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The Committee is to inquire into and report on:
the desirability of adopting a National Information Policy;
equity in information access and transfer;
the dimension of the 'information explosion';
questions of personal privacy and national sovereignty;
'information' as a factor in employment, production and export;
libraries as an area of national need and responsibility; and
the problem of adequate information flow for Members of Parliament
when legislation is increasingly complex, Parliament sits less and the
role of the bureaucracy is expanding.

This is the second report by the Committee in relation to its inquiry into Australia
as an Information Society. The first report was tabled on 6 June 1991. It dealt with
the broader question of the increasingly important role of information in Australian
society, economy and government and the need for a framework within which
national policy can be developed. The first report also proposed a series of
principles and guidelines which, taken together form the basis of a national
information policy.
The future development and role of libraries was referred to in passing in the first
report. Given that libraries play an important part in the information process, the
first report is as relevant to the library sector as it is to any other information
service in Australia. This second report must therefore be read in conjunction with
the Committee's first report.
This second report looks at the future of libraries in more detail. The Committee
has drawn heavily on the submissions received and evidence taken during the
information gathering phase of its inquiry. It has also examined the work done by
the Committee of Inquiry into Public Libraries established by the Whitlam
Government in 1975, under the Chairmanship of Allan Horton, then Chief Librarian
of the University of New South Wales. Although much has changed since the report
of the Horton inquiry was presented in 1976 many of the findings and
recommendations of that inquiry are still both relevant and important and the
Committee did not attempt to duplicate this earlier work.
The Committee has concentrated its attention on matters which remained
unresolved since the Horton report or which have become identified as areas of
special need. In singling out libraries for particular attention the Committee has
acknowledged the important role they have to play in providing access to
information for the Australian people. This access is fundamental to the
maintenance of our democracy, the transformation of our economy to that of a clever
country and the delivery of social justice to all our citizens.
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The main recommendation made by the Committee is:

libraries and information services on the agenda of a Special Premiers1
review me tundine of public Msraoes am
services and the introduction of new technologies.
The other recommendations made by the Committee are:
(2)

The Gonunonwealth Government adopt and develop programs to implement
the following principles as originally proposed by the Horton Committee of
(a)

the provision of public library and information services should be the
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the disabled and to provide general community information services in areas
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(paragraph 4.7)
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1.1
Libraries can no longer be seen as stand alone institutions. The use of
telecommunications, computers and data bases has created an information network
of great national significance, both potential and actual. Its importance has not been
adequately recognised by the Commonwealth Government. In a time of dramatic
change in 'information1, public libraries have been the poor relations.
1.2
The public libraries of Australia, together with institutional and specialist
libraries, hold a wide range of material, in book and non-book form. As part of the
nation's intellectual infrastructure they have unquestioned value as a national
resource and a national investment. They play a significant role in personal
development, in education and re-education throughout life and in the provision of
access to information on international trends in social, economic, scientific and
political fields. They are theoretically accessible to all Australians and, ideally,
should be. The achievement of such universal access is important because well
informed citizens are a necessary part of a democracy and a vital part of an efficient
and progressive economy. There could be no better social and economic experiment
to prove the truth of this than recent experience in Eastern Europe.
1.3
In 1990 in the Inaugural Kenneth Myer Lecture at the National Library, the
Hon. E.G, Whitlam described the history of the collecting institutions in Australia.
He detailed a largely sorry tale of neglect and disinterest, illustrating the
incomprehension of successive Australian governments of the importance of the
collecting institutions to the intellectual life of the country. He also compared the
time taken to establish the National Library and the National Gallery - 15 and 17
years respectively - with the time taken to establish the Australian Institute of
Sport - 5 years.
Apparently the Prime Minister believes that there are more votes in sports
than in arts... The affairs of the Gallery, the Library and the [National]
Museum did not feature in the 1987 elections. Subsequently there have been
the agenda for a Multicultural Australia and the Agenda for the Environment
but not the Agenda for the Arts. The collecting institutions have been
vulnerable to the hidden agenda of the Department of Finance.1
1.4
The poor response to the report Public Libraries in Australia (the Horton
Report) which was prepared by a Committee of Inquiry chaired by Allan Horton,
then University Librarian of the University of New South Wales, demonstrates this
neglect and disinterest. The Committee of Inquiry was appointed in March 1975 by
1

