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Introduction

Libraries in their many forms are key providers of information services to the people of Australia.  They are a source of reading materials and information for primary school children, information resources for secondary school, TAFE and university students, and a general source of information for the public.  In effect, libraries are society’s silent educators.

They also play many other roles: as change agents, implementers of equity, as self-help institutions, and community partners in lifelong learning and literacy, as economic developers, safe places for senior citizens, and as organisers and providers of basic information in such areas as employment, law and government services.

Existing in an increasingly complex technological environment - one that requires constant innovation in service provision - the last five years have seen libraries make significant gains in obtaining, deploying and using a range of Internet and telecommunications hardware, software and services.

Libraries have adapted their services to the new online environment while still supporting traditional service models to cater to all client needs.

The State Library of Western Australia

The State Library of Western Australia is the key State Government agency responsible for delivering the State’s subsidy for public libraries in Western Australia, providing advanced reference and Information services, and collecting and preserving the State’s documentary heritage.  With no membership restrictions, services are available to everyone who visits or contacts the library.  As such it is the premier public library in Western Australia.

The organisation’s mission statement is:

To provide and promote equitable access to information resources and services which support the intellectual, economic, cultural, social and recreational needs of the people of Western Australia.
We wish to empower Western Australians to be information literate and so become self sufficient in finding the information they need.  Our role is to provide the staff, systems and services that guide people to this goal.

There are three key programs:

· Public Library Services
The Public Library Services Directorate provides fully processed library resources, consultancy services and training to local governments and other participating bodies which deliver public library services to the people of Western Australia.  The partnership between the State and local governments, and other bodies, works though consultation, joint decision-making and agreed standards. Inter-library loans and other document delivery services among public and other libraries in Western Australia are coordinated with information obtained from local, interstate and overseas sources.

· Reference and Information Services
The State Reference Library provides a general reference information service utilising its own collections as well as the nation's and the world's libraries and databases.   Collections and services are designed to complement the school, government, private, university and public library systems.  Specialist areas include music, film, children’s literature and business information services.

· Western Australian Documentary Heritage Services
The J S Battye Library of West Australian History (the Battye Library) has state and national roles to identify, collect, organise, preserve and provide access to Western Australia's documentary heritage. Services based on information about Western Australia are provided to a wide range of clients regardless of location. It also collects and provides information about government and community organisations and services.
Delivery of Public Library Services in Western Australia

Public libraries in Western Australia are conducted as a partnership between the Library Board of Western Australia, the Local Government sector and other participating bodies such as Government departments, community associations and others.  In general, the Local Government and other participating bodies provide the library building, staff, operational funding and any other additional resources and services.  The State Government, through the State Library Of Western Australia, provides catalogued and processed stock for the public library and strengthens the information and reference services available at the local public library with the expertise and more extensive collections based in the State Library.  The delivery of public library services in Western Australia is designed to minimise the problems that arise from a population of 1.9 million people in an area of 2.5 million square kilometres, one third of the land mass of Australia. 

As signatories to agreements, Local Governments and other partners are provided with fully processed resources in quantities proportional to their respective populations.  These resources include print and non-print materials as well as access to some electronic resources.  In most cases, resources are selected in consultation with public librarians, processed by the State Library and then made available to public libraries through an exchange system.  In other situations, particularly where qualified library staff are not available, the State Library provides all of these services. 

There are many and varied public library structures that exist in Western Australia and each are catered for by the State’s resource provision program.  Public libraries serve different geographical regions, from large metropolitan libraries to small libraries with just over 1,000 books, and include regional libraries, which assist libraries in their areas. Other participating bodies such as non-profit organisations and educational institutions provide public library services to meet the needs of their particular constituencies.  

At present there are agreements with all 144 Local Governments plus a small number of other participating bodies.  In total, there are 238 public libraries scattered across the State.  The State Library will spend some $7.5 million on resources (print and non-print) for public libraries during 2002-03 that will purchase of approximately 250,000 new items.  The number of State resources currently held in public libraries totals over 2.3 million items, supported by a further 96,000 items in the JS Battye Library of West Australian History and 369,000 volumes held in the State Reference Library.  The public library resources are circulated across the State through an exchange system whereby a proportion of each library’s stock is regularly exchanged for a mix of new and used items.  This helps prevent collections being “read out” and helps maximise the usage of individual items. Over 400,000 items are exchanged annually. 

