Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment.

Introduction

The Wimmera Regional Library Corporation (WRLC) is a geographically large (42,000² kms.), numerically small (52,000 population) public library service that provides service to the most isolated people in Victoria.  It has six member Councils i.e. Buloke Shire Council; Hindmarsh Shire Council; Horsham Rural City Council; Northern Grampians Shire Council; West Wimmera Shire Council and Yarriambiack Shire Council.  It has used the online environment, as much as possible, to provide equity of access to the communities it serves.

For example, it provides online access to its geographically isolated communities to its and many other library catalogues via the Internet and was the first rural library service in Victoria to offer this service by this method.

It has a history of innovation having won a National Award for Innovation in Local Government in Information Technology and Organisational Practices (1999) from the Commonwealth Department of Transport and Regional Services for its “Convergence of Services” project.  This suggested that rather than duplicate services, it made sense to combine them and work from public library outlets.  While the adequacy of sufficient bandwidth prevented this happening in this area, the WRLC is pleased to note that it is now happening elsewhere in Australia. 

It offers the following submission to the Senate for its consideration.

1.  Current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.

The WRLC regularly surveys its communities to ascertain the above.  Its latest survey (November-December 2001) indicated that 15% of the user population (from a membership totalling 44.28% of the total population and in the week of the survey) utilised online information within WRLC branch libraries.  (Branches operate at different opening hours depending on the population served.)

Within the six member Councils mentioned above, and according to the latest census figures, 30.01% of the total population used the Internet in the week leading up to the census date.
   While it is impossible to say what the usage was for, it gives an indication of on-line access to information from all sources.

The WRLC’s survey indicated that access to traditional methods of public information was 47% of the user population.

2.  The response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources.

The WRLC recognises that information needs change.  It has, (as have all Victorian public libraries) provided free access to the Internet at all its 11 branches and mobile library.  This has been a pre-condition of receiving State Government funding.  There are conditions that apply i.e.

1. Members of Victorian libraries.  People who take out temporary membership (e.g. people from interstate who have a short-term employment contract.)  Non-residents (e.g. interstate and overseas visitors) who pay a set charge per ½ hour.

2. People are not to use the Internet for illegal activity.

3. Access is available for all ages; however children under 12 must have adult (not staff) supervision.  

4. Users under 18 must have the consent of a parent or guardian.  An authorisation form is to be completed.

5. No filtering software is installed on public access terminals.

The WRLC utilises Telstra as its ISP and has a combination of broadband (via ADSL) and narrow-band (via BigPond).  It is a vexed issue that broadband access (via ADSL) is NOT available to all, only those in the larger centres.  The WRLC strongly believes that to provide true equity of on-line access, broadband should be universally available.

The WRLC supports this access by absorbing various cost elements.  For example:

i) Provision & maintenance of public access Internet terminals and the associated software.

ii) Provision and support of the WRLC web page (www.wrlc.org.au). 

iii) Provision of communications equipment, cabling and ongoing rental of access lines.

iv) Membership of various on-line data bases such as Gulliver (which then allows the public free public access to a range of commercial databases.)

During the 2001-02 fiscal year the number of Internet bookings was 10,544.

3. 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.
Victorian public libraries already have a range of formal and informal networks in place.  This is no doubt due to the physical size of Victoria in relation to other states, that is, the furthest from Melbourne is Mildura (6 hours by road) so most relevant issues are debated by the whole public library community.  The presence of web-based discussion groups particular to library matters is also very helpful.

Public libraries have willingly entered into consortia groups.  An example of this is “MurrayLink Inc” that is a grouping of rural public libraries that have their catalogues linked via a web-page (www.murraylink.vic.gov.au); purchase the majority of their materials co-operatively in order to maximise the purchasing dollar; has a system of roving collections of expensive audio materials and a common inter library loan policy just to mention a few initiatives.  “Gulliver” (already mentioned) is another example of a successful consortium, but it does work more effectively where there is access to broadband networks as narrowband is much too slow.

