TOWNSVILLE CITY COUNCIL

SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS REFERENCE COMMITTEE

SUBMISSION IN RELATION TO THE INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Townsville Library Service aims to provide appropriate resources for all ages and levels of literacy, with emphasis on the informational and recreational needs of the customers.  This is achieved through a number of means:

· The service is provided by Townsville City Council, with support from the State Government.

· Service is provided through a range of service points which are accessible and convenient to as great a proportion of the community as possible.

Responses to the changing environment

The introduction of online services and Internet into the library has provided the public with additional resources which support our aims.  Council has done much to provide technology services to the public. From the introduction of one Internet terminal for public access available in each branch in 1998, as an adjunct to our Reference collection, we have developed this resource to the current level of 17 public access computers across two branches.

During 2001, 30,188 people used Townsville Library Service Internet computers; 18,153  of these were library members.  A large percentage of the use by non-members is for the purpose of Email, as many are travellers.  However, many of those who come to use the Internet also use other library resources, such as travel books and Reference materials.

Staff and training

The Library Service endeavours to provide competent and effective use of technology as an integral feature of the public library service. For example:

· Public access to computers is free, with a nominal charge for printing costs.

· Staff have access to online databases to assist with reference enquiries from the public. This has resulted in improved feedback on queries, and faster provision of information for inter-library loans.  

· Books are now being produced with CD ROMs attached, which has necessitated a change in processing, and in ensuring effective security for these items.

· In order to assist the public with the use of the Internet, we have trained staff in Internet searching, and provide Introduction to the Internet and Email classes for customers at both branches on a weekly basis. 

The role of staff members has expanded to include not only assisting customers with use of the Online Public Access Terminals, but also to provide expertise in online searching, assistance in the use of information technology, troubleshooting hardware problems and general administration of the public access computers. 

Future needs

The increase over the last few years in the number of online databases available has made this an attractive option for public libraries, as it would allow greater access to information for the public.  However, the cost of provision of online databases is prohibitive, due to networking licence and subscription costs.  This makes these services less readily available to libraries unless consortia deals or discounts can be realised.  Increased cooperation between different types of libraries could also provide the public with access to other libraries’ resources and online databases, through the expansion of WebOPAC.

Email is becoming an increasingly important communication tool, and its use for Reference enquiries is increasing.  Digital reference services, where librarians can talk in a chat area, demonstrate web sites and help customers through searches are being investigated overseas, as are online/virtual reference services.  Staffing considerations and cooperation between public libraries may be a way to achieving this type of response to demand.

Lifelong Learning

There is greater emphasis now on the support role of state and public libraries in formal education.  With an increased emphasis on lifelong education as a consequence of higher unemployment rates, a more fluid and insecure labour market and the need for employees to re-skill on a continuing basis, public libraries can play a role in developing new services, integrating new roles with traditional ones, and enhancing and extending existing services.

Public libraries should continue to subsidise access to print, to electronic resources and to the Internet.  They should also continue:

· Promoting information literacy – in terms of both information resources and services

· Providing on-site and remote reference and research services

· Disseminating government and other public information

· Supporting independent learning and research

· Functioning as a public Intenet access and resource centre

· Serving as a community information resource.

As access to the Internet and electronic resources increases, libraries will need to respond with appropriate technology, and with the staff to support its use.  People want information in whatever form it is available, and they want a community space in which to find it and interact with others.  

People need to possess a range of skills to effectively navigate the Internet.  Libraries are experts in managing information and connecting people with the information they are looking for.  The development of E-Commerce, including Internet banking, airline ticketing, etc, and the increased supply and availability of government services online have increased public need for access to these services. 

Public libraries are ideally placed to respond to these needs, as we have done with the adoption of, for example, digital imaging and digital recordings, by providing equity of access to those who do not have access to resources at home.  Public libraries will need to expand their role as user educators, while continuing to provide access to both traditional library resources and technologies.  The use of our library service has not decreased by any means with the introduction of new technologies.  Technology has provided another form of resource, and people are now looking to libraries as more than just a source of books.  The potential of technological application to provide new, better and cost-effective services to customers will make public libraries even more exciting.
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