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Key role played by libraries in the online environment:
Australian libraries play a key role in the provision of information resources to the community and the development of information literacy skills to ensure that Australians are able to make effective use of these resources. In the new digital environment, libraries have the potential to ensure equity of access to online information resources.

Use patterns across the library sector indicate that there is a growing preference for information that can be easily accessed online from the users place of choice: the library itself; the workplace; from home or the place used for study and research. Access to information online is now a standard user expectation. The higher education sector in particular is moving rapidly towards the provision of learning materials online. There is also a strong trend within the general community to use the Internet as a primary source of information. Everyday activities such as banking, ordering and shopping online are becoming commonplace. Governments at all levels are investing heavily in the provision of information services online.

The Australian Government is in the forefront in developing and implementing e-government strategies, including e-commerce facilities. The National Office for the Information Economy, which has responsibility for policy in this area, states that “Access to computers and to the Internet, and the ability to effectively use this technology are becoming increasingly important for full participation in economic, political and social life.” 
 In addition, the Commonwealth Government, through the operation of the National Library of Australia and its support for initiatives in the university library sector through the Department of Education Science and Training and the Australian Research Council, is contributing to the development of significant information infrastructure.

In spite of the well established strategic position of libraries, however, there is little consideration of their role in delivering information resources in the development of government policies relating to lifelong learning strategies, social inclusiveness and the promotion of cultural identity and diversity. Governments can maximise their existing investment in the library sector by ensuring that through policy, planning and funding of initiatives relating to education, scholarship and research and the social, economic and cultural development of all Australians, that libraries continue to be central to the management and delivery of information in all its forms. 

Importance of the national resource sharing infrastructure
National Bibliographic Database
The Australian library sector has a long and successful history of collaboration and resource sharing. At the heart of this is the National Bibliographic Database developed and managed by the National Library of Australia. The National Bibliographic Database contains catalogue records for 13m collection items, ranging from books and serials in printed form to maps, music, manuscripts, pictures and photographs, oral history recordings, films and information resources in electronic form. Over 1,100 Australian libraries contribute information about which items they hold in their collections to the National Bibliographic Database.

Its primary function is to allow researchers, students and all Australians who need to find and use information resources, to discover what is held in Australian libraries and to facilitate access to this material through the national inter-library loan system. With a rapidly growing amount of information now available online, the National Bibliographic Database is documenting the availability of these resources and providing direct access via links in catalogue records to online content that is available gratis to the public. Driven by the emergence of online information, changing research behaviour patterns indicate a strong preference by users to access information directly themselves rather than through an intermediary source. To meet this need for direct access to information resources, the National Library believes that it is highly desirable that access to the National Bibliographic Database be made available to all Australians. This will allow Australians to discover the full extent of information resources available nationally, and will enable them to access online content that is freely available.

Creation of digital heritage

A large amount of unique material representing Australia’s history and cultural heritage is held by libraries and other collecting institutions. Technology offers the opportunity for digital images of these items to be created and offered for viewing via the Internet. This has the benefit of enabling Australians, regardless of their location, to access these items, thereby assisting in nurturing a sense of national history and understanding of the development of Australia as a nation. The National Library, in collaboration with other cultural institutions is able to promote access to materials once they are digitised, for example through its PictureAustralia
 image service. However, the costs of creating these digital images, and their ongoing management and delivery via the web, means that many organizations cannot afford to digitise their collection items. It is important that digitisation of Australia’s cultural heritage be undertaken within a national framework for access to online information resources. The funding model adopted by the Commonwealth Government through its Networking the Nation program may be appropriate here as this would allow many smaller public libraries to seek funding for the digitisation of unique collections of local history materials. 

Equity of access as a national goal
In order to ensure that all Australians have equal access to the online information resources they need to support their education, employment and general social needs, it is highly desirable that the Government develops a national framework addressing the three key aspects of the provision of online information to the Australian community– access to an up-to-date technical infrastructure with adequate bandwidth; access without charge to a basic set of online information resources and access to the basic information literacy skills required to find and use information online.