The WRLC can visualise the concept of a universal library card, linked to all Victorian public libraries, which would benefit the public.  The WRLC believes that the Victorian and Federal Governments should support such an initiative as it would be an innovative way to support an industry that has demonstrated its cost-effectiveness time and again.

The WRLC would again take the opportunity to emphasise that true equity of on-line access cannot happen unless there is universal access to broadband technology.  The WRLC has been assured by Telstra that ADSL is relatively inexpensive to commission as it utilises existing copper-based networks, rather than optic fibre, microwave or satellite links, however, it is limited to areas of a certain population size so as to be deemed economically viable.  The WRLC believes that Telstra could be encouraged, via its Universal Service Obligation (USO) to provide ADSL to the smaller centres and utilise public library branches as the access point to provide equitable access at an affordable community rate.  This could well evolve into convergence of services as the RTC concept is already addressing, but obviously proper investigation and applicable business plans should be carried out beforehand.

Public libraries exist to assist people and are consistently assisting people with the mysteries of the online community.  Public libraries are a place of trust,
 which is why so many of the community uses them (approximately 50% of Australia’s population use public libraries on a regular basis.)

4. 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.

As public libraries are deemed “places of trust” it attracts a wide range of people from all walks of life, age and ethnicity to use their facilities.  In this area Internet usage is lower than the rest of the state because of the real issues of download speed, however, 10,544 made Internet bookings through the various branches of the WRLC in 2001-02.  When this is compared to the 15,632 people that have access to the Internet in the WRLC’s catchment area, it indicates that there is a real community demand for public information.

The WRLC has an operating budget of  $1,131,207 (fiscal year 2002-03) but has just committed $38,352 to upgrading and adding to the number of public access computers it provides to its communities.  This is a significant contribution.

Member Councils (Horsham Rural City Council, West Wimmera Shire Council and Yarriambiack Shire Council) all have grant submissions before the Victorian State Government to increase the physical size of the branch libraries.  Factored into the plans are increased public access Internet points to meet the increasing demand for this essential service.  

While there are various other commercial Internet providers within various communities, they are susceptible to the market, and while public libraries certainly have a fiscal responsibility to their member Councils to provide a cost-effective service, there remains a substantial degree of “public good” within their rationale of being.  Public libraries have the longevity of community service and local and state government support that is required to continue to supply this service. 

Therefore, public libraries are well placed to become a viable partner with the Federal Government to supply public information to the wider community.  However, public libraries would be seeking a financial contribution from the Federal Government to enhance the online environment.

5. 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.

The WRLC hopes that methods such as this Senate Inquiry will heighten the perception of one level of government as to the role public libraries are playing in providing public information to over 50% of Australia’s population.

It is without any doubt that public libraries should market more effectively.  According to market research
, approximately 73% of all Australians have a positive image regarding public libraries, and public libraries should capitalise on this.  It is disappointing to see (at the time of writing-16th August 02) that only 4 library services have actually made a submission to this inquiry as it was an excellent method of raising awareness.  

Notwithstanding this, rather than make excuses for the library industry, the WRLC would like to emphasise the positives that can happen if the various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves could achieve if they could enhance service delivery to the 73% of the Australian population that have a positive image.  What is more, over 50% actually utilise public library service, a remarkably high participation rate of what is a non-compulsory service.

The WRLC strongly believes that access to public information via the online environment would be greatly enhanced if there were a consistency in public funding.  If there were ability for isolated communities to access broadband technology, at an affordable community rate via Telstra, this would assist these communities to remain viable and offer a future to their young. 

Australia has always suffered from a tyranny of distance; the provision of an online community can greatly assist to rectify this.  The utilisation of the public library network across Australia can help deliver this environment and it would be an economic and cost-effective way for the three tiers of government to progressively implement this.

Russ Elwin

CEO/Regional Librarian.

Bibliography

Casey-Cardinia Library Corporation’s submission.

ABS Census 2001

Australia Scan 2002 (Libraries Top-line report).  Quantum Market Research, Melbourne.

�  ABS Census 2001 


� Australia Scan 2002.  Libraries Top-line report.  Quantum Market Research, Melbourne.


� Ibid.





