Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Inquiry on the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment
Background

The observations made within this submission draw upon a range of statistics.  Particular emphasis has been placed upon the experiences of the Great Lakes Library Service, based in Forster-Tuncurry, New South Wales, where I hold the position of Chief Librarian.

It is important to note that the demographic profile of the Great Lakes Library Service has much in common with the future profile of the Australian community.  The Great Lakes Local Government Area is a retirement destination and 25% of the population is aged 65+ years.  Any observations on the information-seeking habits of this community have strong implications for other areas of Australia.

Why Use Public Libraries to Provide Online Access to Information

In the process of debating the issue of online service provision through libraries it is important to understand the high profile that the library has in the community.  They not only offer high levels of access to around 50% of the population, they do so in a secure, long-term environment reaching into around 1,400 communities across the nation.  Appreciation should also be made of the high level of involvement of public libraries in the online environment and their access to a wide range of media outlets to promote such a service.

Spread Across Australia

Public libraries are remarkably widespread.  According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, in June 2000, there were 1,393 library branches across Australian and a further 117 mobile services
.  More often than not, the branch library is an important facility within small rural communities.

Patronage

Patronage of public libraries continue to remain very strong.  Statistics show that visits to public libraries rose 10% from 1996-97 to 1999-2000 (from 84 730 100 to 93 335 100)
.

In 1999/2000 50% of the population of NSW were registered members of public libraries.  This has risen from a membership rate of 35% in 1980
.

In relation to the Great Lakes Library Service, with a demographic profile typical of the future Australian population, the figures are even more impressive.  Currently, the Great Lakes Library Service has 19,198 members, representing a membership rate of 61%, based on the 2001 census
.  In 1999/2000 library patrons borrowed 13.27 items each (twice the State average).  The Great Lakes Library Service has the most heavily borrowed stock in NSW, and the third most heavily borrowed material on the entire Eastern seaboard.  This indicates library patronage across Australia is likely to increase even more as the population ages.

Standing in the Community

The library is seen as an important and well-recognised organisation within the community.  Surveys of the public consistently find that around 90% of the entire community ranks the library as a community service of importance
, 
.

The public is aware of the library service and holds it in high standing.
Equity of Access

Public libraries have as a mandate equitable provision of access to information.  This is a central issue in the provision of online information.  As organisations move increasingly to providing material online there is the increasing risk of disenfranchising members of the public who cannot afford the technology to privately access the data.  It is worth noting that the latest census data shows that on a national basis only 18.5% of the population access the Internet solely from home and that only 36% actually access the Internet at all at this stage
.  In Great Lakes, where 52% of the population earn $299 per week or less (compared to a national average of 39% for the same salary range) Internet access is even lower.  Only 14% of residents access the Internet from home and only 22% access the Internet at all
.  It appears that access to the Internet through work and home is much more limited for lower socio-economic groups.  The role of libraries in providing equitable access to the Internet is evident.

Use of the Public Library to Access Online Information

Public libraries now provide online access to many key databases.  In particular, recent demand for Australian Bureau of Statistics information delivered through the public library network (via the Library Extension Programme provided by the ABS) has been significant.

Presence of Professionals Trained in Information Retrieval

The simple provision of online information does not guarantee that the public will have the ability to retrieve this data.  If the provision of online information is associated with public libraries patrons using the library to obtain information will have direct access to professionals skilled at its retrieval.

Organisation of Data

Librarians are also skilled at organising data to be most effectively found and retrieved.  If online provision of data occurs through the public library network access to the information will be organised (most like through web pages etc) to maximise customer benefit.

Training Venue

Many libraries now provide training in surfing the Internet.  The training structure can support and enhance online provision of information.

Longevity

Public libraries are established by Council as an important community service.  They are not directly reliant upon economic circumstances and are likely to be here for the long-term.

Already Established

Public libraries have already been established in communities across Australia.

Community Organisations with Community Focus

Libraries across the continent receive around 100 million visitors a year.  They are customer-focused organisations that have had remarkably high levels of patronage.  

Common Access Point for New Residents and Visitors

A survey conducted in 2001 found that the library was a key entry point into the community for “newly arrived groups.
”  In addition to being one of the first points of contact within a community the library is also seen by travellers as an excellent access point to online communications.  Whilst, no actual statistics are provided for this claim Great Lakes has a substantial throughput of tourists and anecdotal evidence clearly shows high levels of usage of the Internet by travellers.