Hon E.G. Whitlam, Inaugural Kenneth Myer Lecture: National Collecting
Institutions, delivered at the National Library, 5 April 1990. Text published
by the National Library, pp 10,11
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the then Prime Minister, Hon E.G. Whitlam2. It was the last major broad review
of public libraries in Australia. It recommended coordinating public library services,
ensuring the efficient allocation of resources, setting adequate and sustained
funding, developing staff training in a comprehensive way and ensuring accessibility
to all groups (see Appendix Four). Specifically, it recommended the establishment
of the Public Libraries and Information Council (PLIC), a statutory body to advise
governments on the development of library and information services for the public.
This recommendation has not been implemented although the Australian Libraries
and Information Council (ALIC), which existed from 1982 to 1988, carried out some
of the functions proposed for PLIC.
1.5
The Horton Report also recommended that the most efficient use of resources
could be achieved through cooperation between sectors - school, community and
tertiary institutions. Technology should be applied to the development of a national
bibliographic database and to the development of networks of catalogues. Funding
was to be made by local and state governments at a fixed contribution, not on a fee
for service basis. The role of the Commonwealth Government was to overcome
inequalities in the system through its financial assistance to the States and to
initiate more effective and responsive services. Inequalities in regional areas or
between social groups were to be given special allocations.
1.6 The response of the Commonwealth Government to the Horton Report was
extremely disappointing. The possibility of financial commitment was undermined
from the beginning. As Whitlam said:
The Fraser Government put the Horton Report on the shelf; the
Hawke Government has yet to take it down.
1.7
The Horton Report was given to the then Minister for Administrative
Services, Senator Withers, in February 1976 and it was tabled in the Parliament in
April. An interdepartmental committee was set up to consider its implications and
recommend a response.
1.8
The initial response was delivered in the House of Representatives by the
Minister for Home Affairs (Hon. R J Ellicott, QC, MP) on 13 November 1979, almost
45 months after its receipt. His speech indicated that the Government would set up
a further interdepartmental working group to consider the implications of increased
public library use since 1976, discussed the increasing use of automated systems, and
then went on to discuss library services for the handicapped.
1.9

Mr Ellicott went on to refer to developments in the States and concluded that:
/ believe that there is every indication that there has been a continuing
growth in the provision of public library services in the States over the last

Public Libraries in Australia, Report of the Committee of Inquiry into Public
Libraries, AGPS Canberra 1976.

few years. The National Library has been a catalyst in the development of
a range of services to public libraries. More recently it has developed ideas
for improvements to library services for the handicapped and the application
of computer technology to library operations. Within the States some
attention has been paid to the development of the joint use library, and the
library as an information and referral centre for the community. I believe
that the findings of the Working Group on the matters that have been
referred to it for examination will provide a useful basis upon which the
Government can take an appropriate decision in the field of assistance to
public libraries.3
1.10 This response was seen as a prevarication because the Government did not
at that time make any commitment to implement the Horton Report
recommendations nor did it indicate any intention to address the funding needs.
The Minister said:
In its consideration of the (Horton) report, the Government has needed to
weigh carefully the priorities proposed in the report with other expenditure
priorities, particularly in the light of the Government's policy of expenditure
restraint.4
1.11 When the report of the second interdepartmental committee was tabled in the
Parliament in September 1981 the Government stated that it intended to deal with
the two Horton Report recommendations which it considered called for
Commonwealth action and it endorsed the interdepartmental committee's finding
that no special Commonwealth funds be allocated.
1.12 In reply the Leader of the Opposition (Hon. W.G. Hayden, MP) called the
statement 'the latest episode in a dreary story of procrastination and prevarication'.
1.13 In September 1981,67 months after the report was delivered, the Minister for
Home Affairs and Environment (Hon. I.B.C. Wilson, MP) presented the report of the
interdepartmental working group on the Horton Report. The Government concluded
that most of its 53 recommendations were of State concern, and that only two called
for Commonwealth implementation:
Commonwealth financial assistance to the State amounting to $20 m
per annum over 10 years; and
the establishment of a Public Libraries and Information Council to coordinate the development of library services to formulate advice on
national policies for development.
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1.14 The financial recommendation was a conservative one. The Horton Committee
estimated (6.7) that to meet the library needs of local government an additional
$50 million in 1975 prices would be needed over a 10 year period to reach an
acceptable standard. The sum of $19 000 was provided to the Schools Commission
to evaluate school-community libraries and an Australian Libraries and Information
Council was set up, essentially a co-ordinating Committee of State Librarians to
recommend national library policies. It was stressed that ALIC would not have a
funding role. The interdepartmental committee said that, in view of the
Government's federalism policies, no special funds should be allocated to the States
for the provision of public library services.
1.15 Nevertheless the Government acknowledged the important role of libraries
in developing Australia as an information society. The Minister said:
the Government recognises that today's society is information orientated and
that information services are very much bound up with technological change.
In line with this, the government has endorsed the National Library's
proposal to develop an Australian bibliographic network.5
1.16 The establishment of ABN was a major achievement, however by choosing to
respond to only two of the Horton Report recommendations and specifically rejecting
an expanded funding role the Commonwealth Government failed to accept that the
provision of high quality library and information services could best be achieved by
a collective response from all levels of government.
1.17 Although the Australian Libraries and Information Council was finally formed
in 1982 it lasted only until 1988. The Australian Council of Libraries and
Information Services (ACLIS), a national representative council for libraries
established in its place in 1988, performs this coordinating and policy role de facto,
albeit without statutory force or capacity to provide funding.
1.18 In 1987 a further Commonwealth review of the public library system was
foreshadowed but was subsequently deferred pending the completion of a number
of other reviews by the Government.6
1.19 The Horton Report had a more positive impact on state governments. For
example, in South Australia:
In fact the Horton Report was the catalyst that led to the development of
public library and community information services across South Australia at
a standard and a rate never before known in Australia.
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The Horton Report led to the then Dunstan Government commissioning its
own report in 1978. This recommended a network of 99 public library service
points and an upgraded State Library over a period of 8 years. Almost the
entire list of recommendations have been implemented with 97 new public
libraries established to date, a strong network of all types of libraries in
South Australia involved in joint collection development and service provision
and a major thrust in recent years to reach social justice targets.1
1.20 Similarly, the Queensland State Government reported considerable progress
since the Horton Report with the diversification and extension of services as well the
introduction of automating technology. These developments, as illustrated by
Table 1, exemplify what has been achieved.

