THE PRICE OF KNOWLEDGE: AUSTRALIA'S INFORMATION CRISIS DEEPENS
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The decline of the Australian dollar may curb overseas travel and help exports but its further fall is yet another devastating blow for Australia’s access to global knowledge and in particular to university libraries.  Most of the research  and teaching content which is purchased, either in print or electronically, by Australia’s 38 university libraries is sourced from overseas publishers.  

By 1998 the purchasing power of most Australian university libraries because of the dollar decline, publisher annual double digit inflation and higher education cuts was roughly half of that of a decade before.  However, even in September 1998 the dollar was at 59.45 US (let alone 1.16 in 1981!) but within just over 2 years it has now declined another 10 cents.  For ANU Library every one cent fall sees a reduction in purchasing power of around $65,000.  Eighty per cent of purchases are sourced in US dollars – the multi-national publishers know a thing or two!  Even in Australia the trade newsletter has indicated major crises for Australian publishers through the cost of paper, off-shore printing, GST and other inflationary factors.

Significant cancellations totalling more than $10 million have taken place in the last 2 years in Australian university libraries.  In 2001 two university libraries in Sydney alone are scheduling over $1 million of cancellations - any pretensions to significant support of research in some areas will be significantly eroded.  One may ask what price knowledge?  In addition most university libraries have seen significant staffing reductions - by up to 30% in some cases.  

One conclusion is quite evident, Australia’s university libraries are no longer in any world league of any significance.  Professor Ian Chubb’s speech at the National Press Club on 14 March indicating that Australia is now only an average world player in the higher education world is even more relevant in a library context. Many countries now leave Australia behind.  

Every Hong Kong university or polytechnic library has a library budget in excess of nearly all Australian university libraries.  Hong Kong University Library has nearly $40 million Australian as an annual budget with the nearest Australian library having a budget of around $26 million but with much more significant student loads and campus commitments. The ANU Library in 2001 has a base recurrent budget which is almost exactly the same in dollar terms as it had in 1992 – the implications are obvious.

National information infrastructure planning and funding is much more developed and supported in nearly every western country ranging from Finland to Taiwan to Canada than it is in Australia.  (See in this context my international benchmarking exercise, which is Project 4 of the Coalition for Innovation in Scholarly Communication at http://www.caul.edu.au/cisc/).

What then of the Innovation statement by the Howard government?  The Chief Scientist, Dr Robin Batterham, has been extremely receptive to the information infrastructure crisis as has Professor Vicki Sara, the Chair of the Australian Research Council.  The funding for university infrastructure however of $246 million over 5 years is going to face many requests and is spread over a number of areas from laboratories to computing infrastructure, although computing purchases have been significantly helped by drops in overall costs of computing power and equipment.  

DETYA has the overall administrative responsibility for distribution of infrastructure funds with an emphasis on innovative approaches and collaborative shared use of technologies and facilities.  In the context of the funds available a national site licence scheme to provide electronic information as identified in the Chief Scientist's report has been generally accepted as a specific means of helping library infrastructure especially in the sciences in a pre-competitive environment.  It has been heartening in recent weeks that both DETYA and the AVCC have shown support for a detailed consideration of a limited site licence implementation.   Professor Lauchlan Chipman, the Vice-Chancellor of Central Queensland University, has been instrumental with John Mullarvey, the CEO of the AVCC, and members of the Council of Australian University Librarians in developing these proposals.

This approach will allow economies of scale to the purchase and distribution of key digital information resources reflecting international best practice in this area.  This is not to say that in the long term, ie in the three to five year period, that the whole nature of scholarly publishing will be transformed by authors reclaiming their intellectual property and disseminating their output through pre and post print servers.  The AVCC is also developing a national framework to complement the site licence approach.

We must not forget however the larger issues of content infrastructure, ie beyond the digital access to certain scientific textual and analytical data bases.  We still need a considered overview across the whole spread of knowledge – a topic which was put into the too hard basket by previous reviews of higher education such as the West Report.

To date Kim Beazley’s "Knowledge Nation" has been strong on rhetoric and low on detail.  There are signs, however, that Beazley’s Policy Office, in particular Dr Dennis Glover, is well aware of the issues in providing resources for an informed citizenry, ie blending the need for maintaining access to knowledge for teaching and research as well as providing a platform for lifelong learning initiatives.  Time will tell whether these get fleshed out into realistic programs.  Certainly the Online University concept underestimated the infrastructure requirements including the development and purchase of content packages. 

Reports such as “Knowing Ourselves and Others.  The Humanities in Australia into the 21st Century” argued strongly for support for libraries which were still the core infrastructure for their research.  The sums of money required to establish and maintain para-national collections in certain disciplines such as classics might only cost $250,000 per annum for the whole nation within agreed cooperative mechanisms for print and electronic resources. 

Overseas there have been variations on the “carrot and stick” approach, eg the stick in UK and Canada in the 1980s and early 1990s followed by pre-competitive national initiatives across various infrastructures.  The Australian stick has clearly not succeeded in the 1990s.  The first decade of the twenty-first century might now be the time for the addition of some Australian "carrots" in central funding.   Recent signs from DETYA which have been taken up by the AVCC arising from the Innovation Statement could provide some useful first seedlings although the full information harvest is still a long way off!
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