Access to the Media

Libraries generally have very good access to the media, particularly in rural areas.  For example, in 2001 the Great Lakes Library Service appeared on radio, television and in the print medium 124 times.  This provides an excellent avenue to promote the provision of online information.

Strong Organisational Structure

Public libraries have strong networks across the nation.  Each State has a central library arrangement (e.g. State Library of New South Wales) and generally well-established networks (e.g. Country Public Libraries Association in NSW).  The development of the Public Libraries Australia (PLA) body provides a further network to operate through.

In the larger States cooperative access to large online databases has been growing significantly over recent years.  In New South Wales, the presence of the NSW.net programme, funded through Networking the Nation, has been very effective at bringing public libraries online.

Embracement of Technology

Libraries are keen subscribers to online technology.  They have increasingly provided the public with online access to the Internet.  From 1997/98 to 1999/2000 public use of Internet service points in public libraries in NSW have risen a staggering 380% (increasing from 95 767 to 459 755 hours
,
 booked).  See Figure 1.

Figure 1: Hours of Internet Access Booked in Public Libraries in New South Wales over the Period 1997/98 to 1999/2000.
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In addition to providing Internet access libraries have also embraced the provision of information via the Internet.  Many libraries now provide online access to their catalogues (Great Lakes Library Service does) and even offer online reference services (Great Lakes Library Service is in the process of establishing this).

Public libraries have also been heavily involved in establishing web sites to facilitate library usage (the Great Lakes Library Service has done this, not just for itself but for all of Council).

Community Patterns of Demand for Public Information Services Through Libraries

As can be evidenced from the above data it is clear that a large proportion of the public make good use of all aspects of the library service.

In the context of online provision of information the following is apparent.
Public Access to the Internet

Whilst many people may access the Internet from their own homes there is also a clear demand for the free provision of Internet access.  In general, public libraries have embraced this need, recognising it as an important equity of access issue.

The past three years have seen a significant growth in the provision of Internet access points in public libraries, with demand placing pressure on the provision of even more access points, as can be seen from Figure 1 above.

The public will continue to demand not just the provision of online information but a means to access it.
Provision of Information Via the Internet

Public libraries have generally established webpages promoting their services and providing well-structured access to online information.  In the case of the Great Lakes Library Service the library manages the entire Council web site and has monitored the increase in public demand for information provided through this medium.  The growth in usage of the site has exceeded all expectations.  Patronage by the end of 2002 is expected to have increased 257% since 2000, reaching 1.9 million hits (see Figure 2 below).

Figure 2:  Hits on the Great Lakes Website since 2000.  Figures for 2002 estimated on half-yearly data.
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Downloaded Documents

Another key indicator of the effectiveness of web pages is the number of documents downloaded from the site.  In the case of the Great Lakes Library Service there has once again been significant growth in this area, as can be seen from Figure 3.  It is estimated that by the end of 2002 there will have been a 91% increase in the number of documents downloaded from the website since 2000.

Figure 3:  Downloads from the Great Lakes Website since 2000.  Figures for 2002 estimated on half-yearly data.
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The Response by Public Libraries to the Changing Information Needs of Australians

Rather than resisting online provision of information public libraries have embraced both the technology and the medium.  However, the biggest challenge libraries face in meeting an obvious community need, particularly in rural and isolated communities, is affordable access to telecommunications channels.  A further challenge lies in purchasing the technology needed to enter the online environment.  These matters will be discussed in more detail later in this submission.

Libraries have responded to the changing information needs of Australians in the following ways.
Upgrading Library Operating Systems from Manual to Electronic Transactions

Over the past 10 years almost all public library systems, often with the assistance of State Government grant funding, have upgraded their operating systems from a manual (e.g. card system) to an electronic system (i.e. computer-based).  This has been done, often at substantial expense, to improve library processes and enhance customer service.

Provision of Internet Access Points

Public libraries have striven to provide public access Internet points in as many library locations as possible.  This can be evidenced from information in Figure 1 revealing a 380% increase in hours of Internet use in public libraries in just 2 years.

Online Databases

Increasingly, libraries are being given the opportunity to access online databases.  This enables the library to offer patrons the opportunity to access important, current and often detailed information in a range of areas.  The biggest hurdle in providing such access is the often prohibitive cost of accessing such databases.

