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The role of libraries in the 21st century

From a strategic, economic and industry perspective, libraries, uniquely, cover more stages of the value production chain of the knowledge economy than any other institution. They are centres of content development, of experimentation, of research, of product evaluation, of delivery and networking, and consumption of product.





(Mercer, Colin 1996)

The public library, the local gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for lifelong learning, independent decision-making and cultural development of the individual and of social groups 

(UNESCO Public Library Manifesto 1994)
Public libraries were established to ensure equitable access to information. Traditionally this role has encompassed the provision of information services and resources to support the ongoing educational, cultural, and recreational needs of the community. With the convergence of information and communication technologies, the emergence of the World Wide Web, revolutionary developments in terms of publishing and rising user expectations for immediate access to information, libraries have changed they way they deliver some of their services.  However, the position of the public library in the community has not changed: libraries remain the primary providers of equitable information for the public and are a vital institution in redressing and preventing the ‘information gap’.

Australia’s library network, which includes National, State, Territory, municipal public libraries, university, TAFE, school and special libraries, are making excellent use of emerging technologies and working cooperatively in response to changing user demands for online information and services “anywhere anytime”. Online catalogues and databases, information literacy training, email reference services, electronic document delivery and the acquisition and creation of specific digital collections, are just some of the ways that libraries are meeting these demands. 

Internationally, the contribution made by libraries to a nation’s future economic, social and cultural well being has been recognised by many Governments, yet there are only a few nations which have turned rhetoric into substance – most notably Singapore and the United Kingdom. Australia’s library network, like roads and schools provide benefits for the entire community: this network is a vital contributor to the national information infrastructure and should receive national recognition and support. Australian libraries have made very significant contributions to the online environment, particularly in the areas of connectivity, content and competencies. In order to sustain and extend these contributions it is recommended that the Commonwealth Government supports and utilises the Australian library network to provide: 

Connectivity for all Australians: It is vital that all Australians particularly those in remote rural and regional areas have access to online information

Australian online content: Australia’s civic and cultural heritage needs to be visible and accessible in the online environment  

National competencies: Successful participation in the online environment is dependent upon all Australians developing information literacy skills.

CURRENT DEMAND FOR PUBLIC INFORMATION SERVICES 
Libraries operate in what has been called a hybrid environment in that collections and services encompass both the physical and virtual worlds. 

Victorian Public Libraries

Victoria’s public libraries attract a strong, consistent and loyal body of users: the public library network extends to 100% of Victoria’s population and over 56% of Victorians are members of a public library. Public library services are delivered through a network of 244 branch libraries and 32 mobile libraries which service over 600 sites, mainly in rural and regional Victoria. Currently Victorians make more than 24.5 million visits to public libraries per annum and borrow more than 44.6 million items (books, videos, audio-tapes, CDs etc) per annum.

Municipal councils contribute the major proportion of funding for public library services In Victoria. In 1999/2000 this amounted to 66.4% of total expenditure on library services, with the State Government contributing 22.1%. There is a considerable range in the level of contribution made by individual councils, which varies from 40% to 90%. The balance of libraries’ income is derived from a range of sources, including other Government grants and revenue raising efforts such as copying fees. The State Library of Victoria provides just over $1 million for specific public library projects.

The State Library of Victoria: context

The State Library of Victoria opened in 1856: it is Australia’s oldest free public library and Victoria’s primary reference and research library for public use. As the State’s deposit institution it is responsible for collecting, preserving and making available all published formats and associated material relating to Victoria’s heritage. The Library holds more than 2 million items, including 1.8 million books, serials and newspapers. The collections are continually growing via purchase, donations, bequests and legal deposit and include many nationally significant special collections including, Arts, Music and Performing Arts, Australian Manuscripts, Australian Rare Books, Maps, Australian Children’s Literature, Ephemera, Pictures, and Newspapers. While the majority of items held in the Library’s collections are in print format, digital formats have been steadily increasing over the last five years. 

Significant services provided by the Library include: generalist and specialist reference services, document delivery, interlibrary lending and targeted information services for schools, business, multicultural and disabled groups. The Library also operates an Internet Service Provider facility and community network known as VICNET, which has been providing Internet access, training and support to people throughout Victoria since 1994. VICNET currently provides web-hosting services for over 4,000 community publishing sites.