In 2000-2001, membership of public libraries in Western Australia totalled 875,000 or some 47% of the State’s population and over 1.2 million reference enquiries were answered.  The exact number of visits to public libraries in Western Australia is not known but, in 1999-2000, it is estimated that 93,335,000 visits were made to public libraries Australia wide.

The following personal stories from actual public library users in Western Australia illustrate the important role that libraries can play at a very personal level.

· “Not long after we introduced email to the library, an elderly gentleman asked if we could help him send an email to his daughter who was travelling in Vietnam.  The man had no knowledge of computers and no typing skills.  A friend of his told him that the library had e-mail facilities and that he would be able to obtain help from the library staff.  He had written down what he wanted to send so a staff member offered to type it for him.  He kept coming back every day to see if he had any reply, sometimes twice a day.  This went on for several weeks.  He finally received a reply from his daughter.  By that time too, he was confident enough to use the e-mail facilities himself.”

· “I have been meaning to write for some time now to thank you for all your help and guidance you gave me, and the other computer illiterates, when we attended the Internet classes you ran at Kelmscott Library. It was good to be able to learn in a group and benefit from others’ questions and experiences without feeling overawed by this technology that was new to us.”

· “A man in his early sixties came into the library with an Internet address in his hand.  He had written it down from the TV.  It was going to give him all the information he needed to attend a reunion of workers on the Snowy Mountain Hydro-electric Scheme.  He has become a keen reader and a regular patron.” 

Terms of Reference

The Role of Libraries as providers of public information in the online environment having particular regard to:

a)  The Current Community Patterns of Demand for public information services.

The demand for public information services is increasing as people comprehend the quantity of information that is available to them.  This trend has increased as the Internet has become more readily available. There is also a widening difference in the information literacy skills clients possess. To meet this demand the State Library has developed alternative service delivery mechanisms, while maintaining traditional service models.

The shift in the way in which people wish to access information has manifested itself by a decrease in personal visitors to the library, but an increasing remote clientele who want access to technological/online provision of information services.  The digital environment removes the constraints of geography and time and, through remote access and dial-in capabilities, library clients can be virtual, and frequent, clients of library services, thereby requiring libraries to redefine the notion of ‘client’, and looking beyond traditional regional and sectoral boundaries. 

Access to the library’s website means that clients can now access the library’s databases electronically without the need to visit or telephone the main library building to find out what is available or what services we provide. A recent client survey showed that 31% of visitors had looked at the State Library website over the Internet, and in 2001-02 there were nearly 10 million hits on pages on the State Library website, a 68% increase on the previous year. This demonstrates the increasing importance of the Internet in providing access to collections, cultural information and services.  

Increasingly the library is receiving information enquiries from clients via 

e-mail, and a new live reference service, in conjunction with the National Library of Australia and Australia’s State Libraries, will promote electronic access. While this is an excellent means of providing quick and up-to-date information, many clients do not understand the limitations that this type of service can provide for more in-depth and interpretive research.    

As clients become increasingly technologically literate they are looking to new electronic formats and networks.  These present challenges for the collection, presentation and delivery of information services. The digitisation of heritage materials offers new ways of presenting cultural material to the population, particularly for those who cannot physically access the collections, but is also staff intensive in converting these resources to digital images, as well as linking them to the appropriate finding mechanisms such as the online database.  

Public access to the Internet

The “Digital Divide” is a phrase used to describe the existence of the “Haves” and “Have nots” in the networked environment. As governments and other organisations increasingly provide their services via the Internet, there is a need to ensure that those who do not have ready access to these services are not disadvantaged.  Studies show that there are clear differences in access to technology across the community, and there are some segments of the population who are less likely to have access to these services and resources in their home.  These include those living in remote areas, people on low incomes, seniors and people from non-English speaking backgrounds. 

