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Introduction:

Casey-Cardinia Library Corporation is a regional library corporation located in the southeast growth corridor of Melbourne. It is the 5th largest library service in Victoria. It is established as a Corporation under the Victorian Local Government Act, and provides library services to the City of Casey and the Cardinia Shire. Approximately 74% of the Corporation’s $4.3million operating budget comes from the two member Councils, while the State Government contribution is approximately 23%. The remainder is obtained through various other minor income streams.

The Library Corporation serves an area of 1,678 square kilometres, which includes a population of 229,869 people. This population is expected to double in the next 20 years, and currently the City of Casey is the fastest growing municipality in Victoria, and third fastest in Australia.

The Library Corporation has 5 branch libraries and a mobile library service, with a further new branch library scheduled for completion in September 2003. It has a full-time staff equivalent of 55 persons. It has a membership of 108,500 (representing 49% of the population), and a collection of 290,000 items. Annual loans are over 2 million items per year, with an annual rate of increase of loans of about 8%. Expenditure on library materials (including electronic and on-line resources) is approximately $950,000 per annum.

The Corporation expends about 24.8% of its operating budget on library materials, a significant figure compared to the Victorian State average of 19.3%.

The Corporation currently has 31 public access Internet terminals available across all its (fixed and mobile) service points. This represents approximately 1.35 terminals per 10,000 people. The larger branches at Narre Warren and Cranbourne have more terminals available for use, while the mobile library has 1 terminal available at 4 sites.

The Corporation is actively involved in developing and improving its online services. Trials are currently underway at the 2 large branches of two-way satellite links for the public Internet traffic. These provide a significant improvement in bandwidth, and hence speed of traffic. (2mb on each link). It is proposed to install further two-way links at the smaller Pakenham, Endeavour Hills and Doveton branches. Trials are also being undertaken on a two-way satellite link for the mobile library, which would allow Internet access at all of the 11 townships it serves.

The Casey-Cardinia Library Corporation is extremely interested in the Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment. The Corporation is actively committed to providing a range of electronic and online resources at its branches and in encouraging access to online resources. It believes that public libraries have a pivotal role in the use of online resources by the community.

In the sections below, the submission directly addresses the various terms of reference.

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

CCLC response:

The Australian average take up of Internet access at home is approximately 45-50%. 

CCLC surveys have indicated that at least 58% of local library users have access to the Internet (at home or work).

As the local information gateway, great demand is placed on the provision of free Internet access through the public library.

There is a predominance of young families in Casey and Cardinia, with many people building or establishing their first home. Survey data seems to indicate that their priorities on expenditure tend to be with their house and family, rather than in other areas such as home Internet access. This makes the role of the Library Service in providing free Internet access important to the local community.

CCLC undertakes annual surveys of residents concerning their use or non-use of library services. (Some of this survey work is undertaken in conjunction with other large metropolitan regional library services and performed by external organisations).  

The most recent survey in November 2001, noted that increased (and faster) Internet access was one of the issues identified by library users.

Other data of interest from this particular survey was:

· 64% of all respondents using the Internet at CCLC branches were aged 10-39

· A branch located in an area with a high unemployment demographic (Doveton) experienced the highest proportion of users who came specifically to use the Internet.

The survey undertaken in conjunction with 5 other large regions also showed some interesting information:

· 64% of users of public libraries were aware that “using computers (including the Internet)” was a service provided by public libraries.

· 39% of non-users of public libraries were aware that “using computers (including the Internet)” was a service provided by public libraries.

· 68% of respondents said that having access to the Internet at home did not affect their use of public libraries.

A survey of users of the Library web page ascertained that of those surveyed:

· 41% used the Internet to find information/research

· 34% used it for email

· 15% used it to surf

· 17% of those using the web page used it to access the specialised databases

· 32% of those using the web page accessed it from home

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

CCLC response:

CCLC has endeavoured to meet the changing needs of Australians by providing access to a range of electronic resources. CCLC has provided free access to the Internet from its branches since March 1997. Access to the Internet has been provided subject to the following limits and conditions.