1976

1989

Percentage of population in
subsidised local authorities

87%

99%

Percentage of population
enrolled as library members

21.5%

40%

Loans per capita

5.0

8.1

Bookstock per capita

1.11

1.54

Acquisitions per capita

0.11

0.18

Population per qualified
staff member

37,803

16,033

Loans from Public Libraries
Division to public libraries

12,590

89,264

Source: Queensland State Government, Submission.
1.21 More generally, the State Libraries Council, composed of the State Librarians
from each State, told the Committee that much has been achieved with public
libraries since the Horfcon Report.8 Developments they identified included:
Most local government authorities in Australia offer a public library
service.
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Many library services have been regionalised across States with
substantial centres outside the metropolitan area.
Extensive use of information technology by all public library systems,
with all State Libraries using computerised systems, and the
introduction of the very successful ABN by the National Library.
Improved range of materials to people with special needs: multicultural
materials, literacy materials and materials in languages other than
Extensive co-operation across sectors, especially educational and public
libraries. This includes joint use libraries where appropriate, as well
as other forms of resources-sharing.
Provision of alternative format materials to enhance book collections,
eg. videos, audio cassettes.
New or extended State Library buildings in Western Australia, New
South Wales and Queensland.
Establishment of community based support groups such as Friends and
Foundations.
Introduction of corporate planning techniques in some States.
Establishment of community based advisory groups covering matters
such as multiculturalism and special needs areas.
Growth in community information services.
Extensive use of overseas databases and acceptance of the library by
some as part of the international information network.
Recognition of the importance of the community's local history and the
need to establish conservation and recording strategies on a national
scale.
Some development of business information services.
1.22 The Horton Report may not have been the sole factor that prompted the
States to develop their library services but it certainly acted as both a catalyst and
signpost. The activity in the States however stands in contrast to the failure of the
Commonwealth to make a significant response.
1.23 In discussions with the Committee in June 1991, Allan Horton estimated that
only eight of the recommendations (17, 18, 24, 29, 30, 36, 37, 38) had been
implemented, 13 had been implemented in part (4, 5, 10, 13, 14, 16, 25, 26, 27, 28,

33, 35, 42) and the rest either ignored or overtaken by events. He thought that the
most significant achievement was the establishment of the Australian Bibliographic
Network (ABN). Begun in 1981, on the recommendation of the National Library of
Australia, it changed the face of library services in Australia; allowing for greater
efficiencies in cataloguing and acquisition, minimising duplication, and offering the
possibility of developing a Distributed National Collection. It was the basis of the
cooperative and coordinated approach recommended by the Committee of Inquiry.