An Australian Bureau of Statistics report on the use of information technology in Western Australia showed that in 2000, 34% of households had Internet access, an increase of 115% in two years.  However, for households with an annual income of less that $25,000 only 15% had access, while for those with an annual income of less than $50,000 only 28% had access. Additionally, only 27% or households in regional parts of the State had access.  
The National Office for the Information Economy (NOIE) is working to help all Australians benefit from the information economy and libraries can play an important part in providing a place where they can access these resources in a convenient, safe and non-judgmental environment.  Statistics show that outside of the workplace or home, the public library was one of the most popular sites to gain access to the Internet.
The State Library has provided public access to the Internet since 1996 and has the largest collection of free public access Internet facilities in Western Australia with fifty workstations available in the Alexander Library Building. Seven of these workstations provide unlimited information searching on the Internet (e-mail and chat services are not provided) and must be booked. In 2001-02, 44,623 one hour bookings were made for these workstations.  The other 43 workstations provide focused Internet access to reference sites.  This popular service enables clients to access reference resources, including remote databases, to complement the extensive onsite collections available 

Information literacy

A key role for libraries is assisting clients navigate the many possible sources of information to meet their information need.  As mentioned earlier, people are increasingly aware that there is a vast amount of information available, but they are not skilled in finding this information.  Library clients have vastly different levels of information literacy: from those who have few skills in searching for information, those who were competent library users prior to the digital revolution but are not familiar with online searching, those who are competent online searchers but do not understand the limitations of the information available on the Internet, to those who have information fatigue and are drowning in information. Knowing the most effective method of searching and the most appropriate sources for different types of information is a skill which is becoming extremely complex. As information professionals, teaching these skills will be a core service for librarians in the future. 

Heritage Collections

There is an increasing demand for information about Western Australia's documentary heritage to be made available online. From the library point of view, making collections available online offers a way to maximise access to the collections while helping to preserve valuable heritage materials by minimising their handling and use.  Digitisation is also an effective way to ensure that collections are available to those who cannot personally visit the library and offer convenient access to these collections seven days a week, 24 hours a day.  

Lifelong learning

With a growing requirement for all people to have basic educational qualifications and to pursue lifelong learning to keep up-to-date and retrain as the job market changes, libraries are a critical part of the education sector, supporting formal education, lifelong learning and research needs.  Approximately 57% of the clients of the State Library are students of secondary schools, colleges and universities.  

Much of this retraining is undertaken on a external basis from the educational institution, possibly after hours to an existing job, or by informal training undertaken for a personal need.  Public libraries are key resource providers for lifelong learning and augment the resources available at formal educational institutions.  Located as they are throughout the community, and with extensive opening hours, libraries are convenient resource centres for the community. 

Demand from Seniors

There is also a demand for seniors to undertake lifelong learning to make a positive contribution to their wellbeing and quality of life. A sense of community is a concept readily understood by many people in society, particularly the elderly, who are major users of libraries.  As a safe haven and meeting place, public libraries are ideally positioned to meet the needs of seniors.

A recently commissioned report by MacroPlan, ‘WA seniors and public libraries strategy’ (2001) found that:

“Advances in technology provide both opportunities and challenges for older Australians.  Although many baby boomers may be relatively comfortable with new technologies, many seniors may have a fear of such technology due to lack of exposure, access and income.”  The educational/lifelong learning role of the library is seen as the library’s most important function, although it is valued especially highly by baby boomers.  In addition to being able to access the new technology, many seniors require training.  A number of libraries in WA already provide some onsite training, especially during Seniors Week, and it is a service that many others are investigating.  

A nationwide study by the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling, Barriers to telecommunications use in Australia (2000), summarised the major barriers to older Australians accessing the Internet as the following:

· Lack of access to computers (38%)

· Lack of experience (33%)

· Cost of computers (21%)

Summary

In summary, clients demand that libraries play a number of roles within their community, including acting as:

· community activity centres

· community information centres

· formal education support centres

· independent learning centres

· popular materials centres

· doors to learning

· reference centres

· research centres

b) Response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources

Libraries were among the first public organisations to realise how computers, and more recently the Internet, could improve significantly the way they work and provide services to the public.  

· Initial efforts were put into the automation of internal operations such as purchasing material, developing the online catalogue and circulation systems.  These developments allowed clients to have more up-to-date information and to use the power of the computer to search for materials.  

· As individual libraries banded together into networks and created joint catalogues, materials could be quickly located across libraries.  Digital records and standardised lending policies improved document delivery systems. 

