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Senate inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment

Foreword by the Queensland State Librarian

I am pleased to respond to the call for submissions for the Senate Inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment.  The framework for what the State Library of Queensland is planning to achieve over the next three to five years in terms of its range of quality services to the public and its leadership to an extensive public library network is intricately linked to delivery of online services.  

Smart communities are those that provide both freedom of access to information and freedom of expression for diverse groups within the community.  The State Library and Queensland’s public libraries are uniquely positioned to contribute to the development of smart communities in Queensland.

Our research has demonstrated there is demand from the community for electronic delivery of information, and libraries, including the State Library of Queensland are well positioned to deliver this information. Reliable technological infrastructure is an integral element to the successful implementation of the State Library’s initiatives.   An investigation into the access competencies  and content issues is welcomed.

Yours sincerely

Lea Giles-Peters

State Librarian

Introduction

As Queensland’s major public reference and information library, the State Library of Queensland provides a diverse range of services directly to the people of Queensland. Today Queenslanders make almost 3 million visits to the State Library annually either as walk-in customers (280,000) or via the Internet (2.5 million). Each year, State Library staff answer over 100,000 information inquiries and over 670,000 books and information resources are provided to the state’s 326 public libraries. The State Library’s OPAL project (Online Public Access in Libraries) has also ensured that over 80% of Queensland libraries now have public Internet access.

The State Library of Queensland has recently undergone a significant internal and external consultation process to develop the Smart Libraries Build Smart Communities – Future Directions of the State Library of Queensland policy.  This policy document has a large focus on the role of libraries in the online environment and is attached to this submission for the information of the Committee.  The objective of the document is to recast the role of the State Library by determining new vision and roles, and make this achievable through broad ownership of this new role across government and community.  The opportunity presented by this review, also allowed the State Library to ensure its policy directions complemented those of other government policy agendas.

The State Library’s responses to the terms of reference of the Senate Inquiry include mention of this document and the consultation which led to its adoption. The policy was developed over a period of two years. Consultation involved State Library clients, community members, local government, community organisations, public librarians and a cross government steering committee.  

The consultation process involved visits to five regional locations and internal workshops with staff to add to the body of knowledge.  Workshops in communities were based on the assumptions that the State Library as an entity would continue to exist, and that online service delivery options would complement existing services.  The Future Directions Policy was endorsed by the Queensland State Cabinet in 2001.

The State Library of Queensland is currently undertaking its triennial public library review which is considering options for how a Smart Library Network will be delivered across Queensland in the next few years.  Many of the options being considered include elements related to electronic delivery of information.  

State Library of Queensland responses to Terms of Reference 

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment having particular regard to:

(a) The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online;

Consultation for the State Library of Queensland’s Smart Libraries Build Smart Communities – Future Directions of the State Library of Queensland policy included comments from participants about the importance of high speed Internet access in rural areas as being critical to the future success of digital library services.  More public Internet access points, and training for staff and the general public were also recurring themes of the consultation in relation to technology issues. Reference to the libraries’ community development role, was raised in a number of the consultation sessions and the extension of this to development of online communities. Communities demand upgrading of the telecommunications infrastructure, with the stated intention of increasing access to a huge array of information already being delivered online by the State Library of Queensland, and other libraries.  The types of services which the State Library of Queensland delivers include Netlinks (which identifies quality sources of information) and Queensland Web (highlighting Queensland web sites); links to relevant pages on a diverse range of topics such as ebooks, listservs, censorship, automation and other topics of interest to libraries; allows the catalogue to be searched online; as well as many other many other functions.

Public libraries in Queensland lent almost 38 million items during 1999 – 2000 to 1.6 million members statewide.  These members represent 48% of the total population.  Across the state, public libraries recorded almost 15 million visits. The number of Queenslanders using public libraries makes the libraries an effective vehicle to deliver services, and to receive community comment.  Generally responses regarding online services focus on the demand for instant access to information, 24 hours per day, seven days per week.  There are also expectations that these services will be free or at low cost and that modern equipment will be provided for public use.

