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RRCCL is a tripartite library funded by Murdoch University, Challenger TAFE and the City of Rockingham.  Therefore our role is to service the Library needs of a wide range of the community in Rockingham and surrounding areas.  As such we are well placed to comment on library matters across the various sectors from University, TAFE and Public.

One of the many advantages of this mix of stakeholders is that the advanced technology expected of a University in the forefront of technological developments, has meant we are able to provide facilities and resources not usually available to TAFE and Public libraries.  One of the aims of the Library has been to provide access to services and facilities, at least as good as, and not worse than any of the stakeholders’ other libraries.  The advantage of this has been to raise the level of services of some of the stakeholders, so that none have been disadvantaged.

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

 Different sectors of the community expect and demand different levels of service and have different expectations for provision of such service electronically.  There is however, an increasing demand for access to on-line information from those who previously would not consider such a requirement.  This is fuelled by organisations referring patrons and customers to on-line access; one example of this is the banking industry.  Many bank customers are being directed to access information on-line, this includes access to accounts, statements, transferring funds and paying bills.  Many bank customers do not have Internet access at home or work and are directed by banks to their local public library.  This group of people often does not have knowledge of the Internet and present to the library with a need that the library endeavours to meet. 

More and more the public are directed to the Internet and e-mail to transact business, to find information and to communicate with businesses.  Many job applications require prospective applicants to obtain information about the position on-line.  Applications need to be presented in word processing formats, typed or handwritten submissions are not usually considered favourably. Television and newspapers often refer people to the Internet for further information.  The Internet is coming to be seen as a source of current information ranging from school projects to bus timetables, people who had no interest in using this format are coming to see it as desirable. Many do not have the capacity or resources to have this technology at home.  Libraries are in an ideal position to provide equitable access to people across all levels of society in order to provide equitable access to modern technologies.

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

Over the last 20 years libraries have moved from a paper-based operation to a computerised one, this has been reflected in the view seen by our communities.  We now have on-line catalogues, with access via the Internet to library holdings, locally, nationally and in some cases internationally.  Patrons can undertake a range of library activities remotely, they can recall items, renew items, request items to be supplied to them; they can e-mail the library to ask questions, book facilities or organise activities.  There is a move towards live on-line reference inquiry, to set up chat options and to provide access from a distance, 24 hour 7day a week access to library facilities is not impossible and is certainly desirable with increasing unstructured work hours.

The University environment has been moving towards electronic access to library resources and this is particularly useful for multi-campus situations, for external and for an increasing group of offshore students.  There are however, advantages for many categories of users, including, home based patrons for physical or social reasons, for those unable to access the library facilities during opening hours, for those at a distance or without transport.  It is also useful to provide remote access as a mix of services so that patrons can select the most appropriate access to them in that particular instance, sometimes personal visits to the library or sometimes electronic visits would suit the needs better.  The advantages of flexibility allow the maximum use of the facilities by the maximum number of patrons. 

For University and TAFE students and staff there are a large amount of electronic information available in the form of e-journals, databases (many full-text), e-reserve, selected web sites by subject and electronic reference material.  Licence agreements with on-line providers usually restrict access to this material to specific groups of patrons.  However, in principle this material could be available to the whole range of library patrons. Paradoxically, the technological advances which have enabled wider and more flexible access to information resources have also resulted in the imposition of previously non-existent restrictions on access.  One example of material which is available to all potential users is the Australian Bureau of Statistics, where we are able to provide much of their material to TAFE and public patrons as well as university staff and students. 

The library is very aware of the growth of demand for access to electronic information and sees the Internet as a powerful tool for its patrons but is aware that it can be frustrating, inaccurate, out of date, biased, confusing and hard to find specific information.  We see part of our role to help overcome some of these difficulties, and we do this in two ways.

1. We provide links to useful Internet sites that are considered reliable and helpful;

2. We provide training and guidance in using the electronic resources.

c) possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improving online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources; 

Provision of training and guidance for users of electronic resources is necessary and important; it is also time consuming and largely free.  The public does not see the need to pay for these services but at the same time there is a large demand and need for such training.  Public libraries have, by default, taken on the task of teaching every person who requires training in access to the on-line facilities; this is a huge task and unless tackled in a structured way can be very time consuming when training is undertaken on one-to-one basis.  Libraries should be funded to provide training to the public; it is a public need and there are no other organisations so well placed to provide this training.  Schools provide training for school students and in time the community will all be aware of on-line possibilities and how to access them, but in the meantime a large number of the community have missed the Internet bus and are floundering.

A strategy which might alleviate to some extent the need for extensive training might be the provision of a single interface to online resources, such that searching across resources is fast and efficient. A number of university libraries are currently setting up such portal services for their clients, and the AARLIN Project is an example of this happening on a wider scale. A portal providing easy access to the resources of a region would be beneficial to all user groups, but would require funding at least in the short term.

