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Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment by the Shorelink Library Network.

August 2002

Introduction

The Shorelink Network Committee is pleased to be able to respond to and input into the “Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.”

The Shorelink Library Network was established in 1983 to provide enhanced, service oriented, efficient and cost effective Library service to the public library users of the five contributing local government areas.

The role and rationale of the Shorelink Library Network is embodied in the Network's mission statement:

In the interests of public library users, to be the best Library Network in Australia:

proud of being service oriented, innovative, efficient, cost effective;

committed to meeting the needs of our users and to utilising the computer network to its maximum potential;

recognised as an outstanding example of co‑operation between local government authorities.
Shorelink is comprised of the Library Services of the following Local Government areas:



Lane Cove


Manly



Mosman


North Sydney (Stanton Library)



Willoughby

The Local Government areas that Shorelink serves, sit within the following State Electorates:



Lane Cove


Manly

North Shore


Willoughby

and the Federal Electorates of:



Bennelong


Bradfield



Mackellar


North Sydney



Warringah

In addition to the co-operation provided by being part of the Shorelink Library Network, the Libraries within Shorelink, and as part of their own Local Government areas also participate in other resource sharing.  These initiatives emanate from the following voluntary ‘ROC groups – NSROC (Northern Sydney Regional Organisation of Councils): IMROC (Inner Metropolitan Regional Organisations of Councils) and SHOROC (Shore Regional Organisation of Councils), and those initiates undertaken by the Metropolitan Public Libraries Association (MPLA).

The Shorelink Library Network Committee would like to take the opportunity to give evidence to the Inquiry if that opportunity presents itself.

Key Shorelink statistics

Population of the area covered by Shorelink
221,350


Number of Library materials circulated - 2001/2002
2,534,594
Increase of 2.3% over previous year.

Number of Visitors to Shorelink Libraries – 2001/2002
1,934,824
Average of 8.7 visits per head of population

Number of registered Shorelink Library members 
182,703
82.54% of the population of the area covered by Shorelink

Number of online catalogue searches – 2001/2002
1,264,981
Internal (from within Libraries) 73% 

External (from outside the Library via the Internet) 27%.

Stock held by the five Shorelink Libraries
741,066


Number of enquiries on the LINCS online community information database
25,799


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

The Australian Bureau of Statistics publication, Public Libraries, Australia (8561.0, p. 6) has a figure of a total of 93,335,100 visits to public libraries in 1999-2000, up from 84,730,100 in 1996-1997.  ABS (p.9) equates this to 4.9 visits per head of population as compared to 4.6 visits in 1996-7.  Within Shorelink, the average number of visits per head is 8.7.

Access to the Shorelink Libraries, and to the information that they contain and provide to their communities, is enhanced by the wide range of access hours – each of the Libraries is open seven days a week, including evening hours.  The Shorelink catalogue and associated databases are available to the community seven days a week – 24 hours a day.  There were 1,264,981 hits on the Shorelink catalogue in the year ended June 2002.

The Shorelink Council Libraries provide access to the Internet via both dedicated Shorelink infrastructure and via the NSW State Government subsidised nsw.net connections, run in conjunction with their owning Councils.

Currently there are 34 dedicated public access Internet PCs available within the five Libraries and their branches.

In addition, since October 2000, with the installation of the new Library Management system (Sirsi), the Internet is also available via the online catalogues.  In early 2002, access was significantly enhanced by the addition of “weblinks” within the Library catalogue.  Currently, the “weblinks”  seamlessly take the user to other web sites, e.g. ABS; other Library catalogues and dictionaries.  The catalogue is available at www.shorelink.nsw.gov.au.

It is envisaged that access to electronic databases will be available via the Shorelink catalogue in the near future.  These databases are expected to include Electric Library and the Australian and New Zealand Reference Centre.

Each Council area within Shorelink offers access to their community information database, via both the Council websites and via the Shorelink catalogue.  The provision of the community information database linked between the Libraries and the Council websites widens both access to the information provided and highlights other Council information provided on each Council’s websites.

In addition to upgraded online access to information, the use of more traditional services continues to expand.  The Shorelink Libraries all issue more than the New South Wales State average of loans per capita, with some of the libraries issuing more than twice the State average.  Overall, the Shorelink Network issued 2,534,594 items in the year ended 

30 June 2002.  This is an overall increase in loans of 2.3% over the previous years already large borrowing figure. 

The use of the Libraries for author talks; community events; pre-school story times and other activities continues to expand.