The impact of opening up the opportunities provided by online access has been seen first hand through the delivery of the BHP Billiton Skills.net training which received comments “community support was extremely positive, to the point of being overwhelming” (Mackay), “I would have liked to see it run for longer or been able to run more programs per day” (Tieri); “All feedback has been positive. Our Internet computer runs hot with practice” (Emu Park).  

There is still a feeling in the community that there are security issues with online services especially on public machines. For online services to be completely embraced users must be assured that the services that they are using, or the services they are accessing are not being monitored or recorded.   Privacy issues require careful attention, as does the issue of appropriate content for the community, which includes children.  

Public expectations often exceed what is possible technologically and financially.  The availability of some materials electronically raises expectations that all materials will be available (for example as there is a major daily newspaper with web accessible indexes and content, patrons assume all newspapers, including small regional papers will have similar access.)  The newspaper example also provides an example of client expectation exceeding what is available – publishers may choose to only places “slices” of content on web sites (front pages, major stories), meaning the hard copy item is still required for full access to the information.

Gateways and portals are important – users need to have seamless interfaces.  The development of the Queensland Government’s Access Queensland project is an example of efforts at a state level to give users a consistent experience, and along the way develop standards and templates to ensure new developments are consistent and mindful of the various access needs in the community.

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

There are a number of perspectives underlying the response by libraries to serving the changing information needs of Australians.  These include balancing the values of preservation, ensuring equitable access for the public, and determining the responsibility for provision of information.

Current techniques used by the State Library of Queensland to deliver information electronically include web accessible catalogues, indexes, information guides, training opportunities, and online reference services and sources.  Across the sector, libraries are offering personalised portals to allow information to be delivered to clients effectively. 

The State Library of Queensland’s OPAL (Online Public Access in Libraries) project grew out of a concern for equity of access to the Internet for Queenslanders who do not have access to a personal Internet connection.  Funded by the Queensland Government, OPAL received $2.3 million between 1997 and 2000 for implementation of Internet ready equipment, software and training.  Since 2000, $560,000 has been allocated per annum for content development.

Libraries delivering services electronically are juggling limited funds and the demand for new services means money needs to be allocated from other areas to support procurement of electronic resources and staff straining to deliver them.

Access issues:

Traditionally libraries collected and made materials available – it is time to define a new role.  Client demands for new formats; the vast array of information available, with little indication of the relative value of the sources; and the volume of material only available online have required libraries to re-evaluate their services. 

Compatibility of software is an ongoing problem, with passwords, links to IP addresses, and product variations all impacting on access.  

Licensing issues are a complex area, with vendors concerned about how many users will access software if a library holds the subscription.  

Government organisation access needs to be rationalised.  For example – the Australian Bureau of Statistics needs to cover costs of its operation, but many of their clients are other arms of government who are using taxpayers money to pay for services, already funded by government.

As a public institution serving libraries and individuals around the state, equity issues are a primary consideration to the State Library of Queensland.  The digital divide remains a very real concern, as the availability of broadband technology, and even the reliability of power and telephone lines is a problem for many regional and remote areas.  There are a number of areas in Queensland such as Croydon, Burketown, Cape York, the Torres Strait, and the gemfields west of Emerald, which do not have uninterrupted electricity supply, and often rely on generators; for these communities technology solutions are of little value.

The community of Croydon have a library which is open for limited hours, and recently participated in the Rural.connect project to get an Internet access ready computer and printer/scanner/fax machine.  Rural.connect was funded by a federal Networking the Nation grant.  Many people have moved to the area attracted by the availability of cheap land but did not realise electricity needed to be connected at a considerable extra personal cost.  For these people who chose to live without electricity, the project at the Croydon library is ”like a dream”.  

The cost of technology (hardware / software / telecommunications) are crucial to equitable access to information.  Information presented electronically must be designed by people cognisant of this, to optimise the end-users experience. As an example, users prefer to have cheaper and more readily available hardware such as CD-roms for local history research sources, while libraries continue to use microfilm which must be used on expensive readers rarely available outside cities.

Public competencies in being able to access technology are important and can be addressed by libraries, who have always played a major role in finding answers.  Libraries cultivate an atmosphere where it is acceptable to admit you don’t know and ask for help, and the usefulness of this in delivering technology to the community is invaluable. 