1.24 In its first report the Committee outlined the crucial importance of
information to the future of the Australian economy and society.9 It found that
growth of the Australian economy depends on strengthening the information base
to add value to old industries, create new ones and establish international
information linkages.
1.25 It is necessary to enhance the community's use of information but to achieve
this end attention needs to be paid to the capacity of domestic information
technology to aid in the collection, collation, translation and dissemination of
information. The ability of individuals and institutions to access information and
to transform it into knowledge is also important and is based on the capacity of
education system to impart information skills. The capacity of our institutions to
store and preserve information is also a part of this process and is a matter of long
term concern. None of these processes can be considered in isolation if Australia is
going to develop effective policies and strategies for its further development.
Libraries, whether they be State, public, institutional or specialist, have a central
role to play in these processes. No other sector of the information industry has a
comparable ability to influence society's access to, and use of, information.
1.26 The development of information technology and the establishment of
databases are important matters that require attention because they are so vital to
many information processes. However it is more important to ensure that attention
is given to the processes whereby useful information is extracted from the increasing
amount of data and then transformed into knowledge by society for its own benefit.
1.27 The much talked about explosion of information has been in words rather
than content - while the amount of information available is increasing at an
alarming rate, additions to our national store of knowledge are increasing rather
more slowly. Part of the challenge, particularly for scientists and other technical
users is to work out ways to sort the useful information from the data in which it
is embedded. To facilitate the transformation of information into knowledge our
libraries will have to become more than collecting and cataloguing institutions.

Australia as an Information Society: Grasping New Paradigms, House of
Representatives Standing Committee for Long Term Strategies, May 1991.

1.28 The economic imperative is not the only reason for stressing the importance
of access to information services. Personal and national autonomy are increasingly
dependent on access to information. Information is essential to enable Australians
to participate fully in society, access available services and entitlements, act on
opportunities, and make informed decisions which shape their lives. Therefore,
essential information must be accessible to all as a factor in promoting social justice
in Australia.
1.29 The Australian community is divided between the 'information rich' and the
'information poor'. The information poor are remote from information facilities.
They do not know what is available and do not know how to remedy their lack of
information. This remoteness can be a result of geographic isolation but other
factors can contribute. The sheer complexity of modern urban life, with its
proliferation of laws and authorities makes it hard enough for citizens to keep
abreast of change: the task may defeat citizens without such skills, leading to a
widening gap between the 'information rich' and the 'information poor'.
1.30 ACLIS outlined the role of public libraries in fulfilling the social and economic
needs of a successful information society:
For an informed democratic society to provide equality of access to decisionmaking and business opportunities there must exist a network of communitybased information agencies with professionally qualified staff able to access
the findings of international research and news services, publicly funded and
freely available to all
The State and public library system across Australia forms the basis of such
a network and librarians are the information professionals with the greatest
potential to deliver generalised information services at the community level
Libraries, unlike schools and educational agencies, can respond to the full
range of information needs, including those which are curiosity or eventdriven and related to both the immediate and long-term development needs
of the community as well as the individual Public library services are
provided in the con text of a culturally diverse society and recognise the value
of this diversity for the social and economic development of the country as a
whole.10
1.31 The Queensland Government posed the question 'are libraries peripheral to
the information society?' It suggested that:
The fact is that 40% of Queensland's population use libraries and this usage
is growing yearly. Public libraries play an essential role in quality of life
issues such as the appreciation of the environment, cultural awareness,
recreation and self development. They have an equally essential role in
10
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personal management issues such as health, personal, finance, law and career
development.11
1.32 The need for society to deal with the information explosion was not so well
recognised in 1975 but the Horton Report, with some foresight, saw the role of
public libraries as extending beyond the more traditional charter of education and
recreation:
Most public libraries appear to be operating and feel comfortable with vague
general goals...there was little evidence of library programs based on specific
needs and goals, or definition of priorities within budget constraints. Though
studies of user needs in Australia have increased in the last threeyears, there
is virtually no research being carried out on the non-user of libraries.
Information on both groups is relevant to formulation of objectives and is
basic to the compilation of a plan for library development.
Problems relating to the nature of the community to be served are, therefore,
of major importance. They include:
the priority which the public accords to libraries, which in turn
relates to the public awareness of the role libraries play or can
changes in society, including the growth of an 'information
society served by a growing in formation industry and related to
vocational, educational and recreational needs;
changes in educational aspirations resulting in changes in
schools and other educational institutions, and the development
of recurrent or continuing education;
the need for an informed citizenry; and
cultural and demographic change as reflected in urban and rural
areas, and to a large extent resulting from government policy in
areas such as immigration, decentralisation and rural and urban
development12
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1.33 Horton's vision of the role of public libraries was that they be part of a system
of information services which provides, at the local level, access points to the total
information resource:
This total resource is comprised of existing library and information centresnational, State and municipal or local public libraries; the citizen information
centres; school, college and university libraries; government, scientific,
industrial and commercial special libraries and information centres and the
various data banks available to them-informally linked in a distribution
system and holding or having access to the major stores of information in
Australia.13
1.34 Among the recommendations of the Horton Report was the proposal that
public libraries should consider a range of public functions when planning services
including:
a source of recreational material for reading, listening and viewing,
related to the people's interests whatever they are;
a source for information useful to people in their day to day living;
a source of advice to people about community, local, regional, State and
Commonwealth government activities;
a point of referral when people are in doubt as to which group or
organisation to approach in connection with a problem;
a source of material for people's vocational continuing education either
directly or by arrangement with specialised services provided by
regions, State or commonwealth government libraries; and
a source of material for people's life-long education.
The recognition of the importance and increasing acceptance of life-long education
underlines the latter function.
1.35 The range of potential roles for public libraries envisaged by the Horton
Report is even more relevant today in the information age. The capacity of libraries
to fulfil this report is the subject of the balance of this report.
1.36 Twenty one of the fifty three Horton recommendations have now been
adopted in whole or in part and others have been overtaken by events. However the
guidelines proposed as recommendation 1 of the Horton Report are still as valid now
as when first put forward. These guidelines are endorsed by the Committee, subject
to a qualification in (c) indicated by square brackets, which repeats the Horton
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Report recommendation that they form the basis for assistance to public libraries.
Specifically the Committee recommends that:

