The Role of Libraries in the On-Line Environment 

Garbage in, Garbage Out is a familiar phrase. The Internet provides unprecedented access to massive amounts of information. Much of it is rubbish. The quality of decision making in a democratic society is determined by access to information and the community's ability to evaluate and utilise this information. 

The Internet provides a gateway to the World and the future. People, regardless of age, education, disabilities, mobility, language needs or income, need a process of on-going education in information literacy skills. Our rapidly changing world means learning must be life-long. Libraries, both public and educational, have the capacity to play a major role in providing access to information and the skills to use it. This can only be achieved if governments identify this as a priority, and implement appropriate planning and funding.

Response to the terms of inquiry

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

Patterns of demand reflect the education of the community. Educational institutions play an important role in the type, quantity and quality of information services required and acquired. Schools often provide initial information education. There should be better communication between educational and public libraries in regard to their needs, activities and provisions. There is a possible role for shared services in new communities to provide a better overall service.

Public libraries have an important educational role, especially for those post school age. Libraries already provide valuable basic Internet training. This educational role could be extended. Public libraries also provide the only access to on-line services for some people. 

The roles of school librarians and public librarians have many differences. The role of librarians must be determined, and more librarians provided to meet the variety of client needs. These needs have moved well beyond book recommendations, and now additionally often involve sophisticated information and technology requests. 

The provision of information on-line has the potential to increase access to information and thus equity. Many of today's basic services such as banking now require technology skills, or the payment of additional costs to use traditional services. Such developments are likely to continue. The importance of Internet and computer skills especially applies to certain groups such as those who are disabled or infirm, and in remote areas. 

While, the standard of online services provided by libraries varies, services such as that provided by Brisbane City Council Library show commitment to online information provision. These need to be promoted and education in usage provided to ensure best use is made of such services. Online services need to be funded to ensure they further develop to meet community needs. Increasingly, many sites on the Internet are introducing fees. Thus, governments will have a role in ensuring some equity in information provision is provided.

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

With increasing change, people need to be lifelong learners and constantly upgrade skills. To facilitate this, learning needs to fit around people's other activities. Women, and disadvantaged groups, benefit from being able to study on-line as it is flexible for those with other commitments, such as childcare. External and on-line learning is thus likely to be a big growth area. 

The ability to access databases (especially full-text), libraries and information on-line is essential to on-line learning. Funding will need to be increased to keep pace with this. There should also be tax incentives to encourage people to improve their skills and education. Another issue is fees for online services. There seems to be a trend for private organisations to charge for services. Thus the importance of free government online services will increase.

Libraries need to keep pace, and in contact with changing client needs. Ongoing evaluation is needed of services provided and required.

(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; 

Public libraries need to provide more education services, which will also promote use of information services. Public libraries need to work more closely with school, corporate, community and educational organisations in relation to the information skills being taught. Regional networks are an excellent way for schools and public libraries to share information and activities. More librarians are needed to promote and educate the public in relation to these services.

Libraries need to communicate closely with their clients to provide appropriate on-line services. For example, there needs to be links / web pages for different age and interest groups. This is provided by some public libraries and needs to be extended. Access to online databases and information facilitates learning by placing information in the home of all those with Internet access.

More funding is needed if libraries are to expand their services. Consultation is needed with those with expertise in these fields to ensure appropriate directions are pursued.

(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; and

There needs to be greater sharing between school and public libraries to make better use of information resources and reduce duplication of services. Libraries have the ability to coordinate and specialise in access to the huge array of information sources, both in the form of physical resources and those on-line, and to assist personal interaction and skill development. Increased funding is needed because of the vast benefit to the community of access to information.

Libraries have a role in education in relation to online information which needs to be expanded. 

Libraries already exist in many communities and already provide information services. Thus, they are well placed for present and future information needs. Liason with their clients and educational organisations will improve the quality of information provided through better targetting of client needs. The role of libraries needs to be expanded in relation to the role they can play in information services, in addition to their current services. 

(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.

Schools and public libraries should work more closely together to provide information services. More priority needs to be given to provide the best service possible. This will have significant benefits in terms of the on-going education of the community and their ability to participate in a rapidly changing world.

Care must be taken with corporate involvement as those likely to provide support, often have a vested interest in the information process in various ways. There may be the possibility for governments and corporates to share the cost of access to certain information databases.

Government libraries have a role in providing access to databases which have authentic sources. The online environment provides an avenue for governments to communicate with the electorate using infrastructure which is already in place, although upgrading and ongoing support is required.