Accessibility is also important for people with disabilities, or people from culturally and linguistically diverse communities.  The State Library of Queensland is addressing the needs of these groups through adoption of adaptive technology, but more needs to happen in the development of standards for web development to entrench web-site accessibility as a norm.  

There are also less visible restrictions on the community accessing online services via a library because of fines incurred elsewhere. If an individual or family have defaulted on the return of items and have been barred from borrowing, or have fines to pay they may not return from shame or embarrassment therefore online services may not be available to all the community via the library.  

Some of the State Library of Queensland Future Directions initiatives regarding the development of a Smart Library Network that are in the process of being initiated include:

· increased opportunities to access and engage with collections, info services, staff and technology; 

· development of a Queensland Information portal;

· rebuilding reference and research collections;

· fostering community Internet access;

· Indigenous services program;

· increased access to cultural heritage; and

· increased community education and training programs. 

Preservation issues:

Paper is still considered the preservation copy by the State Library of Queensland – using electronic copies as the preservation copy can exempt some copyright requirements, but there are potential issues for protection of information for future generations such as obsolescence of technology and equipment.  This is an important issue regarding the longevity of materials provided electronically, whether they be reports published electronically, CD-ROM products, or other formats.  If the technology underneath a format changes, there are labour intensive tasks of data migration, and the ability to store the resulting product, to ensure continued accessibility. Data warehousing by libraries is an option, but any economy of scale benefits in centralising this service to specialist libraries, could be offset by other libraries still wanting to hold their own collections.

Electronic sources can be an uncertain investment as access to materials may be dependant on the continued operation of a particular vendor or publisher. The collapse of a company from which a subscription service is purchased, would make the subscription worthless, with no access to back-issues, even though they have already been paid for.  This is unlike paper based subscriptions where a hard copies are received and archived by the library for future use.  Inability of a supplier of hard copy materials to continue to provide the resources only affects the issues to be provided in future.

Some other problematic areas for the library sector include the variation in respective State laws regarding legal deposit requirements, the ambiguity of the Copyright Legislation in certain areas such as the right of first digitisation, and storage of materials. The State Library of Queensland has received legal opinion that web sites are legal deposit items – staff are currently grappling with how are these to be stored and the implications for changes to a web page.

(c) 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

Libraries value-add to information – library staff can organise, validate and use their expertise to assist people to access information effectively.  Two examples of this are the State Library’s Netlinks page, which is a global database on topics of interest to Queenslanders, with sites selected by information professionals, and Queensland Web which is a one-stop shop for Queensland web sites.  Public libraries in Queensland have indicated they will support these State Library of Queensland initiatives by contributing to these sites, instead of developing similar projects of their own.

A number of strategies have been identified which could positively impact on the capacity of libraries to continue and enhance the delivery of services in an online environment, while recognising the impact of the digital divide in Australia.  These include: 

· a review of how Networking the Nation (NTN) and similar program guidelines are written to allow libraries to be eligible to apply.  Initially NTN funding was not available for libraries to deliver technology solutions, although changes were made for subsequent rounds. A more consultative process initially in a program could mean funding can be delivered more effectively by utilising the huge pool of resources and infrastructure which libraries offer;

· acknowledgment of the ongoing training delivered online by libraries to support lifelong learning such as the State Library of Queensland’s BHP Billiton Skills.net training (http://www.slq.qld.gov.au/skill/index.htm);

· improvement and enhancement of the infrastructure available to deliver online library services;

· development of standards for government information including production of reports, software compatibility issues, receiving donations (in the whole range of formats), access rights to information, use of metadata, and minimising duplication of services; and

· provision for the infrastructure of the future as it arrives.  Access to Internet via digital television may be a prospect for the future giving better provision of information, however all the equity issues will still be valid concerns, and it will take some time before the digital divide narrows.

Ensuring copyright legislation keeps up with the variations of information in the online environment is of key interest to the library sector.  