Operational management of the State Library of Victoria resides with the Library Board of Victoria, which was established under the Libraries Act (1998). The Board also has a statewide responsibility, since it is charged with development of cooperative activities and policies across the Victorian library network, as well as providing advice to the Government about any matter relating to libraries and information organisations. In the 2001/2002 financial year the Library received $24.5 million in recurrent funding from the State Government: additional revenue is generated through sponsorship, grants and donations.

Onsite and online usage data

The State Library of Victoria receives more than 1.3 million visits annually; two major user groups have been identified as 40% tertiary students (under and post-graduate), and 40% genealogy researchers (largely within the 40+ age group). The remaining 20% of users include a broad mix of specialist researchers, business, and tourists. The Library’s reference newspaper and genealogy collections are the most heavily used by the general public.

Onsite visits to the State Library of Victoria are just beginning to show a downward trend while remote use of library services is increasing. This is a phenomenon common to libraries throughout the world as more and more users opt for convenience by “visiting” electronically at a time and place that suits them. In January 2002 the level of remote (online) visits to the Library’s catalogue surpassed onsite visits for the first time; email reference inquiries are increasing at a rate of 30% per annum; and web site traffic is showing a projected increase of 20% per annum. 

The State Library of Victoria provides online information and services through a number of Web sites. These attract extraordinary levels of traffic as indicated by the following statistics showing user sessions for the 2001/2002 financial year:

www.statelibrary.vic.gov.au  
1.2 million

www.vicnet.net.au 

16 million

www.libraries.vic.gov.au 
100,000

www.openroad.vic.gov.au 
30,000

The State Library of Victoria also runs a number of significant subsidiary sites (a sample of these being listed below) 

· Australian Centre for Youth Literature

· Online Shop

· ExpressInfo

· Premier’s Literary Awards

· Burke and Wills

· Victorians at War

· Skills.net

· My Connected Community

· GO Vic

· E-Gaps

· Gippsland Community Training

· Western Murray Online and Mobile

Although demographic data is limited indicative statistical data reveals that regional and rural Victorians are increasingly making use of the Library’s online services.

RESPONDING TO CHANGING INFORMATION NEEDS

Over the last fifteen years, the State Library of Victoria has been at the forefront in introducing innovative technologies to meet changing information needs. In 1998 the Library Board of Victoria released the Victorian Libraries Policy, Library 21 which advocated the development of an integrated Victorian library system. The first stage of this proposed development provided connectivity for the public library network; secondary stages focused on content and skill development (for librarians and the general public). Special programs were also established to ensure that potentially disenfranchised groups, such as the disabled or those from non-English speaking backgrounds would be able to participate in the online environment. Management of these statewide programs was undertaken through VICNET with funding from both the Government and the corporate sectors. 

Connectivity and infrastructure development

The majority of infrastructure development in Victorian public libraries has been managed by VICNET and funded from two major sources: the State Government through Multimedia Victoria (the Libraries Online Program) and Arts Victoria (SNIP) and Commonwealth Government via the Networking the Nation funding program (Rural Libraries Online). The key approach is to build infrastructure that avoids costs associated with reliance on telecommunications companies, and includes the following major achievements:

· Connectivity for all of Victoria’s 244 public libraries: work is continuing to upgrade slower connections and expand bandwidth using a range of technology, wireless, Digital Subscriber Line (DSL), frame relay and satellite.

· Installation of 20 satellite downstations for Internet access in the rural library services main branch.

· Wireless, Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) and frame relay connections to link branch libraries to the satellite connections.

· Increasing the number of Public Access Internet Terminals in public libraries from 500 to 1000.

· Specific hardware and software for disabled users 44 PCs (1 for each library service) were enabled with a suite of adaptive technologies and softwares, such as Trackballs, JAWS, EIA and touch-screen browsing.

· Configuration of all public access PCs in public libraries to display all multilingual fonts available on the Open Road site.

Content and information management

Connectivity is of little value without content. Accordingly, the State Library of Victoria has, since 1990, worked concurrently to increase both the scope and breadth of online information resources, particularly Australian resources available for the public. Since 2002 the State Library of Victoria has been able to offer registered users remote access to some full-text information databases at no charge; it is the Library’s intention to expand this type of access for an ever-increasing range of databases. As some publishers are now only publishing electronically this trend is reflected by an increase in library expenditure on library resources and a decrease on print journals. Investment in online content has for example seen a five-fold increase over the last five years: currently 13% of the Library’s acquisitions budget is used for online and electronic resources.

