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The Town of Victoria Park is a small Local Government authority with a population of approximately 27,000, situated immediately across the Swan River from the City of Perth. The Library Service is provided through a medium-sized single branch located in the town centre. The library plays a vital role in the provision of online information resources and services, together with the traditional role of offering print resources and extended services that support literacy and lifelong learning.

The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.

Despite initial predictions that public library usage would decline as access to the Internet and related online services became more common throughout Australian households, the contrary has proved true. Figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics indicate that visits to public libraries have increased since 1997, a trend reflected at the Town of Victoria Park where usage is steadily increasing.

There is an increasing expectation from members of the community that access to the Internet and basic training will be provided as part of core library services, together with online access to library services 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Currently the Town of Victoria Park provides Internet access at one workstation, however this will be increased to four shortly. The community are able to access the catalogue and their membership details at any time through the Council’s website. It is intended to increase the range of services available through the website.

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

Public libraries have embraced new technologies as a means of providing access to information in alternative formats. Online resources are an important part of the public library service and are essential in the support of literacy and lifelong learning. It must be recognised that for many members of the community the public library is the only point of access to the Internet and online resources. This is particularly true at the Town of Victoria Park where the community served by the library is comprised of a low socio economic demographic. Home Internet access within the community is lower than the national average of 50% reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. It is important to note that those who are currently without access (often single parent families, the unemployed and country residents) may not have access for many years, if ever, resulting in an increasing ‘digital-divide’.

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.

Public libraries offer all levels of government a well-established and highly respected venue for the provision of information, both online and print, with highly skilled staff that are able to assist customers in accessing such information. As usage levels and expectation increases it is important to have strategies and infrastructure in place to meet customer demand. It is essential that Federal and State Government support and assist Local Government in the provision of online services and resources. 

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.

Public libraries play a vital role in the provision of online information and services. They are well regarded throughout the community as a ‘safe place to go’ and are able to provide equitable access to a wide range of resources that many community members would not otherwise be able to access due to financial constraints. 

While there is the potential to increase the information and services available online within public libraries, this must be done in conjunction with the maintenance and development of print collections for which demand continues to increase. The cost implications of providing online services and resources are significant and cannot be borne by Local Government in isolation. In Western Australia funding for public libraries is the responsibility of State and Local Government. However State budget cuts over the past several years have resulted in cost shifting that has required Local Government to take on greater responsibility in the provision of public library services and resources to the community. This has reached an unacceptable level with Local Government unable to sustain and further develop online services and resources at a rate that meets community needs and expectations. A financial commitment from all levels of Government is required to ensure that public libraries can be proactive in the development of online services and resources that will adequately serve the community.

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.

Public libraries provide an effective means through which the community can access online information and services. They are dedicated to the provision of equitable access to information and are well regarded throughout the community as a central point of access to a wide range of information resources and services.

In recent years public libraries have faced a number of challenges in funding and telecommunications with this role falling almost solely to Local Government. It is essential for State and Federal Government to demonstrate a financial commitment to the public library network to provide the resources necessary to expand online information services and resources in an equitable manner.
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