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Introduction

Yarra Plenty Regional Library Service appreciates the opportunity to address the issues raised by the Committee.  Yarra Plenty is one of the country’s largest and most progressive public library services.  The Region serves approximately 300,000 people in the northeast section of Melbourne. More than 3.5 million items are lent annually through its’ eight branch libraries and mobile services.  More than 1.7 million visits are made to the libraries, and 55 % of the population are active users of the service. 

Free Internet access has been available since 1995, and in 2002, nearly 250,000 hours of Internet access will be provided.  The Region provides more than 100 Internet access workstations, with a ratio of 3 workstations for every 10,000 people residing in the Region. 

The needs outlined below reflect those needs identified at Yarra Plenty, but they are also indicative of national needs, as the issues addressed are common to most Australian public libraries – not just Yarra Plenty.

( a ) Current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries:

Public libraries have been and remain prime sources of public information sources, both on line and in the form of traditional print on paper.  Nationally, more than 50 % of the population are active public library users.

Yarra Plenty is typical in experiencing an increasing number of visits each year, as well as increasing loans for new materials.  Workstations are in use for 90 % or more of the time available, and bandwidth needs have increased logarithmically.

Web site visits have also increased – at Yarra Plenty the number of visitors to the website has doubled each year.  This year there will be approximately 290,000 visits (or 5,500,000 hits) to the Yarra Plenty website.

Currently there are a number of constraints to the use of electronic resources by Yarra Plenty residents.  These limitations are complex and interdependent, but there are a few clear trends.  These include:

1.  An increasing expectation and need on the part of the public for free access to electronic information, with reasonable speed and reliability.

While the availability of Internet access has grown quickly, even in the most affluent areas of Yarra Plenty, 25 % of homes do not have access. In some other communities, there are as many as 60 % of homes without access.  For these residents, access provided through the library is critical.  Library hosted Internet workstations provide access to job advertisements, to company and consumer information, to school and university assignment information, and to e-mail access to loved ones overseas.  Internet access is no longer a luxury, it is a necessity – a necessity that many in our community cannot afford – nor will they in the foreseeable future.

Public libraries are the only point of access for many Australians. 

2.  The cost of bandwidth:

In the 2001/2002 financial year, Yarra Plenty paid more than $80,000 in Internet connectivity charges – approximately $ 50,000 in direct connection costs through Telstra, and another $ 30,000 in ISP costs.  While these new costs represent new horizons and opportunities for public libraries, they also represent a real impost on a tight budget.

3. Diminishing funding sources

In Victoria the State Government is a minor funding partner – providing 20 % of the overall cost of running the Service.  At the same time, member Councils have had increased costs in other areas, due to the cost shifting from State to local government, which has been well documented by the Municipal Association of Victoria.   As the Committee would be aware, there is no direct support from Federal government to public libraries, with the exception of a portion of the Networking The Nation program, which was only available to rural municipalities.

While there has been an increased need for expenditure on a number of information technology areas, there has been no corresponding reduction in the call for “traditional” library services.  Loans of books and other items have actually increased above the rate of population growth, with a 3.1 % rise in loans in the 2001 / 2002 year, and an expected 10 % growth in the 2002/2003 year.

The community is seeking more access to information, and they are coming into libraries to get that information.  Public libraries need the means to provide that information – for the good of Australia, as well as the good of the individual.

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

Yarra Plenty has been very proactive in responding to the needs of the public.  The response has been multifaceted, and has included the following elements:

· The introduction of 130 public access Internet workstations over the past six years.

· The rollout of a complex network of local servers, including proxy servers at two levels, and satellite, wireless, ADSL and ISDN access.

· A multilevel training program of training both staff and users, in a variety of aspects of Internet use, including e-mail, general Internet access and the “invisible web”.

· The introduction of electronic books

· A free training program for the public

· A reliable, information rich website, with access to hundreds of quality checked sites, as well as information about the library service

· Access to the library’s integrated management system with the ability for users to request items, renew loans and check on what is available in the library.

· The introduction of a number of databases through the Gulliver program, and independently. Yarra Plenty provides access to 21 different databases. These databases include:

· One-file, which provides access to the full text of more than 25,000,00 magazine articles

· Health and Wellness database, providing access to quality controlled, reliable health information

· Business who’s who of Australia

· What do I read next? – A database which helps readers find the type of books they enjoy reading

· Many others – a complete list is available at:  http://www.yprl.vic.gov.au/computers/databases.html
Yarra Plenty, along with other libraries has responded to the changing information needs of Australians in many ways.  This response has been timely, appropriate, economical and of inestimable value to the community.  We now require participation by the Commonwealth Government to take full advantage of these efforts.

Possible strategies that would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries…

There are many ways in which libraries can further assist the Australian public.  Many of these require little additional investment on the part of the Commonwealth government to create a synergy between all levels of government.

All of the ideas listed below require further investigation and are offered for consideration.  They provide examples of the kind of projects which would improve library services across the country – and allow for a better informed, more information literate Australian community.