To partially overcome this barrier a number of consortia arrangements have been undertaken.  In New South Wales the best example of this is the NSW.net project, which has enabled library systems to gain access to databases such as the Health Reference Centre.  In addition, this organisation has brokered discount deals to other databases.

Without suitable funding it is highly unlikely that smaller, rural library systems would have any chance of providing such access.
Web Presence

Public libraries have generally established very effective web pages.  These pages include information on services, links to useful data, access to online databases, provision of online catalogues and, increasingly, access to online reference services.

The success of this endeavour can be seen in the patronage of the Great Lakes website (see Figure 2), which has received a 257% increase in hits in just two years.

Online Services

In addition to providing access to data libraries are expanding their services into the online environment.  Many libraries now provide online access to their catalogues, and may even allow members to update records and reserve items.

The public has also expressed a demand for a service that allows enquiries to be lodged online.  Once again, libraries are looking to provide this, whilst still maintaining their traditional services.  Recognising the challenges associated with such a service, cooperative approaches are being investigated (the Metropolitan Public Libraries Association is currently undertaking a pilot project to determine the effectiveness of a regional supported online reference service).

It can be expected that this demand will only increase.

The Needs of Public Libraries in the Online Environment

It is evident that public libraries represent a well-established, far-reaching network with highly qualified staff capable of providing quality public access to online information.  At this point it is relevant to identify the barriers that confront public libraries in providing access to online information.

Telecommunications Barriers

Internet Connectivity

Broadband Internet access choices are often very limited in regional areas.  In metropolitan locations options can include ISDN, DDS, IP Broadband, ADSL, Frame Relay, Microwave etc.  Generally in rural areas the only option is either ISDN or satellite.  ISDN can be prohibitively expensive for most regional customers and unsuitable for home users.  Satellite is often the only broadband option in regional areas but some services are not available via satellite because of the latency time (delay in signal sending and receiving).  Furthermore it is not necessarily a cheap option.  It will cost in the vicinity of $77 per month with a 3GB limit and additional charges for usage above this rate.  A dial-up connection and account must also be maintained for uploading information.  On top of this there is a minimum installation charge of $1,230 depending on geographic location.  It is worth noting that rural areas pay significantly more for the installation than their metropolitan counterparts.

Two-way satellite does not require an additional dial-up connection but has similar limitations and increased costs.  The reliability of the service is currently providing a challenge for Rurallink areas that have installed it.

ADSL is a more economical option but it is not available in smaller communities where it is most needed.  Even if ADSL becomes available in regional areas the ISPs charge at higher rates in country areas than in metropolitan locations.  Table 1 gives costs taken from the website of one ADSL supplier.  It is evident that rural users will be paying substantially more than urban users.  Note that ADSL is also limited by distance from the telephone exchange.

Table 1: A comparison of fees for metropolitan and rural ADSL users


Metro Monthly Access Fee
Rural Monthly Access Fee

Broadband 512v
26.95
39.95

Broadband 1500v
59.95
69.95

Broadband 256u
799
999

Broadband 512u
1598
1998

Broadband 1500u
3196
3996

Broadband 512/512v
250
299

Wide Area Networks

Public libraries are often in need of an affordable option for wide area networks.  In the case of Great Lakes, one single Local Government Area, we have branches as far afield as Hawks Nest and Stroud – around 2 hours drive away.  These wide area networks are essential if the library service wishes to provide online access to the library system.  This has become an increasingly important issue as library software moves into data-rich structures that demand higher bandwidth for workable operating levels.  ISDN is increasingly becoming available in these areas but is expensive and the cost increases with each telephone area boundary that is crossed. There is a risk that some libraries may have to revert to manual transactions simply because they cannot afford the associated telecommunications costs.  

Phone Services

Local area phone calls disadvantage rural communities where the regional centre is often outside the local call area.

Staffing Demands

The emergence of the online environment has placed a new range of demands on library staff.  They now find themselves involved in web page design and maintenance, the provision of online services (e.g. Reference enquiries), purchasing and maintaining a vast array of technology, training the public in using the Internet and investigating appropriate telecommunications options.  In addition, the administration of public access Internet PCs places a burden on all circulation services staff.  It bears noting that, in general, there has been no downturn in traditional services, meaning that all the above occurs in addition to pre-existing workloads.

