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The City of Nedlands believes that public libraries have an important role to play in the provision of public information in the online environment. Public Libraries offer accessible services free of charge, ensuring equitable access to information to all their citizens.

The City of Nedlands, like many local authorities throughout Australia, manages the City of Nedlands Library Service on behalf of its community. 

The 2 libraries within this city serve a population of over 21,000 residents, which increases to over 34,000 people daily. 

The Library Service has a combined lending stock of over 48,500 items in a variety of formats. The libraries loan over 22,000 items per month and are open to the public for 87 hours per week.

a) Current community pattern of demand for public information services

Public libraries currently provide a wide range of information in a variety of formats including large print books, sound recordings, CD-ROMs, video recordings, newspapers and periodicals to cater to the needs of the general public. 

Public library users obtain information in a variety of ways:

· Traditional lending and reference services. For example, in 2001 City of Nedlands Library Service staff answered over 9,000 requests for information, in addition to the information found independently by library users.

· The inter library loan service provided by public libraries in conjunction with the State Library of Western Australia and other public libraries provides items to the public from other libraries, thus greatly widening the public's access to information.

· The City of Nedlands Local Studies Collection, part of the Nedlands Library Service and located at Nedlands Library, provides information on the historical and cultural development of the City and research assistance.

· Recent communication survey statistics gathered by the City indicate that approximately 90% of residents in the 18-55 age range have access to the internet, with 64.5% of residents overall having access. 

It is clear that provision of information in electronic formats to this group will continue to be a feature of public library collection development. However, the information the Library Service will be required to provide to this internet-literate group will be more likely to be in the form of expert databases, subscription to which is beyond the needs and affordability of the average user.   

The City of Nedlands Library Service provides public access internet workstations for research purposes, which are heavily used, despite the degree of access already available to residents in their home or work environments. E-mail facilities are provided on a commercial basis.  

Whilst more people in the community are familiar with internet protocols, a significant number of customers require help to effectively use the internet to gather information. The City of Nedlands Library Service, and indeed most public libraries, provide learning opportunities in a supportive environment through offering expert help on an ad hoc basis and/or a structured basis through free introductory courses run by library staff.

· Whilst many people are comfortable using the internet many, particularly the elderly, still prefer their information in hard copy print. Recent statistics indicate that only 64% of residents in the 56-65 age range have access to the internet, declining to 27.3% in the 66-75 age range and 13.0% in the 76+ range with access.

b) Public library response to changing information needs

For many people the public library represents the first stop for their information needs. For many it is their only resource. Public libraries have been quick to offer the internet to the public, seeing it as a valuable extension to their role as information providers. 

Libraries are also providing their own websites allowing them to present additional online services such as periodical and newspaper databases as well as online catalogues of their stock. Many government bodies now have their own websites. Public libraries facilitate access to these by providing well organised lists of links to these and other useful sites. Not only does this give greater access to information within the library, it allows people to access the information from other locations with an internet connection.

The cost of providing these new services is significant. The burden of hardware and software costs and service provision falls on local government. Telecommunication and access costs are increasingly an issue. As demand for online information increases so too the download costs.

c) Enhancing wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries.

To enhance wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, the following are required:

· National funding for promotion of public libraries and their resources.

· National marketing campaign aimed at informing all stakeholders of the public library’s role as a provider of public information. This would include raising the awareness of government departments on the role that public libraries play in disseminating government information.

· In order to achieve equitable participation in online services the requirements of people with special needs will need to be met. Accessibility requirements must be taken into account when building websites and when disseminating information on the internet.

· Cheaper, faster internet is one of the preconditions for greater internet access, therefore government must take a leading role in the regulation of costs and determining telecommunication standards.

· Users often feel insecure when using the internet due to fear of viruses, hacking attacks, and a lack of confidentiality and authentication. All providers of online services, therefore, need to work to ensure that their services are provided in a secure environment.

d) The use of libraries to deliver information and services over the internet

Accessible locations, flexible opening hours, existing infrastructure, trained staff and a public profile as a community information resource, indicate that public libraries are an obvious place for effective delivery of services over the internet.

Public access internet workstations in public libraries are in constant use. Many citizens view the public library as a safe and accessible place to conduct their internet business.

e) The role of government, the corporate sector and libraries in ensuring the most effective use of libraries…

All Australians have a right to equitable access to public information online. Government funding of public access facilities in public libraries is required to provide this equity of access, avoiding the creation of a digital divide.

An opportunity exists for government departments to utilise public libraries to disseminate information and seek feedback through online interaction.

e-Government should be about bringing administrations closer to citizens. To this end a coordinated approach to public sector information needs to be implemented.

In the era of e-local government, public libraries will play a vital role in linking citizens with public information. The development of more effective linkages with all levels of government through the provision of community portals and other online methods of participation is imperative.

