Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Reference Committee

Inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment

Submission For : Shoalhaven City Council

Submitted by :
Lynette D. Hawkins, Library Manager

P O Box 42 Nowra NSW 2541

Tel :  (02) 4429 3702 Fax :  (02) 4429 3727 email :  hawkins@shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au
Background

Shoalhaven City Library serves an area of 4,660 square kilometres. There are four branches, including the Central Branch at Nowra and a Mobile Library Service, which follows a fortnightly schedule. A population of 83,915 is spread throughout the area with the major population densities being Nowra/Bomaderry in the north, the Bay and Basin area in the east and the Ulladulla/Milton area in the south.

The Shoalhaven has many physical advantages including beautiful beaches and national parks, with a moderate climate. However, the area of the city is large and there are communication difficulties for the Shoalhaven City Council and thus the libraries.

There are disadvantages for the area however which affect the ability of the library to offer full online services and the ability of the population to access these services:

· There is low computer usage/ownership in the Shoalhaven 37.1% . The NSW average is 41.2%

· Internet usage is also low at 17.6% use at home compared to 22.6% in the Kiama area and the NSW average of 18.9%

· The Shoalhaven has a fast growing population – 13% from 1996 to 2001.

· The Shoalhaven also has the highest median age in the Illawarra region at 43 years and its proportion of people aged 65 and over at 22% was again well above the national average

· The median income is also below the State and national average of $300-399 at $200-299

For many individuals in our community the local library is the key source of access to online information. The library is also the only source of free access to the Internet and online information. Libraries are committed to ensuring equity of access to information for all as part of their social obligation to the community.

A great deal has been achieved through the efforts of the library staff and the Shoalhaven City Council in meeting the rapidly changing needs of the community for online services. The challenge of delivery of online services has produced many issues for the library service. The continuation of inadequate levels of state and federal funding is jeopardising the future of the public library services and causing disadvantage to an already disadvantaged community.

Issues raised for the Inquiry Into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment
a) The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online

· Email and assignments

· Internal databases, including Internet databases restricted by licensing issues

· Government services – ABN registration

· Government information – legislation, ABS statistics

· Economic – job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities, real estate sales and rentals

· Information for school and tertiary assignments

· Recreation – holiday planning, including bookings and travel, identifying events of interest

· Medical information and support

· Communication – tourism promotion, community information database available

· Tuition and guidance on accessing and searching for electronic information

Issues Include:

Re-education of clients to access all types of media, not just online, for effective retrieval of relevant information

Information overload for most people who are unable to distinguish reliable information., from unreliable information. Librarians need to act as guides to this mass of information.

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

· Incorporate new technologies and information sources into the library environment and planning

· Identify new recruitment needs and skills for staff

· Maintain a balance between client needs for existing traditional resources and for new online information in an environment of limited and often statice, budgetary resources

· Identification of the necessary infrastructure for long-term not short-term requirements

· Ongoing re-skilling of staff

· Ongoing development and delivery of user education programs to meet constantly changing needs

· Identification of needs of people with disabilities to access electronic information and provision of infrastructure where feasible

· Continual review of service provision to align with changing demographics and client demand

· Provision of electronic reference services to remote clients

· Development of interactive online web presence for libraries through web-based library management systems

Issues include:

Variety of media overload

Access to electronic information by clients with disabilities and special needs

Equity of access to information and skills

Ability of communication providers to supply necessary links within time frames, physical requirements and budgetary limitations

Expectation of public clients, internal clients, and library staff of what can be delivered

Increases in number of subscriptions to online services which are often more costly than CDROM or hard copy.

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

· Free access to Kinetica for all public libraries and their users

· Development of a national body to facilitate cooperation and collaboration between public libraries in all stages

· Development of strategic partnerships with government bodies and departments, with libraries as full partners

· Encouragement and support for local libraries to develop online resources focussing on local information and issues – including local history, community and business information databases. This is achievable by developing models and guidelines, providing technical and professional support and training, plus physical infrastructure, facilities and resources

· Enhancement of existing initiatives for digitising information – eg support the expansion of Pictures Australia to incorporate the holdings of public libraries through national funding

· Development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards

· Subsidisation of costs incurred in accessing licensed electronic information resources

· Fund a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use government information

Issues include:

Cost of infrastructure and commercially supplied electronic information

Sustainability – grants are available for establishing a service, but not for ongoing development, delivery and maintenance

Budgetary, staffing and physical environment constraints

Disparity of communication solutions in the provision of electronic information

d) Use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment

· Development of minimum standards and guidelines for the delivery of user education and funding for this project to be undertaken

· Subsidisation of costs for ensuring quality high speed, reliable telecommunication links to all public libraries across Australia

· Fund a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use Internet resources

· Development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards

· Development of partnerships with other community organisations, public and private, in the provision of access to information and support for the use of the Internet – eg. Mission Australia, TAFE, Health services providers, Local Chambers of Commerce and tourism bodies

· Development of long-term strategies to facilitate the ability of public libraries to adapt to demographic redistribution and population profiles across their service areas.

· Public libraries can provide access to technology, training and staff to assist the community in accessing online information.

e) 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.

· Provision of an equitable and affordable telecommunications backbone for reliable, high-speed access to the Internet and online information services

· Provision of support to enable public libraries in New South Wales to meet their legislative obligations to provide free access to information (including the Internet)

· Identification of cost burden to libraries for successful implementation of government initiatives by departments and budgetary allocation to offset this be included in all ongoing and new initiatives. This funding would be distributed to libraries participating in any such initiatives on an equitable basis to ensure consistency of implementation

· Consultation with public libraries as part of the development process for new government online initiatives so that libraries become effective full partners in the delivery of electronic information to the public

· Recognition by all government departments of the importance of public libraries as a tool for dissemination of government information and delivery of online services

· Recognition of the benefits of using existing public library networks to deliver complementary services

· Collaboration across al levels of government for online initiatives through the development of a whole of government information and online service delivery policy to enhance user access and minimise unnecessary duplication of resources, programs or initiatives

· Governments have made policy decisions that information will be distributed electronically, but have not invested in the process beyond the information being installed on the Internet. Government needs to invest in the funding of successful implementation of the information retrieval process being undertaken on their behalf by public libraries

Issues include:

Costs of telecommunications

Ongoing funding

More investment by Governments in funding initiatives

Local Government often struggles to maintain the status quo, with minimum budgetary opportunities to make available new technologies and formats.
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