Access to online resources and services is provided through a number of Web sites which include: 

· www.statelibrary.vic.gov.au provides access to the State Library of Victoria’s collections and services. Users can view and locate collection items from the online catalogue, email a reference inquiry, participate in online forums, view and download digital images, purchase books and learn about upcoming exhibitions and events. 

· www.vicnet.net.au provides access to some 8000 community sites of relevance to Victorians, over 4,000 of which are hosted by VICNET itself.  VICNET was established in 1994 and is one of the busiest Government sites in Australia.

· www.libraries.vic.gov.au Victoria’s Virtual Library portal provides access to online services provided by Victorian public libraries and is managed by VICNET. This site provides links to library catalogues and Web sites as well as to online databases and online reference resources such as the GULLIVER databases. Victoria’s Virtual Library also provides an online extranet for public librarians known as the ‘Infonet’ which has become a substantial and well-used professional resource for Victorian public library staff.

· www.openroad.vic.gov.au gives access to a selection of quality online resources in 12 Victorian community languages and scripts along with instructions on how to format PCs to display the languages in their correct fonts. In a number of these languages only a very limited amount of printed material is available making the online resources provided through Open Road the best source of information available to the communities in their native language.

A digitisation program was initiated in 1990 to make rare and valuable heritage items more readily available; to date more than 170000 items form the Picture Collection are available to users either via networked terminals in the Library building or via the Web.  

The complexity and growth of digital information resources has emphasized the need for libraries to develop cooperative approaches to access and preservation. For the State Library of Victoria this has involved partnerships for: 

· Consortium purchasing of electronic resources (with Victorian public libraries, the Council of Australian State Libraries and Victorian Academic Digital Library).

· Archiving selective Web sites (the PANDORA project www.nla.gov.au/pandora ). 

· Integrating access to significant heritage collections (Picture Australia www.pictureaustralia.org). 

Competency and skills development
The State Library of Victoria plays a vital role in promoting life long learning and information literacy skills particularly amongst disadvantaged groups within the community as well as more specialised skills development for librarians. The Library’s major skill development programs are:

· Skills.net www.skills.net.au is funded by the State Government to provide grants to community organisations to provide training in the use of the Internet and access to the Internet for its members. The program specifically targets members of the community who might otherwise not use the Internet and has provided training for 80,000 Victorians at 380 centres around the state. Approximately 10% of Skills.net providers are delivering training and access to people from non-English speaking backgrounds. Skills.net has also developed targeted programs, for schools (with Networking the Nation funding) and in aged care facilities. A travelling “Roadshow” supported by the State Government and BHP Billiton provides free basic Internet training wherever it is needed in the state. 

· GO Vic www.govic.vic.gov.au aims to raise awareness of the resources available on the Internet, particularly amongst targeted community sectors. 
· Western Murray Online was established with funding from the Commonwealth Government through Networking the Nation to employ a travelling technician and trainer in the north west of the State.

· Gippsland Community Training a Networking the Nation project to provide a training service to support individuals, organisations and communities in Gippsland to get the most out of the Internet and related Information Technologies. 

STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE THE USE AND DISTRIBUTION OF INFORMATION RESOURCES

Key strategies to enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources will require a three-tiered national approach to improve connectivity, particularly for rural and regional areas, expand levels of Australian content and develop and implement standard competencies.  

Connectivity and infrastructure development

· National Broadband Network Consolidation: As usage of the Internet and online resources is increasing there is a concurrent need to develop access to an affordable broadband network for libraries, local Government and community groups, particularly those located in rural or regional areas of Australia where considerable variation exists between states in terms of connectivity speed and reliability. 

· Bandwidth Competition: It is critical to keep prices affordable for libraries, local Government and community groups for the long term. This can be achieved via a number of methods, including continued Government support for new players to enter the market, or consortia bandwidth purchasing consortia. 

· Data aggregation including local and state Government bodies and sharing of public and Government networks. This could include the mapping and access to Government owned towers for wireless networking or open access to the university and hospital networks at cost recovery prices.