Creation of a National Office of Library Networking:

This office would provide an Australian wide clearinghouse for information and practical research for libraries across the country. The office would be actively engaged in developing and supporting some of the programs below, and would provide an entry point for Commonwealth departments seeking information from, or wishing to distribute information through the library network 

A Library Snapshot:

While each State and Territory collects a wide variety of statistics on public libraries, there is no central point of collation or comparison of information about public libraries.  This information could include details of the building infrastructure of the library, and provision of information technology available, as well as more prosaic, but necessary library statistics.  A “Library Snapshot” would provide an outline of the current status of a library services, as well as providing a unified directory.  This snapshot could be collated by an agency such as the National Office outlined above, by DOCITA, by a contractor, or by the Australian Library and Information Association.

Creation of a Library Technology Access program:

This program would provide for grants for specified aims and activities in public libraries, with an overall goal of improving access.  These projects can only be defined when the library snapshot described above is fully developed, but the general aim would be to improve access for all Australians.

National site licenses:

Libraries are currently individually negotiating with database providers for access to knowledge, through databases.  The negotiation and payment of a “National Site License” for a number of databases would add immeasurably to the wealth of the nation and would move Australia significantly ahead in the international move to build a educated and well informed populace.

Broadband subsidy / Inclusion as Telecommunications Providers Community Obligation 

As libraries become more and more net connected, the cost of this connectivity grows – without any corresponding budget savings.  The cost of bandwidth is likely to be a significant factor in limiting Australian public libraries ability to respond to public information needs in the near future.  A Federal subsidy, or alternatively (or in conjunction) with an expansion or renegotiation of Telstra’s Community Obligation requirements could result in lower cost connectivity specifically for libraries.  The result would be a positive image for Telstra, better connectivity for libraries, and most importantly, a better-informed public.

There is much that the Commonwealth Government can do to enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries. Working in partnership with public libraries across Australia, a synergy can be achieved which would be otherwise impossible.

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:

Public libraries already provide the largest component of publicly available Internet access in the country.  There are nearly 1,500 public library locations in Australia – these libraries contain 2,800 Internet workstations, which are generally in use for 90% or more of the available time.  There is a need for more workstations – as well as more bandwidth, more training and more technical expertise.

In the U.K. the “People’s Library” program has provided an example of how the general population can be empowered with information skills, through a national program and local libraries.

The large amount of information already available on the World Wide Web already provides a great information resource.  This is a resource which is unavailable to a large segment of our population, as they have no access to the Internet.  Implementation of the actions above would assist libraries in linking people with the information which is already available.

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.

Currently, the largest burden of providing library services falls on that sector of government with the least ability to raise revenue – local government. While the role of the State Government varies from state to state – in Victoria, approximately 75 % of all public library funding comes from local government.

As the Committee would already be aware, there is no ongoing Federal funding for public libraries.  The Networking the Nation program, while valuable, provided funding for rural areas only.  This leaves fringe metropolitan Councils such as the Shire of Nillumbik, and Whittlesea City Council with many of the same problems of neighbouring NTN subsidized municipalities, but without the compensation.

A number of programs are outlined above, and these would make a valuable contribution to the National Information infrastructure.  There is one unique role which can be best performed by Federal government, and which lies firmly in the Federal sphere.  That is the promotion and retention of an Australian identity through a series of library related programs.

With the precipitous drop in the price of international communications, and the ease with which such communication transpires, the tyranny of distance has largely disappeared.

In its place however is a proliferation of “non-Australian”, often North American biased information sources.  An example of this can be seen in the struggle for the survival of Australian databases, such as APAIS, which is a full text database of Australian journals.  Due to the small market size for Australian material, the creation cost of this database puts it well beyond the reach of many Australian libraries. By way of contrast, large databases (ostensibly international, but with a strong North American bias, and little or no Australian content) can be sold cheaply into the country.

This leads to less and less Australian based information on the world wide web, and more pervasive influx of North American ideas, concepts and examples, as students read, study and learn from U.S. based articles and sources.  A cost effective way to develop and enhance the unique nature of Australian culture is to support the creation and promulgation of databases such as AustLit, APAIS, and others.

Another uniquely Australian example is the National Library’s National Bibliographic Database.  This resource, one of the world’s best bibliographic databases, provides an irreplaceable source for Australian material.  However, under the cost recovery model which the National Library is forced to adopt, the pricing restricts access to only a few select library staff.  In addition, that database also must compete with other systems such as OCLC in the U.S.  OCLC, with tens of thousands of users could potentially exercise the equivalent of  “dumping” on the Australian market, using their size to offer cut-rate services to Australian libraries.

A special purpose subsidy to the National Library could expand access to this national resource, which provides not just access to Australian libraries’ holdings, but also provides a collection of information pertaining to Australian life and mores in a vital way.

Conclusion

The Commonwealth government is uniquely placed to encourage and assist State and local government to improve the provision of information through public libraries.  By taking a leadership position, the Commonwealth can ensure that we do have an information rich Australian population.  

The Board of the Yarra Plenty Regional Library Service would welcome the opportunity to discuss these concepts with the Committee, or any member of the Committee in the future.
