Defence Science and Technology Organisation Research Library (DSTORL) submission to Senate enquiry:  

· The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment.
Background: - 

The DSTORL provides service to and engages proactively with Defence Science Technology Organisation (DSTO) staff and selected organisations within the defence community. 

The Library adds value to DSTO’s science and technology research and development activities by building and maintaining hard copy and electronic collections, which provide DSTO clients with access to a global range of information resources. The Library is committed to increasing the availability of resources in electronic format.  

The DSTORL is a corporate structure with libraries at Edinburgh, Melbourne (Fishermans Bend and Maribyrnong), Sydney, Canberra, HMAS Stirling and the RAAF base, Edinburgh.  Factors considered critical to library service are client consultation and partnerships with suppliers, universities, other research organisations and the Defence Library Service (DLS). The Library’s role has expanded to include knowledge management activities that contribute to the DSTO Knowledge Management Strategy.  

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

The DSTORL does not provide public information services to the general community, however it provides information services on a regular basis to the community of Defence Libraries and Industry partners, such as the Defence Library Service (DLS), and research Libraries, such as the Australian Defence Force Academy Library (ADFA).  In return, organisations such as these support the DSTORL and our clients by reciprocating access to information not held by or subscribed to by the DSTORL.  An interlibrary service is available through all libraries.

Demand for the service in general and specifically access to the specialist material both held and subscribed to by the DSTORL increases each year.  Australian Government Defence initiatives and the impact on national security post September 11 all impact on the need to deliver information to DSTORL clients on a “just in time” basis, that is immediate access to relevant material when required.  Increasingly, information sources and material are purchased in electronic format in order to meet service demands within current budgetary parameters. 

The pattern of demand for information services and the ability of the DSTORL to make available material to its geographically dispersed community of clients increasingly relies on, expects and in cases demands that information is made available in electronic formats.  It is envisaged that this trend will increase. In time, rather than having a choice of format, it is possible that certain vendors will only offer access to information sources electronically, thus allowing profit margins to be maintained by the commercial entities that aggregate and supply information sources.

Budgetary constraints and increased reliance on, and expectation of, electronic formats have a direct impact on the ability of the DSTORL to ensure its collection remains stable and contains core elements.  Recent negotiations with vendors point to a worrying trend of access to material being denied the moment a subscription or contract ceases to be current.  The inability to access information once a subscription or contract lapses is not an experience libraries nor their clients have had to deal with when purchasing and utilising print based information services.  

Developments in relation to ongoing and increased access to online information; implications on future library budgets of sustained access and the impact on the national library community to meet the demands of its client groups if this cannot be guaranteed should be of major concerns to this committee and the Australian community. 

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

The Australian library community has responded proactively to the changing information needs of Australians, including the provision of online resources.  Details of areas in which the DSTORL is directly involved are as follows:

Consortia Purchasing: - This submission has previously touched upon the budgetary implications of providing access to online resources to a geographically dispersed client group.  In order to alleviate some of the budgetary pressure, the DSTORL purchases some material through Consortia deals, such as CAUL (Council of Australian University Libraries) and joint purchasing with DLS and ADFA.  The DSTORL actively scans the Consortia environment to take advantage of purchasing deals that are suited to and meet the needs of its clients.

Publishing Public access DSTO reports to the Intranet – The DSTORL has recently moved into the area of Knowledge Management.  One of the initiatives currently in progress is to ensure that a complete set of recent (2000 -) non-restricted reports can be accessed via the DSTO Intranet site.  This initiative will ensure that DSTO continues to contribute to the online body of knowledge within the scientific research and development arena, thus meeting the changing needs of Australians and of the international community.  Should sufficient funding be made available, a complete retrospective conversion from hard copy to electronic format of all DSTO public access reports would be of great benefit to the Australian and international community.

Publishing research results into the peer environment: - Another Knowledge Management initiative currently being undertaken is to investigate, with the aim of devising and implementing, a succinct process for DSTO researchers to publish the results of their research to the broader academic environment.  Again, this initiative will ensure that the Australian community is able to access current scientific research and development information, meeting the changing needs of access to information “just in time”, rather than “just in case”.

Repository of restricted documents: - An internal development is to ensure that those with appropriate clearance can access classified and restricted information via an online repository currently being developed.  This development is a direct result of the changing information needs of the DSTORL clients and the ability of the Library, in partnership with IT staff to provide desk top access to this material, previously held in geographically isolated areas.