Councils increasingly are using the facilities of their libraries to provide information on a growing range of community issues – development applications; changes to zonings; recycling programmes.  As the number of people visiting libraries increases – so does the information reach that libraries can provide.

b) response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources

Impetus for the establishment of the Shorelink Library Network sprang from the need for each of the participating Councils to computerise their Library operations.  The ongoing success of Shorelink provides an outstanding example of commitment to improving services to residents through a local government resource sharing agreement. 

Shorelink has responded to the ongoing challenge of providing high quality traditional library resources and services together with fast, reliable access to online information.  Whilst there has been a shift in emphasis from purchase of traditional library resources just in case they are needed, to delivery of information just in time to meet patrons needs, there is still a high demand for traditional library resources, both print and audio visual. The challenge is to provide the traditional resources and at the same time anticipate and respond to demands for online resources within budgetary constraints. 

The Network has responded to the changing information needs of the member communities by:

· upgrading infrastructure, including the communications network, to provide acceptable response times.

· using the network connection to provide high speed public access Internet services.

· replacing the library management computer system in 2000 with a web based system (Sirsi's Unicorn)

· using the computer system to best advantage by providing one stop shop public access to:

· the catalogues of the five libraries.

· the community information database.

· web resources such as dictionaries and other reference works.

· catalogues of neighbouring libraries.

· website of each member Council.

· provision of online renewal of loans.

· providing free access to online databases: e.g. 

· health, employment, statistics.

· access to full text databases which is provided free of charge but which the libraries pay a subscription via nsw.net, e.g. Electric Library, ANZRC, APAFT.

· community information (DataDiction's Lincs system).

· providing patrons with the opportunity to submit their information requests online and to have them answered online.

· provision of access to catalogues of other libraries, thus increasing demand for interlibrary loans.

· provision of innovative services such as:

· eBooks & NetLibrary (Shorelink received a Library Council of NSW Development Grant to trial this service as a model for other libraries).

· conducting a live webcast of an HSC lecture, with external participants having the facility to submit online questions to the lecturer.

· improving online access for people with disabilities by providing touch screens and large font screen displays.

Internet access to the catalogues of the five member libraries has achieved one of the long-term objectives of the Network.  It has also improved service to our communities by providing 24/7 access not only to the catalogues but also to additional online information resources. 

Access to the library webpages, which are part of their Council's websites, has also resulted in increased hits on other sections of the Council's websites and an increased awareness of the services provided by the Councils.

There are, however budgetary implications for ongoing delivery of excellent service levels where the demand continues to increase.  The issue for Shorelink is the need for ongoing review of traffic levels and response times and of the infrastructure required to maintain consistent service levels, and the provision of funding to achieve this.

c) possible strategies that 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

Since the establishment of Shorelink in 1983, the growth of the online environment via the Internet has enabled the Network to dramatically improve the level of service offered to our communities.  The Shorelink community has embraced both the Shorelink model and the services offered - the high usage of the five Shorelink Libraries clearly demonstrates this acceptance. 

The Shorelink Library Network objective is to continue to provide excellent service by optimising use of information technology resources.

Issues which impact on the achievement of this objective are:

· managing and funding the increased demand for external access to our database as incoming traffic has greatly exceeded initial expectations.  Volume has gone up for inbound traffic from 10GB to 20GB over a period of less than twelve months.  This increase has resulted in greater communication and maintenance costs and requires more frequent upgrading of hardware and software. 

· providing sufficient resources to meet demand for access to online information (including provision of space and information technology resources both hardware and software).

· increasing demand for staff to be multi-skilled in the following areas:

· use of online resources, as staff training in use of these resources is an ongoing process that often involves undertaking external training.

· troubleshooting/maintenance of hardware and software as staff must undertake some basic IT training in order to be effective in this role.

· provision of training for patrons as Library staff have a key role to play in assisting patrons to access information that is reliable and in training them to use online resources effectively.  Patrons include a wide range of ages and abilities – ranging from pre-schoolers to senior citizens.

· higher level of technical support is needed by system administrators in order to ascertain database accessibility (uptime) and state of the art communications and hardware.

· further and ever-increasing pressures are put on our bandwidth due to:

· need to provide access to databases with photographs, articles, and maps – in particular local studies resources that are unique to each community.

· increase in complexity of webpages (flash, shockwave, images, movies and voice).

· Reduction in costs or the possibility of free-of-charge access to online databases, other electronic resources and Kinetica.

(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

Public libraries are already seen by the community as a safe place to gather information and use the Internet.  The library provides security and assistance is generally available on request.  The community feels that libraries are trustworthy places that respect their needs and privacy and where they can remain anonymous.  Even when our patrons have a high degree of computer ownership they still choose to use Internet facilities in the library so that they can be assisted by professional information specialists.

