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16 August, 2002 

The Secretary,

Senate ECITA References Committee,

Parliament House,

Canberra  ACT 2600.

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re: Enquiry into the Australian Telecommunications Network and the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

I refer to the enquiries into the above and offer the following comments for the Committee’s consideration.

Australian Telecommunications Network
a) The Australian Mobile Telecommunications Network currently provides an inadequate service to some regional and rural areas. There is insufficient or no coverage in the Clare, Millaroo and Dalbeg areas of the Burdekin Shire. Consequently, the Burdekin Development Council has made an application to improve the mobile phone coverage in these areas, which required a $10,000 commitment from the local community or potential users of the improved service. 

This represents a discrimination against certain rural and regional areas compared to their urban cousins. This also represents an area that the Government should be taking a more proactive lead role. It is acknowledged that Government funding is available in this field, however, it is considered that the Government should be more proactive in rectifying such problems rather than leave them to individuals and groups to identify and take action to rectify.

Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

a) In respect of the Burdekin Library, Ayr an estimated 99% of all reference/information enquiries are answered from the printed information resources (PIR), both reference and circulation stock.  There has to date, been little demand from Burdekin Library users for replacing PIR with the Internet and online databases.  This, of course, may change in the future and hopefully any changes can be measured during future surveys of Burdekin residents.

b) A point to be made is that it needs to be proven that the Internet and online databases are cheaper and faster than PIR in providing the information required by the majority of public library users. If an accurate and complete costing (including hardware, software, IT support, training of Library staff as well as telecommunication and subscription costs) is carried out, it may indicate that PIR are cheaper in terms of meeting the vast majority of our public library user’s information and reference requests.

It must be remembered that the local authorities pay for the major portion of the operational and capital costs of running a Library unless State and Federal funding is provided to assist in new areas.

c) The existing Inter Library Loan (ILL) system, which works well in the majority of cases, should ensure that loan materials are provided free of freight charges as was the case in the past.  The State Library would pay these costs instead of passing them onto local government.

d) Libraries can be used to deliver information and services over the internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment, depending on the budgetary constraints of the local authority.  Considering the nature of the online environment, databases of information can be stored in a central location, not necessarily the local library. It is important that local economic circumstances and demand are taken into account prior to any moves in this area.

e) The role 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 should be dependent on the financial assistance each organisation is willing to provide to add to the core business of the library. It is important that “whole of life” costings are made in respect of any additional role to be played by the library.

The core business of the library is still providing books, videos, CD’s, DVD’s, magazines and audiobooks for loan as well as for reference. In the case of the Burdekin Shire, extra resources need to be applied to establish the core business at an acceptable level. Once the core business is deemed satisfactory, then consideration can be given to promoting the Internet and online databases, subject to budgetary constraints.

I trust the above information is of assistance in your enquiries.

Yours faithfully,

G. J. Webb,

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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