· The wider accessibility of the Internet made access to other sources of knowledge practical and efficient.  Access to collections of knowledge was not limited to a physical location; and now,

· Access to digital collections of reference databases and full text journals has changed the purchasing patterns of libraries as State libraries and library systems have licensed these databases for the use of clients.  Libraries are now exploring the application of digital technologies to preserve paper-based and pictorial collections and enhance access to these library resources. 

Information Technology Infrastructure

To accomplish the take up of new technology which clients demand, libraries have had to develop complex information technology infrastructure.  Library infrastructure requires:

· Workstations for staff and public access to multiple systems including the library management system, the Internet, CD-ROMs, electronic databases, digital images, printing facilities, etc.

· High bandwidth to provide fast access to networks

· A range of servers to store and provide access to the library’s website and possibly files of resource hungry digital files.  

· Complex networks to handle library and staff processes. 

Library Networks

Libraries have always had a culture of sharing, with interlibrary lending and document supply a key library operation.  However, prior to operating in an online environment these processes were slow and labour intensive.  While a digital environment has speeded up processes, the need to develop consistent protocols and standards has meant that library cooperation has increased.  The funding required to deliver electronic services has also led to increased library cooperation as some libraries develop centres for excellence in particular collections or services.  Examples of library cooperation are:

· Kinetica, hosted by the National Library of Australia, which provides access to Australia’s national bibliographic database.  Libraries throughout Australia contribute to the database, but get the benefits of shared cataloguing records and location information for interlibrary loans.

· The Council of Australian State Libraries has negotiated a consortia arrangement for the delivery of electronic databases from Australia’s National, State and Territory libraries.

· The Pandora Archive, a cooperative project, led by the national Library, is archiving websites of value to the Australian people for future generations.

· Live Reference, a new pilot project to deliver reference services around Australia using interactive chat software and the expertise of librarians in Australia’s National, State and Territory libraries.

· Picture Australia, providing access to images of Australia.

This spirit of cooperation between Australia’s libraries allow them to make maximum use of the resources they receive in order to meet the increasing expectations of clients. 

Knowledge Navigators

As society becomes more complex, so the need for information and advice grows.  As trained information professionals, librarians are in an ideal position to help people negotiate the intricacies of the online environment and to provide training in developing access skills.  The role of the librarian as knowledge navigator has become increasingly important with librarians using their skills to guide both individual clients to the most appropriate sources, and to develop guides and other general finding tools.  For example, the State Library of Western Australia has developed Information Gateways on its website to provide guidance to particular client groups and in key subject areas.   These guides point clients to key information resources available in the library’s print collections as well as to relevant government and community organisations and to useful Internet resources which have been appraised by information professionals.  

One of the problems with the Internet is the lack of organisation of the resources.  A search may provide hundreds or thousands of hits from a keyword, but which ones are the most useful?  Librarians are helping to provide some order and improving access to the Internet by including online resources to their catalogues to enrich the content beyond the walls of the library.  For example, clients can search for international telephone directories from the State Library of WA catalogue and immediately access the online resources.  Libraries are also providing access to alternative formats of material via the catalogue, i.e. adding URLs to catalogue entries where full text resources are available on the web or through subscription.

Library catalogues are also being enriched by using them as finding aids for frequently asked questions e.g. the seven wonders of the world, and including index entries which provide detailed information contained in resources or collections.  The State Library catalogue has over 112,000 index entries to biographical information, poetry, short stories, songs, ships, maps and other subject information.  This information, which was previously only available in card catalogues, is now available to anyone who uses the database regardless of their location.   

Changes to Library Collections

An issue for libraries is how to make the most efficient use of scarce resources.  For the past decade the State Library has had to balance demand for print materials, with access to electronic databases.  This had led to a duplication of some services and resources in both print and electronic mediums, without the benefit of additional funding.  While libraries now have a greater choice of formats, sometimes this choice is taken away from the library, as publishers dictate the format of the information. In some cases information is no longer provided in hardcopy as publishers move to the provision of online formats. This lack of choice can result in access issues for some clients.  While the community has been exploring the benefits of the technological provision of information, they have also demanded hardcopy versions as well.

The provision of information online raises unique issues which libraries are grappling with but have not as yet been successfully solved. Issues such as:

· how to provide ongoing access to information when nothing tangible is received?

