Federal Libraries Information Network (Australia)
Submission to the Senate "Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment"
Secretary
Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee,
Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600
Background
The Federal Libraries Information Network (FLIN - see Attachment 1) was formally established on 13 May 1993 and is composed mainly of Commonwealth government libraries from all around Australia.  FLIN libraries work co-operatively with officers of their department or organisation to provide the information solutions that support the work of co-ordinating the work of government administration.
FLIN is tendering a submission in response to the current Senate enquiry because FLIN libraries  play a vital and integral role in the provision of reference, research and other information services to  clients in the current online environment.  Never before has so much information been available and the need for efficient, effective access to the right information at the right time is critical.  Library staff provide the required expertise to evaluate and make information from a broad range of sources useful.
Although the majority of FLIN libraries do not provide information services or resources to the general public, they have a very significant client base within their department or organisation to whom they are a vital source of information in all its many formats, print, CD-ROM, online and the Internet.  Our response is focussed on our more limited clientele, because many of the issues, principles and philosophies are the same.
The attached submission, "Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment" contains representative comments from the Federal Libraries Information Network.
Yours faithfully,
Wendy Hansard
With the FLIN Executive
On behalf of the Federal Libraries Information Network
August 2002
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Introduction
In our society knowledge is a vital resource and information the most important raw material.  Library staff possess the unique skills, qualifications, knowledge and training to acquire, organise, maintain, offer for use and preserve material irrespective of the form in which it is packaged (print, CD-ROM, online or Internet) and our libraries make it possible for clients to gain access to that knowledge and use it to full effect.  No other institution carries out this long-term, systematic work.
"Even if they recognise their need for information, people often lack the understandings and skills to identify, locate, evaluate and then apply the needed information.  Librarianship is the only profession which is really alert to this issue … it is good libraries and information literacy, not just information technology, which largely determine who are the information rich and the information poor." (1)
Libraries have an irreplaceable and growing role in acquiring, organising, offering for use and preserving information in the online environment in which the number, range, quality and costs of online information is multiplying exponentially.
The role of libraries as providers of information in the online environment
In our information society knowledge is a vital resource and information the most important raw material.  Library staff possess the unique skills, qualifications, knowledge and training to acquire, organise, offer for use and preserve material irrespective of the form in which it is packaged (print, CD-ROM, online or Internet) and their libraries make it possible for others to gain access to that knowledge and use it.  No other institution carries out this long-term, systematic work.
Libraries and librarians have a strong interest in, and commitment to, providing high quality, useful information in a timely and cost-effective manner to our clients.  Our core service since the profession was created is the management and delivery of information to others.  There are three skills in particular we bring to information management planning in the online environment:
· knowledge and understanding of the information needs of clients - both in terms of their information requirements and technological ability;
· knowledge of and ability to use and analyse the vast range of information resources, services and technologies available; and
· knowledge of the limitations of what is available online.
Libraries have always been adept at incorporating new resources, technologies and formats to efficiently manage information and to provide high quality, cost-effective information solutions to our clients.  Library staff also possess the knowledge and experience to know that not all information is available online.  Libraries are designed to provide a range of complementary collections and networks to ensure that we have access to the most appropriate resources to satisfy our client's information requirements.
FLIN libraries are vital within their department or organisation as a 'strategic business resource' because they provide the information infrastructure that supports the work of government. They are in a unique position to act as change agents in enhancing and influencing their department's or organisation’s ability to tie business results with improved information, knowledge and technology.
(a) the demand for information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online
The traditional image of the library of a place where books are kept has not been accurate for decades.  For many FLIN libraries their print collections have been complemented by the other information resources and technologies of CD-ROMs, online databases and the Internet.  Libraries have been using these online information resources for longer than almost any other professional group or individual.  Library staff are often the most IT literate people in the community because we have been accessing online databases since the days of acoustic coupler modems in the early 1980s.  In the early days these information services were not conducive to allowing non-library staff to access because of cost, ease of use and availability of the appropriate technology issues.  But as technological changes and improvements occurred libraries were able to make more information services available to the client.
Libraries create and maintain cost-effective, centralised information repositories for others by acquiring, organising, cataloguing, classifying, maintaining and preserving materials and collections.  The current chaotic nature of the Internet demonstrates the value libraries add by employing these traditional skills to organise Internet material to be much more accessible and useful than even the best Internet search engines (Google, etc.).
(b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources
FLIN libraries have always been responsive to changing information resources and technologies and the changing information needs of our clients.  Details of some of the areas in which FLIN libraries have responded to the changing information needs of our clients to provide innovative information solutions include:
· Offering our clients the choice of having us undertake the research on their behalf and/or offering to train them in the use of the appropriate information resources and technologies;
· Acquiring high quality, cost-effective information resources and technologies to complement existing collections;
· Organising the information on internal networks, Intranets, etc.