Content and information management

· Consortia purchasing of online resources have already proven to be extremely successful and should be encouraged. 

· National standards for metadata (particularly for material in languages other than English) digitisation and archiving need to be developed and adopted to ensure that online resources are easily located and retrieved by users.

· A national digitisation program that targets materials of specific heritage or cultural value such as the Library of Congress’ American Memories program http://memory.loc.gov/ which has more than 7 million digital items relating to the history and culture of the United States, collated from more than 100 historical collections. 

· Improved support and funding for national resource sharing infrastructures such as the National Bibliographic Database, and the Kinetica Service.

· Comprehensive updating of Copyright and Legal Deposit Legislation to meet the needs of the digital environment.

· Introduction of federated searching platforms and standard operating environments.

· National marketing campaign promoting the value of libraries.

Competency and skills development

· A national and standardised approach is needed for information literacy.

USING LIBRARIES TO MEET COMMUNITY DEMANDS FOR PUBLIC INFORMATION

The following are avenues in which libraries can be used to meet community demands for public information.

Libraries as community information and transaction centres especially in rural and remote areas.
 

Libraries have demonstrated a capacity to deliver a range of services especially in rural areas where a number of libraries in Victoria are operating local Government transaction centres.  In addition libraries have the skill and resource base to develop coherent and standards based community information

E- Government and E-democracy
 

Governments are interested in the concept of E-Government and libraries can play a key role as public information and Government information access points by providing and maintaining state of the art public access Internet terminals for access to those who need public access.  This includes such people as travelers, homeless and those that without have home access. Broadband access for the community will enable greater interaction between the elected democratic representatives and their electorates.  The geographically dispersed nature of the public library network makes them an obvious venue for this activity.

ROLES OF GOVERNMENTS, THE CORPORATE SECTOR AND LIBRARIES TO ENSURE EFFECTIVE USE OF LIBRARIES AS A PRIMARY INFORMATION RESOURCE IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Australian libraries have a long and well-established tradition of cooperation as a means of providing and promoting effective use of information resources for the greatest number of users possible and this will continue. 

All levels of government have an ongoing responsibility for further development of the Australian library network in the online environment, but the Commonwealth Government should be leading this process. When comparing governmental support for libraries with other nations, it is obvious that Australia is lagging behind both in terms of funding and recognition for libraries as an essential pillar of the formal and informal education sector and vital to a nation’s ongoing prosperity. Singapore with a population of just 4.1 million has, since 1996, developed a national information strategy and provided $1 billion to develop its library infrastructure, content and literacy programs. Like the United Kingdom, the Singaporean Government has recognised that libraries are crucial to building “an e-inclusive society where everybody is able to reap the benefits brought about by infocomm technology. In an e-inclusive society, technology is accessible and affordable to all, regardless of age, language, social background or ability.” (Prime Minister of Singapore Goh Chok Tong, 2001)

The development and implementation of a National Information Policy, which incorporates national strategies for connectivity, content and competencies is a critical step, and requires facilitation by the Commonwealth Government but should be developed with the capacities of smaller public information bodies in mind. 

Building and funding for a sustainable infrastructure will require involvement from all levels of Government. Infrastructure is expensive to build and maintain. For community groups, libraries and local Government the ownership and access to affordable telecommunications infrastructure is critical to advancement in access to public information. While the Commonwealth Government has the key role in facilitating this, maintenance of the infrastructure requires input from all Governments involved in the building of infrastructure.  

Development of the broadband market needs to be created by nurturing conditions that will encourage competition and sustain market growth. This should include development and publishing of a plan identifying areas that the market will have difficulty in reaching and is the responsibility of the Commonwealth Government. 

There is also an opportunity for data sharing between public and government networks: significant government networks that have solid capacities to deliver data already exist in the Australian university and health sectors.  Access to these networks for libraries are an important strategic direction. This is especially the case in remote locations where affordable broadband access driven by market forces will never be a consideration. The Commonwealth Government is in best position to influence these networks

Commonwealth and State Governments should be encouraging corporate sector investment in the development of targeted national digitisation program/s which promote and preserve the nation’s cultural heritage. 
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Frances H Awcock

State Librarian and Chief Executive Officer

16 August, 2002
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