There are many groups looking at ways networks can be created to make the best use of resources, one such is the “Peel Region Resource Sharing Group”.  This is a group of public libraries, school libraries, TAFE libraries and others who are looking at ways resources can be shared in an equitable way across the community.  Online and electronic access between the members is crucial to the setting up of such a group over a wide geographic area. At present there is a large discrepancy in capacity to participate in a networked consortium, in terms of network infrastructure and expertise. Local and state government funding is required to bring all potential participants to the point where effective networks are viable.

The Rockingham Regional Campus Community Library is a good example of a joint use library which pools resources and expertise in order to enhance services to a wide range of clients. While setting up joint use libraries can be difficult and time-consuming, the benefits in collection-building and infrastructure provision are clear. However, local authorities, universities, education departments need to be prepared to consider joint facilities when planning new library services. Without a national cross-sectoral approach to the provision of information infrastructure, local implementation of good practice will rely on local planning approaches.

As noted above, one of the disincentives to the provision of wide access to electronic information resources is the licensing regime which governs access, often in contradiction to the provisions of the copyright act. The current review of the Digital Agenda amendment to the Copyright Act may resolve some of these issues.

The cost of information is another obvious issue for libraries, which have to cope with fluctuations in the exchange rate, and inflation in prices for materials published by large commercial publishers. Consortium purchasing of networked resources has been implemented by a number of bodies, and appears to achieve significant discounts. The NLA and the State Libraries have set up a consortium purchasing arrangement which could benefit a wide range of libraries. However, costs are still an issue for libraries, often public libraries, which have little capacity to move within their existing budgets. National site licensing, such as that implemented in Iceland, for example, requires national funding – or at least a combination of additional funding sources.

d)  the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information on the online environment;   

 The younger generation is increasingly using electronic means of communication; this trend is likely to continue.  The way of the future is to have flexibility of access to information so that regardless of time, of day or of place, the new community wants to have what they want now, they don’t necessarily want to wait until the Library is next open.  This offers a huge range of potential clients for Libraries, including those who previously would not take advantage of the traditional library.  The Libraries of the future need to meet this need to provide the access the new community will come to demand.

The flexibility of this medium can allow the Library to provide information on local needs and activities. There are opportunities for Libraries to not only collect resources on specific topics but to also collect information in electronic format. Public libraries are local, they are a part of the community they know the local issues, they know the local environmental problems.  They are in an ideal situation to be a conduit to make public the information, the research, and the discussion about local issues.

Because Public libraries are located within the community, they are also usually seen as non-threatening, they are known, they are familiar.  One of the first places many people think of turning for information is their local library.  If libraries have the convenience of being accessed from each patron’s home how fantastic this link would be, familiar but flexible.  Rather than patrons searching aimlessly on the Internet for answers to their questions they can turn to their local library, a trusted and legitimate source of information.  If when they turn to this source they find information easily which is relevant to their needs they will know to return to search another day.

The other advantage is that the Library, by using the Internet to extend its range of patrons will make itself available to not only those who live locally to the library but also those who would not normally travel to the physical location.  The Internet does not have the shortcomings of location, the location is as close as the nearest suitable computer; language, and the skill of the user, is the only barrier. However, this pre-supposes that community members have cost-effective access to broadband services from their homes, and at present this is doubtful in many regional and remote areas.

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.

In Western Australia Public libraries are funded by a combination of local government and the state government, where the state government provides the bulk of information resources, and the local government provides the facilities and staff, and to a variable extent additional relevant information resources. This means that depending on the value placed on libraries by the local community the funding can vary enormously.  This can disadvantage some communities who can not gain funds to take advantage of online activities.  It is important that networks are established, that collaboration is developed between libraries, various levels of government and the corporate sector to allow information, funding and resources to be available to communities wherever they are located. 

Online resources have to some extent become commercialised, information has become a commodity and often only the financially well-off can access the material.  There is a need for a general basket of information to be available to all the community members regardless of location and financial status.  The role of governments is to provide equitable access to the community, to do this funding across the whole of Australia should be provided to allow the same opportunities for all.

Funding needs to be available to local libraries to not only access the huge databases of information, to create links to worthwhile web sites and to search for and provide access to useful web sites, but also to keep these links and information up to date.  There is also a need to set standards which are a benchmark of library online facilities. Without an over reaching set of standards the facilities provided by local libraries will vary enormously and in some cases disadvantage local communities.

Lastly I feel it is very important for governments to encourage institutions to combine their resources, to create joint libraries to share their resources to make the most of facilities and to raise standards to the highest common denominator.   Joint libraries also open access to facilities, including online resources to a much wider community than would be the case in a single use library.  

One of the barriers to the provision of effective online services to the Australian community is the lack of a national information policy which would develop a vision for information provision to the Australian community, identify best practice, and act as a guide to the provision of effective services. It would provide an indication of the infrastructure and resource issues associated with the provision of information services. In addition to the policy, an advisory body is required which would represent the varying sectors engaged in the provision of information services to the community, and would facilitate action aimed at achieving the national vision.
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