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Newcastle Region Library comprises library services for the Newcastle, Port Stephens, Dungog and Gloucester Councils

This submission addresses each of the Terms of Reference formed by the Committee to examine the role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment.

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

· Contrary to predictions of internet usage making libraries redundant, libraries continue to satisfy an ongoing growth in community demand. In the last 4 years membership of Newcastle Region Library (NRL) has increased 20% and to reach a total of 105,376 in June 2002. There has been a marked increase in internet usage with a 42% increase in the usage of Internet resources at the Port Stephens Library over the last 2 years and a 94.97% increase in online search services at the Newcastle Central Library over the past year. 

· The community is accustomed to relying on public libraries for a wide range of reliable information, including legal, health, statistical, travel, community and local history. This demand is now being translated into demand for the most up-to-date information preferably in electronic format for ease and flexibility of use.

· The demand for online resources has seen public internet access points within NRL increase from 8 to 32 and number of bookings increased by 246%.

· Demand is coming from all sectors of the community and particularly students and lifelong learners who require study materials over a range of subjects, and at a range of levels from primary through to tertiary.

· The internet has increased the community’s awareness of the information that is available and library customers are demanding more in-depth resources, with an expectation of immediate access to the information required. Anecdotal evidence from library staff also suggests that inquiries are becoming more complex. 

· Library staff are frequently asked to assist customers to access Government information and other services online. Common requests include how to lodge an online tax return, access Centrelink, look at employment sites or undertake online banking.

· The Census 2001 showed that only 25.4% of the Newcastle population has Internet access at home, work or elsewhere therefore the library continues to plays a critical role in meeting community access requirements.

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

· Subscriptions to online databases, which allow access from remote users and email of information, have increased the level of service provided from public libraries.

· The vast majority of libraries provide Internet access free of charge based on the principle of equitable access to information for the whole community. This has required recasting of budgets to provide sufficient resources for the community. Some of the online resources acquired has only been possible through consortia arrangements such as NSW.net. Public libraries have endeavoured to improve access to quality electronic resources by selecting and organising useful Internet sites into subject directories.

· Libraries provide training in accessing and locating information on the Internet for all ages and including a large proportion of students.  Not all teachers have the required search skills or the time in busy classrooms to attend to students. Increasingly parents are contacting library staff for 'reliable' Internet sites for their children's homework.

· Most libraries now provide online access to their catalogues, expanding inhouse and remote access to collections. Electronic cataloguing is also taking place so that customers can access a print or online version if the latter is available.
· Libraries are only limited by their staffing resources in the service they could provide. Libraries are staffed by experts and the public is accustomed to obtaining information from these widespread and readily accessible services.

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

· Many libraries are custodians of unique items, particularly local history resources. Preservation issues are becoming more urgent to ensure that collections are available for future generations. Digitisation plays a vital role in both access to these precious resources and in assisting with preservation. The National Library of Australia, in partnership with the Commonwealth Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts' and the National Archives of Australia, offers Community Heritage Grants to assist Australian community organisations such as libraries. However the level of funding available is not adequate for the task ahead. 

· Access to a national database of resources held by libraries that can be used free of charge by librarians and customers would increase access and the sharing of the nation’s library resources. Kinetica, the National Bibliographic Database is endeavouring to meet this need, however its costs (even with recent consortia arrangements) are too high for all libraries to subscribe. 

· Public libraries are very responsive to the needs of the whole community to access information close to where they live or work. This is particularly evident by the establishment of reciprocal borrowing rights with neighbouring local government authorities. 

· Ideally such borrowing rights should be extended as much as possible, however this can be a costly undertaking. To support greater access to all libraries collections the establishment of an equitable interlibrary loans system is a necessity or the subsidisation of net lending libraries.

· Only one State, South Australia, has a centralised information clearing house for community information. Development of a comprehensive and up-to-date state databases of community information would provide a needed resource online. 

· Libraries constitute a large market and are more and more realising their purchasing power. Consortia arrangements, such as NSW.net, now need to be maximised to ensure that online resources can be secured at affordable prices. 

· The increased range of online services that libraries are providing means that there is a subsequent increased demand for assistance and training. The introduction of a staffing scheme whereby each public library service had an ‘online librarian’ within their staffing establishment would ensure equitable access to service. 
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

· The results of reference enquiries are increasingly being requested and delivered online. Some libraries are trialing 24 x 7 hours access to online reference services. NRL has experienced a 230% increase in email reference enquiries over the past 2 years. The trend towards more home-based and contract workers could see this demand escalate in the next few years. 

· To meet demands for local studies information, NRL provides a digitised collection of 80,000 photographs, local cemetery and newspaper indexes, local history resources and some of its own publications online. The local studies resources of libraries are becoming more heavily used not only by researchers and historians but also by the local community particularly with the current interest in family history research. As the retiree population increases it is anticipated that demands on local studies resources will also increase. The development of a portal for public libraries to local history resources, online databases and publications would assist with this demand.

· Libraries are major conduits for ABS data, Public Service employment opportunities, Industrial Awards and pay rates for specific industry groups, Commonwealth & State Case Law, Federal & State Budget information, Current Commonwealth & State legislation, unclaimed monies from Treasury Department, Business Names register - Department of Fair Trading and Board of Studies past examination papers.

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

· Public libraries are the recognised focal points for the delivery of information to local communities. Public libraries are accessible, offer extensive opening hours including weekends and are recognised by the community as a reliable source of information. However the variation in State funding levels means that there is a disparity in the service level that the community can expect. 

· Federal and State government are making more and more information available electronically, in preference to hard copy. However the cost of accessing this information by the public is being born by local government and public libraries. 

· Public libraries are required to provide the IT infrastructure facilities and user education so the public can access online resources. However the cost is again being met by local government.

· A National Information Strategy that recognises and funds public libraries as primary access points is essential and should be progressed as a matter of urgency. Such a strategy should, in partnership with libraries, set appropriate standards for service delivery.