One of the main inhibitors to the development of a national framework is the dispersed responsibility at the Commonwealth level for policy and planning in this area. While the Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts, the National Office for the Information Economy and the Department of Education Science and Training have significant roles concerning access to information resources, no Government department has an overall brief for national information infrastructure. The situation is further complicated by the fact that funding libraries is the responsibility of all three levels of government. In the absence of a national framework that addresses the information needs of all Australians, and with varied sources and levels of funding for libraries, it is difficult for designated national outcomes to be achieved.

Connectivity

Australians who are not members of a university or who are unable to visit the national or state libraries, are reliant on the online services provided by their local public library. This is particularly the case in outer metropolitan areas, and rural and regional areas. Because public libraries are largely the province of local government there is a marked variation in the level of Internet connectivity
.

While Government initiatives such as Networking the Nation and associated Social Bonus programs have improved the coverage of Internet connectivity in public libraries, significant disparity remains. There is a need for agreement to be reached by the Commonwealth and state and local governments on a program to extend coverage to those public libraries that do not have access to the Internet. The Terms of Reference of the Telecommunications Inquiry are relevant here.

Content

Connectivity on its own does not ensure that people can access the information that they need. The Government through the National Office for the Information Economy has developed the Government Online Strategy to ensure that Government departments adopt e-commerce and provide online services via departmental web sites. However, there is no policy at the Commonwealth level that deals with access by the Australian community to other types of online information, and in particular access to the large amount of commercially published information available in electronic form. At present, a significant amount of money is being spent by libraries Australia wide on commercially published electronic journals that are restricted to specific user groups under licensing arrangements.

There is a need for policy and funding mechanisms at the national level that ensures Australians have direct, gratis access to a core set of online information resources, including commercially published electronic journals and online government services. A successful example of this is the state based licensing model that is emerging in the United States, where, for example, the Texas State Library and Archive is funded to purchase commercially published electronic journals for use in all Texas public, academic and government libraries.
 

Information literacy skills

While the National Office for the Information Economy has responsibility for ensuring that issues relating to the ‘digital divide’
 are addressed, and the Department of Education Science and Training has responsibility for fostering information literacy within the higher education sector, there is no broad Commonwealth Government policy relating to information literacy for the Australian community. Information literacy in the online environment is crucial because of the vast amounts of information available through the Internet and the reliance by many people on the retrieval of information using search engines. Many groups within the community continue to be disadvantaged through their lack of information literacy skills. Information literacy should not be confused with the technical skills required to navigate a personal computer.
Last year the Australian Library and Information Association in collaboration with the National Library of Australia and the National Office for the Information Economy commissioned a research report by the Australian Council for Educational Research on the feasibility of a national coalition for promoting information literacy. The report investigated the possible role of a national coalition and potential members and funding sources to support a coalition. A wide range of library, education and government agencies were surveyed. While the report indicated that those surveyed recognised the need for a coalition to develop and promote strategies at a national level, particularly in the environment of life-long learning, a viable business model for the coalition has yet to be established.

Conclusion

A national framework within which policy should be developed and diverse initiatives coordinated is necessary if the issues related to equity of access to online information resources are to be successfully addressed. The three main components of a national framework are, as described above: connectivity to the Internet; access to a basic core set of online information resources and the opportunity to acquire a basic set of information literacy skills. This should be achieved through policies that support equity of access to online information resources, building on the existing infrastructure of the Australian library sector, and the vast network of public libraries in particular.

� <http://www.noie.gov.au/projects/access/community/digitaldivide/Digitaldivide.htm>


� PictureAustralia can be accessed via <www.pictureaustralia.org>


� In New South Wales and Victoria, 100% of public libraries are connected to the Internet, and in Tasmania it is 95%. However, the percentage is much less in the remaining states where remote communities exist - Queensland (74%); South Australia (78%); Northern Territory (77%) and Western Australia (45%).


� Details can be found at <http://www.tsl.state.tx.us/texshare/pl/index.html>


� “Digital divide is the term increasingly used to describe the social implications of unequal access of some sectors of the community to information and communications technology and to the acquisition of necessary skills”, <http://www.noie.gov.au/projects/access/community/digitaldivide/Digitaldivide.htm>