· Maintaining and preserving materials and collections longer than their life expectancy on the Internet;
· Updating superseded material;
· Implementing and promoting of new information resources and technologies in the library;
· Ensuring clients have the training and confidence to effectively use information resources and technologies;
· Ensuring access to high quality, cost-effective and reputable information;
· Providing PCs in the Library to facilitate access to online information;
· Not assuming that providing technology means that people can or do use it;
· Implementing collaborative online resource sharing arrangements within our departments or organisations;
· Providing Internet and Intranet development and training;
· Becoming the repository of online resources within the library collections;
· Providing centralised, cost-effective, accessible interfaces to quality, reputable resources; and
· Reducing duplication of resources.
(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
Most libraries operate within a range of networks to ensure that their clients' information needs can be satisfied, almost seamlessly, from within the Library's collection or external to it.  Co-operative inter-library lending between libraries is nothing new and the advent of the Internet has merely widened the possibilities, particularly as regards access to bibliographical and location information.  Libraries also use networks to disseminate their expertise and improve their own work by asking colleagues elsewhere for assistance in solving individual difficult enquiries.
FLIN libraries have already implemented a number of initiatives and strategies to enhance the availability, accessibility and distribution of information services, resources and technologies, including online.  As well as many of the initiatives listed in the previous section, many FLIN libraries also:
· Belong to co-operative inter-library loan and document delivery networks;
· Entered into consortia arrangements with other libraries to provide a greater range of cost-effective information resources to our clients;
· Facilitate desktop access for our clients to a wide range of information services, resources and technologies;
· Liaise with clients to provide the most appropriate information solutions;
· Actively promote and offer training in the use of new information resources and technologies;
· Facilitate end user access to many of these online services and resources; and
· Provide cost-effective access to commercial services.
(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
Many FLIN libraries have significant responsibility for the provision of information services and resources over the Internet and their Intranets to meet the demands of their clients and, in some cases, the wider community.  FLIN libraries endorse the importance of information as a 'strategic business resource'.  Libraries are in a unique position to act as change agents in enhancing and influencing their department's or organisation’s ability to tie business results with improved information, knowledge and technology.  Libraries can exploit the information that is available through electronic resources, particularly the Internet, and disseminate this throughout their departments or organisations to contribute to improved policy development and service delivery.
The growing volume of information available is of no benefit unless it is converted into knowledge.  Library staff have the training, skills and commitment to develop, implement and maintain the high standards of data control to ensure that the vast volume of information available online is not rendered useless by inaccessibility or inconsistency.  The implementation of Metadata coding to describe the format and content of a web resource is merely Library Cataloguing by another name.
(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
FLIN libraries are committed to ensuring that libraries remain the primary information resource within our society because we have the qualifications, skills, training and commitment to providing high quality cost-effective information solutions to our clients.  It is what we do, have done and will do in response to changing information resources, technologies and client requirements.
FLIN libraries are also keen to assist in improving services and delivering government information to the Australian community.
Previously … "FLIN made a submission to the Senate Economic References Committee Inquiry into Telecommunications Developments to theYear 2000 in which we stated our commitment to a single window for Commonwealth Government Libraries, offering access to the Commonwealth’s collections and information on government publications and services.  The Committee’s report recommended that: "the Office of Government Information Technology be allocated the resources to integrate the databases of all Commonwealth Libraries" (Senate Economics References Committee (1995) Connecting to you..., Canberra, the Committee)." (2)
Many FLIN libraries already manage their collections as part of the national information infrastructure and provide access to government publications and information.  Many of these resources currently available through FLIN library catalogues and databases are often not available through the National Library's National Bibliographical Database.
Maintaining and preserving of print and non print materials have always been core roles for libraries and online information should not and will not be excluded merely on the basis of a different format or media.  Preservation of web sites, particularly on a whole of government basis, is an area where FLIN libraries can make significant contribution to the development and implementation of online information management policies, process and procedures.
Summary
Libraries are the logical candidates to bring stability and to ensure intellectual freedom and "commercial-free" co-ordination of the online environment.  Because libraries have such vital multiple roles to play in the information society, their resources must be improved.  With the resources currently at their disposal, they cannot do everything, which is increasingly being expected of them.  Library funding should be completely reviewed in the light of the information society.
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ATTACHMENT 1
Federal Libraries Information Network
The Network (FLIN) was formally established in May 1993 after discussions during the 1980s and 1990s on the need for a body to co-ordinate Commonwealth Government Libraries.
The aims of FLIN are:
a) to represent the interests and concerns of member libraries and information services in wider government forums;
b) to develop and implement co-operative schemes and resource sharing activities among Federal libraries and information services;
c) to serve as a forum to consider and reach consensus on issues and policies which affect federal libraries and information services;
d) to promote:
· improved access to information by government agencies and their staff;
· research and development in the application of new technologies and information systems relevant to Federal libraries and information services; and
· improvements in the management of Federal libraries and information services.
e) to develop a capacity for the provision of expert advisory services to its members and other organisations as appropriate in such areas as:
· cost effective procurement of library materials, systems and other services;
· guidelines and standards for library management in strategic planning; and
· performance measurement, staff development and training, marketing of library services and other matters.
f) to foster and facilitate the dissemination of government publications to the wider community by:
· ensuring appropriate bibliographical control is achieved for all publications of federal agencies;
· supporting the maintenance of library deposit arrangement for all Federal agency publications; and
· promoting the use of appropriate commercial distribution arrangements.