A move to use public libraries to deliver more public information and services over the Internet would be embraced by the community as this would streamline their search for public information. 

Public libraries are ideally suited to act as gateways to online information – both from a community input point of view and from a government perspective.

For libraries to be able to provide the community with the services and support they would expect in this new environment, the following issues would need to be addressed:

· Library staff are general experts on the Internet.  With the greater availability of public information online, the public would expect library staff to have a greater depth of knowledge about all the public information on the Internet.  The availability of online help does not take away the expectation of the public that library staff can quickly assist them with any problem they are experiencing.  Staff expertise in handling printer and equipment problems would also need to be addressed.  A comprehensive and ongoing staff development program would need to be developed for library staff.

· The staffing levels of public libraries would need to be reviewed so that staff would have the time to assist the public.

· Many public libraries do not have sufficient space for a large number of Internet PCs.

· Libraries would need sufficient Internet PCs so that patrons could use equipment within a reasonable booking period.  The issue of the speed of the connection, downtime and peripherals would also need to be addressed.  To create a secure computing environment no Shorelink library currently allows patrons to use a hard drive.  This inability to upload or download information is now out of step with customer expectations.  Shorelink is currently reviewing this in an attempt to strike a better balance between security and service.  The provision of more public information on the Internet would require this issue to be addressed and patrons would require electronic copies of many types of public information.

· Libraries have embraced the Internet and integrated it into their service delivery.  If further development of Internet services was at the expense of traditional services library patrons would be very dissatisfied.  Cost shifting from pubic authorities to public libraries would be detrimental to the community.

· Libraries constantly deal with copyright issues.  The copyright status of all public information would need to be clear and easily enforceable.

· As libraries deliver public information they would be seen by the public as liable for the accuracy of both the information and for any assistance they offer. 

· Patrons would need a larger degree of privacy in communication with public authorities on the Internet.  To provide this privacy libraries would generally need more space for individual booths and sufficient staff to ensure that all private details have been removed before another borrower used the equipment.

· Managing and maintaining weblinks to ensure currency impacts on staff resources and effective information provision.

· Information provided by government must be easy to view and download, must be able to be displayed on a wide range of equipment, meets disabled access standards and be in plain English – with the ability to be viewed in a wide range of community languages.

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.

Ideally Government needs to make a long term commitment to the provision of 

online services by guaranteed funding, in this way libraries would feel confident in pursuing the online delivery mode as a viable alternative.

Government and the corporate sector should be encouraged to support public libraries to a much greater extent than currently exists, if the online environment is to thrive across the community.

At the Federal level there is currently no funding of libraries for resources, buildings or communication.  Funding in any form would be welcome, as training and infrastructure costs add enormously to the base cost of service delivery.

Training is essential for proficient delivery and usage.  As information systems develop, staff must be kept abreast of technological change and development in order to inform the public.  This involves both staff time and expertise. 

Hardware has a relatively short life span and needs to be updated regularly in order to be able to access new information as it presents.

Kinetica, which provides access to the national database of material held in Australian libraries and supports cooperation and resource sharing within the Australian library community, is costly to access.  This cost could be absorbed by the Federal Government thereby providing free access to all public libraries and freeing up funds to further develop their individual collections.

State government could offer funding comparable to the Federal Government.  Training models for information delivery could be developed so that there is consistency in delivery; this could be based on the New South Wales State Library initiative, LIAC (Legal Information Access Centre) model which has proved highly successful.  Currently some training is provided in varying degrees by the service providers eg. training for CLib  information is provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

A central point of access could be established as a clearinghouse for Government information so that libraries would have a specific point of contact to confirm current data and respond to queries.

SHORELINK Councils have historically been very supportive of their libraries and we trust they will continue to maintain this level of support.  These Councils have also maintained and developed strong links with their communities and have designated their libraries as access and distribution points for Council information, e.g. Development Applications, Local Environment Plans (LEPs) and general community information.  All of the Shorelink Council communities have high expectations of their library services and expect information to be delivered promptly by skilled staff. 

The demand for online resources is countered against the continuing demand for print resources. Libraries cannot continue to expand the range of resources and maintain existing stock levels without additional funding for resources and infrastructure.

Public libraries find the cost of resources and the differential discounts that often apply leave us at a disadvantage. Consistency in this regard is one way that the corporate sector could be more supportive of public libraries, additionally they could offer structured expertise and infrastructure support by way of sponsorship.
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