· how do you know that what you paid for is what you have received?

· sometimes the online information does not provide the same level of information as a print version, e.g. some online journal databases ignore smaller articles and advertisements and sometimes graphics coverage is limited. 

As libraries cancel print journals and purchase access to remote databases the issue of future access to older resources becomes important.  While this strategy provides more up-to-date access to resources and decreases the staff costs involved with receiving, displaying and storing materials, these funds are only purchasing access.  If the subscription lapses, there is no further access to those materials.  It is important that strategies are in place to ensure sufficient print resources within Australia to meet client demand for past resources at a reasonable price.  

Public Libraries face a similar dilemma in meeting client demands for a wider range of materials.  Clients need information on a wider range of topics, disseminated in a variety of ways and at a faster pace.  Not content with one print version of a work, clients now want access to large print, audio books, CD-ROMs and videos as well as access to electronic databases.  Public libraries are in the unique position of being able to provide information in the client’s medium of choice, but the funding to provide that choice has not kept pace with the demand and the cost of resources.

Access to government information

The online environment, particularly the Internet, has seen many organisations and Government Departments changing the way they distribute information.  Library deposit schemes ensured that copies of Government Statutes, Parliamentary Papers and Reports were available in each State Library.  With the demise of State Government printing operations these arrangements are no longer in force, requiring libraries to provide other forms of access to this important material.  The Council of Australian State Libraries developed the GovPubs website www.nla.gov.au/govpubs/  to bring the location of this material together in one easy place. 

Within Western Australia, the State Library now no longer distributes hard copies of, for example, Government reports to public libraries because the information is generally available online.  The move by Government to make material available electronically is a conscious one and has been strongly adopted by Departments, and other bodies are also providing much of their information electronically rather than in paper form.  This makes online access by all Western Australians particularly important. 

Digitisation of heritage resources

A key focus of the JS Battye Library of West Australian History is the digitisation of original materials and making these available online.  To date, this work has emphasised digitising the rich visual resources held in the Pictorial Collection, and over the last three years about 8,000 historically significant and representative images have been digitised and made available online.  

Current projects are looking at how best to digitise cartographic materials and ephemera items.  In the longer term digitisation is seen as one of the ways all Western Australian published materials and archival collections can be made much more accessible and easier to search.  Specialised collections of oral history or film will also be candidates for digitising as improved technological means for their storage and transmission become available.
c)  Possible strategies to enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held in libraries, including the establishment  of library networks, improved online access to libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources.

Access to the Internet in rural Western Australia

Public libraries provide an unrivalled network across Australia.  In Western Australia, all 238 public libraries are part of the State-wide system, with their resources listed on the State Library website, http://www.liswa.wa.gov.au.  Most libraries also access the many other information resources and services provided by the State Library through its website.  That said, there are still a number of smaller libraries in regional Western Australia that, principally because of funding problems, are not yet automated or able to provide online services.  Some 33% did not provide public access Internet as at 30 June 2001, but this number is decreasing. 

A major impediment to the provision of online services is that of cost, especially in regional parts of the State.  Because of the size and sparse population in remote parts of Western Australia, there is also the issue of the lack of quality telecommunication infrastructure in some areas. Local Governments recognise that their ratepayers are being disadvantaged and pursue all opportunities to gain access to the online environment.

While most public libraries in Western Australia are housed separately, there is an increasing move in regional areas of the State to move towards joint use or collocated facilities either with educational institutions or telecentres, thus providing the opportunity for the provision of online services.  Sharing of infrastructure allows smaller communities to provide a wider range of services to their community, services that the majority of people in larger towns and cities take for granted, such as access to technology.

Access to electronic databases

A key information resource in the information age is access to electronic databases which provide reference sources, or index, and increasingly provide full text articles, from journals. Internet access has increased the market for these products and expanded their scope. However, access to these databases is controlled by expensive license agreements that are beyond the reach of individuals and they are generally accessed through workplaces or libraries. 

Access to this information is most dramatic for small and remote public libraries. Overnight, libraries that could not afford an up-to-date reference collection would have one, and the library’s journal collection would increase to thousands of titles.  The smallest and most remote libraries could contemplate offering a reference service the equivalent to their larger urban cousins. 