Some consideration should be given to the staffing needs implicit in the growth of online information.

Equipment Needs

Associated with the growth of electronic information provision has been a need to purchase suitable equipment.  Since 1995 the Great Lakes Library Service has almost quadrupled the number of PCs it manages and now maintains Internet services as well as a disability access PC (see Table 2).  The cost implications associated with this are clear enough.  Whilst it has been possible in the past to attract some State level grant funding for this equipment it is the ongoing maintenance and eventual replace of equipment that presents the library service with real funding difficulties.

Table 2: A comparison of the technology available at the Great Lakes Library Service from 1995 to 2002.


1995
2002

Equipment
12 PCs
43 PCs

Internet Services
N/A
Forster (5 PCs), branches (4 PCs), Genealogy PC, Disability access PC and Word processing PC.

Disability Access
N/A
PC with an associated range of equipment to facilitate disabled access to technology and the Internet.

If this problem is to be addressed in the long-term short-term grants are not the answer.

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 Role of Public Libraries

As the previous discussion has indicated, public libraries are already well abreast of the changes in the online environment.  Services are being shifted into the online environment (e.g. Reference enquiries), strong web presences are being established, Internet training is being conducted, provision of public access to the Internet is being vigorously pursued and the public are being offered access, through their library systems, to an increasing range of databases that they otherwise could not afford to access.

Furthermore, public libraries offer all levels of government a well-established, widespread, highly respected, well patronised network staffed with skilled professionals through which can be provided public access to online (and traditional) information.  In addition, public libraries have very effective regional and State bodies (and an increasing National presence via the Public Libraries Australia) to coordinate and broker arrangements through.

What public libraries need is sufficient financial support to provide the services the public so clearly demand.

Role of Government

Funding

The funding of public libraries, a resource available for all residents, falls almost exclusively to Local Government.  This is especially true in NSW where only around 9% of funding comes from the State Government.  In the case of the Federal Government there is no direct funding of public libraries at all (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Direct Government Funding for Public Libraries in NSW for 2000/2001.
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With the growth in demand for an increasing range of services provided online, as well as the maintenance of existing services (in an environment that has seen the price of such items as books double in cost in the last three years), there is a clear role for additional funding.  For too long Local Government has borne this cost.  There is certainly a case for greater levels of State funding, but it is surprising to consider that the Federal Government has not shown any direct support for an organisational network this is ideally suited to help nurture rurally isolated communities as well as to play an important role in the lifelong educational process.

Telecommunications

From a telecommunications perspective if this is the lucky country then it only appears to be lucky for those living in metropolitan areas.  As was discussed above, rural communities generally have limited access to telecommunications services and those that do get access usually have to pay more for it than their urban counterparts.  Whilst it is acknowledged that there are real challenges to providing equitable access to telecommunications services there is a clear need for this issue to be addressed.  Nor should the solution look to short-term funding solutions.  What is genuinely needed is the provision of sufficiently high bandwidth at an affordable price for rurally communities to have access to the online highway.  The establishment of organisations in small communities that must be self-funding within a given timeframe generally does not give a long-term solution.  One-off short-term grants are simply inadequate and run the risk of wasting valuable funds.

Role of the Corporate Sector

It is quite feasible to consider corporate support for the public network.  In fact, many libraries are investigating this.  The biggest barrier to obtaining funding is that each local public library is seen as a separate entity by business and therefore it is hard to find major sponsors.

There is no strong reason why the corporate sector could not play a role in funding public libraries, but it is likely only to remain a minor one.  Emphasis must be placed on increasing the involvement of both State and Federal Governments.

Conclusions

Public libraries are a remarkably effective network through which the public can access online information.  They are well-established, well-respected, widespread and well abreast of the changes in the online environment.  They are staffed with experts in the areas of information retrieval and data storage.  Furthermore, public libraries are dedicated to the equitable access of information and are often located in smaller, rural locations where such equality of access is of vital importance. 

However, public libraries face very real challenges in the areas of funding and telecommunications.  In recent years the funding support of public libraries has fallen almost entirely onto Local Government.    There is a need for State and Federal Governments to show greater commitment to this important community network.  In the case of the Federal Government the absence of any form of direct funding for public libraries bears particular mention.

Public libraries offer the ideal framework for the provision of online information.  It is up to Government to provide the resources necessary to allow these libraries to do this in an effective and equitable fashion.
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