· A user must be a member of the Library Service to access an Internet terminal (membership is free and open to all residents of the State of Victoria)

· Persons under the age of 12 years must access an Internet terminal under the supervision of an adult.

· Terminals mostly available via booking (either phone or in person) with a range of time frames (1 hour, half hour and 15 minute). This is to maximise access to the available resources. 

· Some terminals at the branches are earmarked for ‘information use’ or ‘research’, while others are available for general use, including email and chat.

· Use of the terminals is free, however printing is charged at 20c per page.

· Users may bring disks to down load files as they desire.

· No filtering software is installed on any of the Corporation’s terminals.

The cost of access to the Internet is borne by the Library Service. The Library Service uses two ISPs, one is VicNet, (a State Government provider), and the other is a commercial provider who provides the two-way satellite links. VicNet hosts the CCLC web page, which forms an important part of the CCLC online service to the community.

Cost elements supported by the Corporation include:

· Provision and maintenance of Internet terminals (mostly leased to facilitate upgrades) and their related software

· Provision of data-communications equipment and lines

· Staff guidance and support to library users

· Provision and support of the library web page

· Promotion of Internet access to the community

· Access to a range of online data bases as part of the Corporation’s membership of Gulliver*

· Provision of access to the Internet (via a Remote Access Server) to a number of community groups

*Gulliver is a consortium of mainly Victorian public libraries, which provides access to a range of online commercial databases. Library users are able to access these databases from the consortium libraries for free, and the libraries pay a contribution to the costs of access to these commercial databases. The consortium allows libraries to access these databases for a lower cost than if they subscribed individually.

The local community has demonstrated a desire for access to the Internet and online resources. Monthly Internet bookings average about 3,200 across the region. This represents some 38,400 bookings per annum, a figure that is increasing with the growth in membership and library use. Some terminals are used on a high turnover ‘as available’ system and so this additional use is not included in the total of Internet bookings. 

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.

CCLC response:

Public libraries are well placed to act as community centres or ‘distribution points’ for access to the Internet. They have a wide range of opening hours, are well distributed across the community and are already heavily used community facilities. For some marginalised sections for the community they are the only easily accessible and free source of information.

Public libraries already have a variety of formal and informal networks between themselves, and these networks could be built on to facilitate the promotion of Internet resources to the community. Public libraries have their roots in local government (in Victoria approximately 75% of their funding comes from Local Government) and this is an advantage in reaching the local community.

The Victorian public library community has established a consortium called “Gulliver”, which seeks to provide public libraries with a range of online databases at affordable prices. These databases are then made available to library users via the Internet. Gulliver has proved very successful and is a model for future opportunities in promoting public access to a range of online resources. It would be appropriate for both State and Federal Governments to support such initiatives, which seek to use public money in a prudent and economical fashion, while promoting coordination and cooperation between public libraries.

Previous State Governments have provided hardware (usually in the form of Personal Computers) to Victorian public libraries in order to enhance public access to the Internet or other online databases. This strategy has had problems in the past. The equipment dates within 3-4 years and then needs replacing. Most projects do not include funding for replacement equipment, or for the support and maintenance of the equipment. Smaller or rural public libraries do not have the resources to replace the equipment and so the project lapses after a period of time. In many cases the provision of equipment has not extended to the data communications equipment or the lines themselves needed to access the Internet.

One of the biggest issues facing Casey-Cardinia (and all public libraries) in the provision of public Internet access is that of communications – specifically bandwidth. Users of the Internet require fast and reliable data communications. The increased sophistication of the programs and materials available on the Internet places further pressure on the communications available. The cost of fast data communications is a particular issue for public libraries, which have to find the costs of such communications from their available pool of funding. As a large region, CCLC is more fortunate than many other smaller or rural services, but still has difficulty in ensuring that the quality and speed of its communications links remains appropriate to serve users, while remaining affordable. The recent move by CCLC to two-way satellite communications for its public Internet traffic is one instance of our search for affordable and effective options.