Consortia purchasing through the Council of Australian State Libraries has allowed the State Library of Western Australia to provide public access to a range of these databases for clients who visit the State Library building which is in the centre of Perth. Clients conducted 54,351 searches on these databases in 2001-02.  Some local governments are also recognising their role in the provision of such services and a handful of local public libraries provide access to online databases.

However, funding to license these resources for State-wide access from public libraries has not been available.  This creates a considerable digital divide where clients unable to visit the State Library are unable to access the wealth of information contained in such databases.  In a State the size of Western Australia this is a particular disadvantage. 

Discussions between State and Local Governments indicate that provision of electronic databases, either through consortia arrangements or other means, will become increasingly important in meeting client demand.  This is an area where targeted Federal Government money could provide a more even playing field for all Australians and providing additional resources to a peak body such as the Council of Australian State Libraries to negotiate an Australia wide license for these resources would have a significant national effect on learning and information access. 

Funding is an obvious barrier to the provision of online facilities.  In addition to costs being a significant impediment to more people having home access to the Internet, it is also a factor in limiting the availability of computers and Internet access in public libraries. Local Governments are faced with decreasing budgets and revising their priorities. The State Library is aware of the high usage made of such facilities and is supportive of all efforts to increase access.   

Online Reference Services

The need for the public to have assistance in sorting through the proliferation of online information available was the impetus for the Council of Australian State Libraries (CASL) to undertake a pilot project to undertake an online reference service.  It will utilse interactive chat software and the experienced staff in Australia’s National, State and Territory libraries to provide coverage from at least 9.00am to 5.00pm in each time zone. Librarians will be able to direct clients to particular pages on the Internet or refer clients to more appropriate sources. This is an example of libraries across Australia cooperating to provide online services using existing skills and networks.  

Re-Skilling Library staff

While libraries have embraced new technology, and are looking at new ways to provide services, the pace of change means that library staff need to be aware of the constantly changing information environment and to expand and upgrade their skills.  Libraries need to work in partnership with other IT professionals including those with expertise in computer programming and web design and construction, to name just two. 
Copyright

Copyright is an important issue for libraries, and librarians are at the forefront of groups who are trying to balance the rights of the copyright owners with the rights of the public to gain access to information.  The current copyright laws are extremely complex as they evolve to meet the electronic environment. As clients make use of libraries electronically there are severe limitations as to what libraries can supply to remote clients.  This is particularly an issue for remote clients when providing access to journals which are no longer held in the library but only made accessible over the Internet.  

d)  The use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information. 

Development of Websites

Libraries have been at the forefront of providing access to good quality content on the Internet and providing guides to reliable sites. As storehouses of the nation’s documentary heritage, Australia’s collecting institutions are in a premier position to make this information available online for all Australians both in original form, e.g. digitisation, and by creating sites which interpret those records by the telling of stories and experiences.  Most exhibiting libraries now present online exhibitions, as well as sites devoted to particular subjects.  For example, the State Library of Western Australia launched three sites in 2001-02: 

· Western Perspectives on a Nation, a collection of 8 websites that tell the story of Australia's economic and social development through the twentieth century – as viewed from Western Australia. 

· Women in Western Australia; and 
· The Rica Erickson website which was created as a tribute to Rica Erickson, a noted Western Australian naturalist, author, genealogist and historian.   

This is in addition to existing websites which highlight the achievements of an individual person (Stuart Gore photographer - a virtual exhibition), the State's place in the nation (Western Australia and Federation) or on particular themes (Memories of picnics). 

An important characteristic of library websites is that they are developed for long-term access to the public, and that access will be maintained into the future.  This cannot be said for other institutions which may host spectacular sites for a period, but they are lost when they are no longer topical or when funding or priorities change. 

Another issue is funding.  Of the three websites listed above, the development of two of these was only possible with external funding via Centenary of Federation funding, and from a private donor. This highlights the difficulties which libraries face in times of diminishing budgets: how to take advantage of technology and improve access to resources while maintaining other services.  Progress in a small way is being made, but a national project to make resources for the development of national information websites over the long term would provide a significant boost to the information stocks of the nation. 

