.
· A balance between hard copy resources, online database subscriptions, CD ROMs and free web based information is maintained.
· Encouragement and training in the use of these resources is provided.
· Singleton Library developed a web site for the whole of Council as well as its own.
· Singleton Library's web site includes an online Homework Helper and a Virtual Reference Library that are continuously being developed in liaison with local schools
· An online Local Studies section is also being developed in liaison with the Historical Society.
· An online Community Information database is planned for the near future in liaison with the Neighbourhood Centre
· The library catalogue is accessible via the Internet and allows enhanced remote services such as loan renewals. Online reservations, requests and suggestions for purchase are in the process of being developed.
· Singleton Library played a key role in the integration of the Kosovars into the local community during the Singleton Safe Haven Project by providing Internet access and developing the Haven Online web site. This site continues to be frequently accessed, especially by the Kosovars who returned to Kosova and those remaining in Australia. 
· Consortium purchasing has allowed the subscription to expensive online databases.
· The Library network has formed partnerships with government and other agencies to provide information and services available to communities at their local library - Legal Information Centre, ABS Library Extension Program and the Drug Information at Your Local Library project soon to be launched. All have online as well as hardcopy information and services.
· Collaboration of the Australian library sector in the development of the National Bibliographic Database managed by the National Library of Australia. Currently the cost of contributing to the Database prohibits some libraries from participating and the integrity of the Database is at risk.
· Library networks are beginning to trial 24x7 virtual reference services
· The Nexus User Needs Analysis of Singleton Library revealed a need by mothers for a space to study that also provided a safe, welcoming environment for their children. They want to use their time out of the workforce to study while still being able to devote time to family. The new library will be catering for this demand. Public libraries are in a position to offer such flexible alternatives for lifelong learning. 
· Local government, through multi-skilling of staff and new technologies, is able to take advantage of the extended hours of public libraries to deliver cost effective and improved customer services to the community. 
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.
and
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
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 and their staff have a well established history as information providers. They provide equitable access for the entire community and travelling public. They are perceived as being non-threatening, barrier free and more accessible because of their opening hours. Most public libraries are open evenings and some periods at weekends, if not all weekend. They are a familiar, widely accepted hub in their communities. It makes sense to build on this solid base. 
Singleton Library's ability to play the increasingly important role of information centre for the local community is contingent on funding. While we are fortunate in being able to broker a deal for free access to the Internet there are still the costs associated with the need to:
* Continually update equipment and software, including scanners, printers, etc
* Adopt new technologies
* Provide adaptive technology for special needs 
* Increase the number of terminals available
* Continuously increase the skills of staff
* Provide appropriate space
* Digitize content
* Training and user education
* Purchase network licences and licences for remote access allowing members to access from home databases subscribed to by the library.
* Provide appropriate space. Study areas, safe play areas for children etc
* Continue to offer the more traditional services so that the two compliment each other. This includes developing new collections in new formats (e.g. DVD)
The levels of funding for NSW public library services, provided by the different levels of government, are illustrated in the following graph. 
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Combined with the imposition of rate pegging, the burden on local government clearly needs to be redressed. There is an urgent need for national policy makers to recognise and support the depth of use of public libraries and the extent of their delivery of online services.
Some more specific strategies might be:
· To make contributions to the National Bibliographic Database by libraries free and further, to make access to the Database free for libraries and all Australians.
· To support a national framework for the digitization of Australia's cultural heritage making them available to all via the Internet. Small public libraries have unique collections and access to private collections within their communities. They need national guidelines and funding to make them accessible to all.
· A policy and funding mechanism at the national level that ensures Australians have direct, free access to a core set of online information resources, including commercially published full text databases.
· To address inequities in State funding and establish a per capita funding for public libraries that will allow them to be primary public information resources in the online environment. In New South Wales the contribution of the State Government to the funding of public libraries has declined sharply in real terms since 1980. 
Year Total State Government Total Local Government
Expenditure Expenditure
I980 $ 8.5M (23.6%) $ 27.5M (73.4%)
1990 $13.1M (12.6%) $ 90.9M (87.4%)
1998/99 $16.7M ( 8.1%) $191.8M (91.9%) 
2001/02 $19.7M ( 8.9%) $200.0M (91.1%) 
(Actual) (Estimate based on 1998/1999)
The State Government contribution has declined dramatically in comparison with the local government contribution, which has increased by over $170m per annum, a staggering 700% increase in 20 years. In the same period the State Government contribution has increased by only $11.2m.
The following table shows the funding provided for public libraries by the state governments in Victoria and Queensland, the states most similar to NSW. 
State Population Total State Government Per Capita Expenditure 2001 Census Expenditure 2002-03* 2002-03** 
Victoria 4,644,950 $ 26,165,800 $5.65
Queensland 3,655,139 $ 22,516,000 $6.16
NSW 6,371,745 $ 20,919,000 $3.28 
* Excludes the costs for the Public Libraries Branches/Divisions in the respective state 
libraries 
** The per capita figures have been calculated by dividing the total state government spending 
on public libraries in each state by the total population of that state 
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Conclusion
Public Libraries are embracing the opportunities the online environment offers. They are well established, widespread, highly respected and patronised. In addition they have established strong networks at the local, regional, state and national levels. Their contribution as a primary public resource in the online environment is limited by funding. Funding for public libraries has fallen almost entirely onto Local Government. There is a critical need for State and Federal Governments to demonstrate a greater commitment to this vital national resource.
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