Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Inquiry into the role of Libraries in the Online Environment 

UNILINC is pleased to have this opportunity to make a submission to this important Inquiry. 

UNILINC member libraries have made extensive and early use of online services. They have been able to do so in a most cost effective way. Working collectively through UNILINC they have been able to provide more with available funds than they could have by themselves. In addition to enhancing libraries’ ability to afford online resources UNILINC has also sought to address the need for greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources through the development of an information literacy resource, Web-ezy. UNILINC is therefore is well able to provide a unique perspective upon the role of libraries as providers of information in the online environment. In particular this submission addresses two of the terms of reference as follows;

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

(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;

UNILINC recommends that the Senate provide public recognition and acknowledgement of existing Australian investment in quality online resources and in initiatives directed at improving information literacy.   

WHAT IS UNILINC

UNILINC is a non-profit network of organizations whose libraries play an important role in higher education and research. Incorporated in 1978 in Sydney, UNILINC was initially sponsored from within the Higher Education Board of NSW. It has since grown to encompass member organizations from NSW, Victoria, Queensland and the ACT as well as client libraries from around Australia and overseas. UNILINC’s mission is to facilitate resource sharing between member libraries. We do this through the use of the latest technology, through negotiating deals with suppliers and through strategic collaborative arrangements. We fund our network initiatives to members through fees for the services used and by a range of services offered to all libraries whether they are members or not. Our members include:

· regional universities (Charles Sturt,  Southern Cross and the Australian Catholic University), 

· academies (NSW Police Academy, Avondale College, NSW Corrective Services, the College of Law), 

· national research organizations (National Gallery of Australia), 

· private providers (Australian Institute of Music, Group Australia, Jansen Newman Institute)  

· schools (Shore)
TERMS OF REFERENCE

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

There is no doubt that Australian libraries were amongst the first worldwide to realize the value of online information resources and to seek ways in which these resources could be acquired, made available and promoted to library users. From the early 1970s, libraries were amongst the first users of the then very new OTC cable to the USA when they initiated use of the Californian based Dialog service. Later in the 1970s the Australian online information service Ausinet found enthusiastic clients in the library sector. In the mid 1980s, CDROM technology followed in the early 1990s by internet based online services were welcomed by Australian libraries as they offered easier interfaces and relief from high communication costs. UNILINC member libraries were amongst the first to use these services and working together were able to negotiate cheaper access. This way even the smallest library was able to be part of the revolution.

Now in 2002, the array of online resources increases every day. Libraries devote more and more attention to maximising what they can offer most effectively by way of online resources without neglecting the similarly expanding output of print and other material and the users reliant upon that.     

Not only do the type and number of products available online grow each day but the service models are changing.  

Publishers are only too willing to meet demand with an ever increasing array of products available online along with associated convenience based services such as wireless access, credit card facilities etc. For those Australians who welcome the convenience, these services are a boon. However, these services are available through very few libraries as the pricing and/or payment model is not one most libraries could easily sustain. Of course high cost, high convenience services existed in the print world too with highly priced time critical newsletters and news services which rarely made their way into libraries. So the phenomenon is not new but the widespread nature of it is. This further aggravates the problem of information rich and information poor. 

Along with this focus on convenience there is the perception amongst many that everything they need is on the web and can be found through search engines. There is no doubt that there is excellent information to be found this way. Millions of people around the world search the internet for information to help with major decisions such as health, education, careers, major purchases and investments etc. In this environment, database services such as those offered by libraries may be bypassed. There is even a perception that the information found on the web is somehow better, more authoritative, more up to date, more hip. Any librarian or researcher working with search engines and the formal database services knows this is not always the case. They know that the relevance, quality and completeness of coverage retrieved by using the former often fall short of the results from formally published sources. There is therefore a critical role for libraries in helping people make effective use of the web including the use of more formal resources available through libraries. 

Through this time, the information needs of Australian’s have not essentially changed. Users have always wanted the all the information they need for what ever purpose at the time as quickly as possible and free of charge. They could never have this in the past as Australian libraries have never had collections of the size and depth of libraries of other Western countries. This is perhaps the reason Australian libraries have embraced online resources with such enthusiasm and at the same time embraced online technology to ensure the widest possible access to all library resources. The most nationally relevant example of this is the creation by the libraries of Australia, through the National Library, of a fabulous online resource – the National Bibliographic Database.

Possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries including..... greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources.

Many libraries offer training sessions that cover effective use of the web as well as the online resources subscribed to by the library. University libraries usually include pointers on how to evaluate information freely available on the web compared with that contained within the more formal research based resources. Often these training sessions also cover important issues such as plagiarism and copyright.   

Many university libraries also have web based introductions to the use of online library resources. Australian libraries are fortunate in that there is also a fully interactive product available. This software, called Web-ezy, takes the user step by step interactively through the processes of searching a wide range of online library resources and includes evaluation and interactive assistance along the way. Web-ezy is in use in five university libraries, one school and a state education agency and was developed by UNILINC initially to meet the needs of its members. It is an example of a strategy that can be readily and easily employed to help develop skill in using library resources.

CONCLUSION

Australia’s libraries (public, university and special) have been at the forefront of the use of online resources for their particular users. University libraries particularly in regional areas have also extended these services to the public generally in their local communities where licences have permitted. Public libraries in so far as their users are also school, college and university students cross the boundaries too.

However, the expense of these online resources has meant that access across Australia is patchy. There is an issue with equity of access to quality information. This has always been with us but now with the electronic era this is growing. 

Australia needs a national information infrastructure if quality online resources are to be easily and readily available to all. 

Within that there are some specific initiatives that the Senate could contemplate as national projects that would deliver immediate benefits at little cost across the nation. They would build on existing national investment and could be articulated through existing institutions that are set up to deliver such services.

These initiatives could include funding nationwide public access to the national catalogue (otherwise known as the National Bibliographic Database) free of charge to libraries which are best placed to ensure the most effective use is made of this unique and valuable national online resource and making the commitment to improving information literacy a national objective.
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