More collaborative projects are necessary both within the library sector, and across sectors within Australia.  Potentially, successful advancement of multicultural library services could be addressed nationally. Australia’s cultural and linguistic diversity is increasing but far too often the capacity of public libraries to deliver services is so constrained that only very limited services are provided and then usually to the “larger” concentrations of particular languages.  National projects to advance the public library network’s capacity to support and enhance Australia’s cultural and linguistic diversity could consist of more effective web based development to undertake a number of aspects of service delivery.  An excellent example is the Danish model, FINFO, http://www.finfo.dk which is a National Information service for immigrants.  This model of developing national web based information begins to address the multilingual issues which each public library service, and even each State Library in Australia is not in a position to adequately fund and sustain.  

Another national project could address the capacity of the public library network to support language skills in the Australian population.  This could involve an investigation into the needs of adult learners of English as well as those with literacy problems and the sorts of materials and programs which public libraries could more proactively deliver.  The economic value of Australia’s cultural and linguistic diversity receives needs to be recognised in the national infrastructure.  Productive diversity could be significantly enhanced if the public library network was incorporated into a national strategy for linguistic maintenance.

(d) 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; and 

The State Library of Queensland Guidelines for Queensland Public Libraries have a Technical Standard which provide current expectations for delivery of technology including a number of performance indicators.   These are the number of computers available for public, staff, and the online public access catalogue (OPAC); training for staff and public; and the development and implementation of Information Technology Plans for libraries. 

The capacity for online access to open up collections for broader appreciation is enormous.  The State Library of Queensland sports exhibition “100 not out”, launched on 2 August 2002, will go from a physical exhibition of photographs, exhibits and commentary, to a virtual exhibition delivered online, and become dynamic as people add their contribution about what the exhibition means to them.

Online information can still be linked to a physical library network, for those who take longer to make the transition to electronic delivery.  More flexible access to libraries has implications for library opening hours.  It has been demonstrated in South West Queensland, that tourists visit libraries for the email facilities offered, and may plan their trips around such conveniences.  The benefit to local communities, is that once tourists have arrived in town, they are also introduced to the social and cultural history and attractions offered.

Libraries are seeing the need to reposition themselves in this environment.  The development of Dogwood Crossing @ Miles, a project funded under the Queensland Heritage Trails Network program will combine an interpretive centre, library, art gallery and IT centre to create an integrated experience for tourists and the local community.

Availability of information in culturally appropriate formats and settings is also a role of libraries.  The commitment to establishment of 31 Indigenous Knowledge Centres in communities throughout Queensland between September 2002 and April 2005 will provide a means for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to access the Internet to meet their information needs.

Live reference services are an option which are being trialed by various libraries and consortia around the world, and the consequences of this for service delivery will need to be evaluated as pilot projects progress.  There will also be education challenges as the competency of the public evolves, and it will be important to help people recognise how transferable IT skills can be for a broad range of applications.

The positive stance taken by the Commonwealth in investigating this issue suggests an acknowledgment that the business of libraries is increasingly about implementation of telecommunications infrastructure and delivery of information through these channels.

Responsibility for provision of service and resources remains an important issue.  If service is delivered electronically it could be accessed by users throughout the world – this raises issues for how this fits with the libraries which are funded to provide service to a defined client group – for example State Library of Queensland’s primary client group is Queensland residents.  

(e) 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. 

All stakeholders in the delivery of electronic information have a responsibility to take technology seriously and ensure strategic planning is used to collect, preserve and provide access to new formats:  

· Lobbying online vendors to change their attitudes to the libraries’ role in the delivery of electronic materials.  It is acknowledged there does need to be some agreed restrictions for use to ensure the viability of the services, and to protect the copyright of materials presented.

· Corporate partnerships, such as the award winning BHP Billiton Skillsnet project, with State Library of Queensland, BHP Billiton, Ipex and Telstra working together to deliver Internet training around the state, offer a broader base to be able to deliver projects of broad community benefit.

· Links to and advocacy through professional bodies are important ways to assist in the uptake of trends regarding accessibility of electronic information and support infrastructure. Another important advocacy role is raising awareness in the corporate sector, and throughout government about the role and resources of libraries.  Both government and the corporate sector hold vast resources of information and need to make decisions about what they hold and how they provide access to it. 

Most importantly, all sectors can promote libraries as an accessible, affordable way to promote lifelong learning, guide people onto the information super highway, answer the questions of Australians and increase social cohesion.
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