Training & training material: - Staff of the DSTORL are regularly engaged in training and the production of training material designed to assist clients in successful utilisation of online resources, many of which are delivered to the desktop.  Ensuring clients and staff alike are able to access and utilise online material with a degree of competency is an area that most libraries today, regardless of their focus, have had to embrace to ensure they are able to meet the changing demands and information needs of clients.

Increased partnerships: - Libraries today find themselves having to foster an increased number of partnerships to ensure they can continue to offer services to clients.  Partnerships with other libraries (Consortia) have previously been discussed.  

Another pivotal partnership all Libraries pursue today is that of the Library and the Information Technology experts and vendors.  Since the early 1960’s many Libraries began to implement computerised library management systems.  These systems have grown in complexity and many larger libraries or library networks today have personnel and or departments who concentrate on providing IT services to support these systems.  Included in these support areas is support for CDRom networks, Intranet and Internet access and other related online service delivery and or access points.

Development of Intranets and Intranet: - Increasingly Libraries play a pivotal role in the development of organization Intranets and Internets to ensure easy access to and retrieval of information.  The continued development of such technologies has ensured that Libraries are able to reach out to ever-increasing diverse client groups, not bound or hindered by geography, time zones or language. 

(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; 

A great deal of work has been performed by the National and International Library communities to enhance the use and distribution of information resources. Development of standards such as Dublin Core (AGLAS) – Metadata standards, the Z39.50 protocol for IT system compatibility and so on attempt to establish a cooperative operating environment in the International arena of information service delivery.  

The DSTORL actively encourages all Library staff to network with and contribute to the wider Library community through committee memberships and formal and informal resource sharing.  Such networking provides professional support for Library professionals, in turn resulting in better service delivery to clients.

Strategies to better enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources include but should not be limited to:-

· A formal investigation into the budgetary impact on libraries (Government, Non-Government and Private) as a result of the increased reliance and expectation to provide online resources’ and recommendations to ensure adequate funding for the future;

· The establishment of formal Government backed national consortia purchasing bodies to assist Libraries to negotiate financially viable deals with Vendors (for information services and hardware/software alike.)

· The recognition of specialised subject Libraries and their vale to the National collection and the development of a set of guidelines to ensure adequate future funding;

· Continued support for resource sharing amongst Libraries at all levels, including government, private and NGO organisations.

· The establishment of a minimum set of standard online information resources the Australian community can expect to access for no fee at their school, or local, state and National Libraries

· The establishment of a minimum set of hardware and software requirements available for use by the Australian community to access online information resources for no fee at their school or local, state and National Libraries.

· Continued support for development and delivery of competency based training in the effective and efficient use of online resources, such as Skills.Net.

· Continued delivery of Information literacy skills within the Education curriculum at primary, secondary and tertiary level.

· A standardised method of measuring use of commercial online resources.

(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; 

Organisations should continue to be encouraged to make information services available in the online environment.  Libraries have a role to play in keeping abreast of publicly available material and aggregating access to this to provide clients with value added information access services.  

Government at all levels in Australia should continue to set the benchmark for the availability of information in the online environment, and where appropriate legislate to ensure easy online access to corporate information that is of community interest. 

(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.

To some extent, the effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment depends on the availability of appropriate information technologies (to access material), as well as a critical mass of relevant up-to-date material being available to access.  

The establishment of a set of Government backed minimum standards for information technologies and resources that the Australian Community can expect to access in libraries would go some way to ensuring effective use of Libraries.  Continued emphasis on teaching Information Technology skills in the curriculum and in the broader public environment would go some way to ensuring efficient use of Libraries.

Australian libraries need the continued support of both the Government and corporate sector to ensure that the community can access information, and the technologies that aid in the delivery of information.  A recent title by CSIRO Publishing
 warns that the gap is widening between those that can access modern scientific knowledge and technologies and those that cannot, and poses that lack of access “is a threat to future global stability”.
  It is within the best interests of Australia and her people that a proactive approach is taken to ensure that this gap is minimised.  

For centuries libraries have played a pivotal role in storing and in turn giving access to the knowledge base of world communities.  In a rapidly changing world, this position has not changed.  That constant should be applauded and maintained.
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