11

2.1
The issues public libraries face now remain much the same as when the
Committee of Inquiry into Public Libraries examined them:
the scope of their activities;
the need for even and equitable development;
funding;
lack of a central coordinating authority to advise government and
specify the roles of the different areas of the library service; and
need for better training in the library and information services.
2.2

From these issues a number of questions arise:
what are the roles and functions of the different sections of the total
library system - the National and State libraries, the university and
educational libraries, the public libraries;
how can each sector cooperate to best serve its clientele;
what should be the scope of activities of public libraries in Australia to what extent should they be involved in the broader range of
activities, such as community information services or literacy
programs, now being required of them;
are existing public library networks the most efficient places to deliver
a range of information related services, or should specialist community
information services, also now in existence in many States, assume full
control of this area;
if public libraries maintain or further develop their wider role, what
additional level of funding is needed;
where should funding come from - Commonwealth, State or local
governments or from users; and
what level of training do librarians need and how can training best be
delivered?

2.3
A number of submissions from libraries testified to the efforts that were being
made to extend services offered by the public libraries both geographically and
culturally. They now cover most of Australia and increasingly cater for diverse
groups such as students, businesses, ethnic communities, aborigines and the print
handicapped. The extent of these services is exemplified by:
Increased use and greater public awareness of public libraries. For
example, in South Australia, this proportion of the population
registered as borrowers is now 48 per cent of the population.l
42 per cent of the population of N.S.W. is registered with local public
libraries as borrowers in 1990. In all 37.5 million loans were made.2
Coverage of almost all of Australia by public library services. For
example, most States report that at least 99 per cent of their
population is now served by local public libraries.
Growth and increasing diversity of available library materials, both
print and non-print. For example, in N.S.W. public libraries held 10.9
million items in 1989 compared with 6.7 million items in 1976. Of
these 620,000 are non-book materials.4
2.4
The most tangible achievements lie in the cooperative mechanisms that have
been established to rationalise resources. Networks within regions and states, online catalogues and, nationally, the ABN provide more extensive access to a wider
range of materials. Telecommunication and information technologies will make
possible the extension of services to remote areas and give individuals access to
international, interstate or out of region information. The application of this
technology has so far been patchy and uniform national coverage has not yet been
achieved but the process has been started and it is facilitating the development and
diversification of services.

2.5
Libraries have extended their activities into community information services,
but this has been an ad hoc development, sometimes duplicating local community
information networks. The libraries complain of lack of consistent access to some
areas of information, especially government information. The extension of services
in some places included basic education services. Northcote Library in Victoria
described for the Committee classes it provided in literacy, English as a second
language, numeracy and computer skills.5 In a submission from the Warringah
1
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