Given that public libraries form a vital part of community infrastructure, and a means of ensuring ‘equity of access’ for the community, it would be helpful if the State and Federal Governments could assist in the provision of data communications. This does not necessarily imply “send money”. Support could be given by ‘encouraging’ data communications providers to provide special rates for community Internet access, or by assisting in the negotiation of special rates across State public library networks.

The Federal Government would have particular opportunities in this area to look at innovative approaches to supporting community Internet access via public libraries, without necessarily being required to act as a cash cow.

An opportunity exists for the Federal and State Governments to include public libraries in any future communications projects – specifically those that seek to enhance the flow of information to the community. Peak bodies for public libraries – such as ‘Viclink’ the Victorian Public Library peak body – are obvious starting points for involvement in future communications projects.

Most public libraries (including CCLC) have a web site, and provide community Internet access. Promotion of this service would be enhanced by joint Federal/State promotion of these services to the wider community. CCLC would be very interested in participating in any programs that sought to promote ‘equity of access’ to the Internet in the community. Various programs on the “online community” have been talked about for some time – public libraries could have a major role in promoting community access. Public libraries are able to disseminate information at the grass roots community level, and are used to dealing with information from a range of local, State, Federal and International sources.

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

CCLC response:

Public libraries are trusted by their local communities. Recent research shows that the community has a very high level of trust and respect for public libraries. The survey organisation “AustraliaScan” has conducted research on attitudes to and use of public libraries across Australia. Their 2002 findings (1) show that 56% of Australians belong to a public library, a higher membership than any other ‘membership’ organisations (eg RACV, Sports clubs, etc). Public satisfaction with public libraries is very high (91% very satisfied-satisfied).

Most significantly, public libraries are seen as important to the community. 73% or respondents responded that they were important to making a real community.

There is a clear opportunity for both State and Federal governments to make use of this community perception when encouraging Internet use and access.

Another recent report (2) on the ‘social capital’ provided by public libraries, highlights their role as a community centre and non-threatening meeting place.

A range of age groups, ethnic and religious groups, uses public libraries. As such they provide a venue for people without home Internet access to use the Internet in a non-threatening environment. Public libraries have become a social meeting place, as well as the traditional source of information and recreational reading materials. This can be capitalised on in ensuring that the community has access to a range of online databases and the Internet. 

Most public libraries have a web site, and are well versed in the techniques of guiding people to the information they seek. Governments and other community groups can work with public libraries to promote information and resources they wish the community to access. 

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

Public libraries have done themselves a disservice by not promoting themselves sufficiently to government and the corporate sector as major information resources. Public libraries, as shown by the level of use they receive, are important to their local communities, but this has not been sufficiently understood at governmental levels. 

Both Federal and State Governments have an opportunity to promote access to, and public use of, the online environment through public libraries.

Public libraries need to make all levels of government aware of this by marketing their strengths more, and ensuring they cooperate fully with the full range of government agencies and departments. It would be helpful for the Federal Government to show leadership by using public libraries as part of any strategy to develop online information services. Some individual schemes and Government departments have done this in the past, but a coherent long term policy aimed at promoting access to online information and resources through public libraries would be very beneficial to the Australian community.

Promotion of these resources in to the community requires time and money, items in short supply at most public libraries. Local government bears the brunt of public library funding in Victoria, with the State Government (of both persuasions) indulging in cost shifting. A recent Municipal Association of Victoria report (3) noted that in the past decade there has been an average increase in the Victorian State Government public library grant of 1.6% while overall expenditure has increased by 3.5%. In the case of CCLC, the local government contribution has been increasing at the rate of 6.13% per annum.

Public libraries do provide free Internet access and promote online resources to their respective local communities, doing this in a safe and non-threatening environment. More can be done if both Federal and State Governments support public libraries in this role, and it would help if the funding regime was both consistent and recognised the fact that over 50% of the population are active members of public libraries and that 73% of Australians regard public libraries as an important part of their communities.

Public libraries have expertise and the trained staff to provide online information to the general community. They are trusted and respected institutions with a high penetration in their local communities. With sufficient support, whether financial, technical or through assistance in promotion and advertising, they can assist all tiers of government in the development of a truly “on-line community”.
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