Websites are also a useful way of communicating with particular client groups. The State Library has developed the Public Librarians Online website specifically for public libraries.  It provides an electronic means of communication and allows easy access to relevant documents and services, acting as a virtual ‘one stop shop’.  Additionally, the interlibrary loan of public library resources in WA is enabled through the site.  Public library clients throughout WA are able to borrow items from the State-wide collection of 2.3 million items, and through the use of online requests, the needs of borrowers are satisfied in a very timely manner.

e)   The roles of the 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.

The way libraries are funded in Australia was decided at a time when most of the resources they supplied were in print format.  The Federal Government took responsibility for the National Library and university libraries, the state governme while  local governments looked after their municipal libraries. However, the funding required to ensure equality of access to information in an online environment means that these roles need to be reconsidered.  For Australia to take advantage of the opportunities that computer networks bring requires more coordination and infrastructure than before.  Previously libraries could cooperate to lend materials around the country and, within a print context, this was reasonably equitable.  With Governments and other organisations increasingly making information only available online, all Australian need equal access to this information.  

The Federal Government needs to ensure that the IT infrastructure is equal for all Australians.  This is not currently the case with some States far more advantaged than others. 

There is also a need for National coordination and standards formation to ensure that libraries make the most efficient use of resources.  The National Library of Australia does much in this area and needs to be funded to continue to play this role.  

There is also a need for funding for large online access projects such as national access to databases from public libraries, and the development of websites which provide access to Australia’s documentary heritage and which can tell Australia’s story.  Access to these resources should not depend on where you live, particularly since those in regional areas are the most disadvantaged. 

State governments can provide leadership at a local level to ensure resources are provided equitably throughout the state, and as a coordination point for national projects. A major element identified in the WA State Government’s Bunbury 2020 Policy is the development of a new electronic library for the Bunbury region.  This will be a cooperative venture between the State Government and the Bunbury City Council and will provide a centre for the delivery of key online and offline services for the region.  The new library will offer the latest telecommunications equipment for sharing online information as well as incorporating the first teleconferencing facility in the South West region.  Discussions are well underway to help this vision reach reality.

Many of the steps being taken by local government to improve equity of access to the online environment are at the grass roots level. Local governments need to be committed to their local libraries and participate in and cooperate with ventures which expand access in their communities.  Many local libraries are improving their premises or combining with other institutions such as telecentres and educational institutions to ensure that their ratepayers have the best possible access to technology.  Public libraries are seen as being the hub of the community and having a role to play in the online environment.

The private sector has not traditionally played a big role in the funding of libraries, however, some are becoming aware of the role that public libraries can play in assisting the public access online services.  For example, BHP Billiton sponsors and supports a Skills.net Roadshow Program to regional areas across Australia.  Under this program, mobile training vehicles visit remote towns in Australia to provide a range of training, including Internet training.  This includes introductory sessions through to sessions tailored to particular customer needs. The trainers often partner public libraries in the provision of the training.  In Western Australia, the State Library is very supportive of the program established in the north of the State and is promoting liaison with Local Governments and public libraries to encourage the use of shared facilities, promotional avenues and use of local knowledge, in particular for local and regional publicity opportunities.  

There are opportunities for libraries to partner and develop symbiotic relationships with the corporate sector, particularly with hardware and software developers.  As mentioned previously, libraries are storehouses of knowledge and have staff skilled in exploiting this information.   Many other companies, as good corporate citizens, support projects at the local and state level, which have relevance to their industry. 

The key to ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment is cooperation between all sectors of government, as well as the private sector.  

Recommendations

1. That the Federal Government ensures that all Australians have the necessary information technology infrastructure to access online information.  This is particularly important in rural Western Australia where many communities are particularly disadvantaged in comparison with other Australian states.
2. Enhance access to important online content by increasing the range of databases available to the public, and extending access to all public libraries.  There are key Australian databases of information that should be available to all Australians no matter their location. Funding to license these databases to all Australian public libraries would decrease the inequality in information access which currently exists depending on where people live. 
3. Create an ongoing fund which provides grants to bodies who wish to develop websites based on the nation’s documentary heritage so that they reflect Australia’s culture and tell stories so that future generations will understand the past. 

4. Provide sufficient funds to the National Library of Australia so that it can continue to undertake national coordination of projects such as the Pandora Archive of electronic information, Picture Australia, and the “Ask Now’ online reference service.  


1
21/08/02




