SUBMISSION TO THE INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

Libraries have a vital role to play in providing access to information to the community and thereby assisting in the effective working of participatory democracy.

(a) It is likely that there is currently a significant unarticulated demand for access to online information services through libraries. The increasing  use of on line information services in University libraries demonstrates a high level of acceptance by clients. University libraries have substantially increased access to information for their clients through the use of online services. For example, the Victoria University of Technology Library is a new University Library with a relatively small budget for resources; it has been able to increase its access to serials from 5,000 print titles to 27,000 electronic titles through subscriptions to online services.

(b) University libraries have responded well to the needs of their own users to access online information services, however it is not their primary role to provide access to these services to the general community. In the traditional print library, members of the community could enter university libraries and use the collections in- house and copy from them. In the online environment the general public may not be aware of what resources are accessible in a University library; furthermore, access may be blocked because of the restrictions of licensing agreements, on cost grounds or because of the university or library’s authentication system. This puts at risk the tradition of scholarly or research activity by members of the general community which is essential to the workings of an informed and participatory democracy.

(c) The National Library, state, and public libraries need to be resourced to provide access to online information services for the general community through national or sectoral site licenses. Funds are also required for marketing of what is available, for user assistance, for training programs and for upgrading   and maintenance of the libraries’ information technology and communications infrastructure.
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