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Introduction:

The success of digital library projects in Native American, Canadian Indian and Alaskan Villages has been characterised by broad based resource support, which is virtually non existent in remote locations in Australia. There are opportunities to improve the success of Library digital projects which will ensure that Australia’s Indigenous peoples have the opportunity to collaborate with an emerging alliance of Indigenous Nations across the globe.

Increasingly the “Digital Divide” in the Northern Territory is being recognised as a unique Aboriginal issue.  29% of the Northern Territory population are Aboriginal, living in a handful of major regional centres, sparsely spread across 40 remote communities.  Connectivity and access to the Internet is limited by a lack of telecommunications infrastructure and cultural factors. 

Despite these apparent barriers, the use of multi media has been identified as having a key role in the delivery of information services in the future.  Over the past 3 years a number of feasibility studies for the establishment of integrated information centres at Galiwin’ku (Elcho Island), Anmatjere and Alpurrurulum have been undertaken.  Aboriginal information centres will include libraries, museums, keeping places, and rooms for community meetings and provide access to the Internet and other information. 

In the Northern Territory cultural barriers and remoteness are key issues which limit Aboriginal participation in digital library projects.  The model for traditional library services has generally not been an accepted medium as there is no print-based culture.  In remote areas, home PC and Internet usage is very low and thus the concept of a digital library, which can be remotely accessed, has limited utility to the most remote communities.  Libraries play a critically important role in relation to public access for Aboriginal peoples, and this has led to the development of more integrated approaches and the recognised need to utilise multi media to deliver information services.

The Northern Territory’s integrated or hybrid approach to information delivery has resulted in the following models:

· Rural Transaction Centres (RTC), the federal government has provided $70 million for establishment of combined information services with banking and mail. 

· The Electronic Outback Project (EOP), in the Northern Territory will provide 14 remote communities with satellite communications.  The approach uses up to date multi media technology on a user pays system, and has created technology rich environment. 

· The Indigenous Knowledge Centre (IKC), Northern Territory Library and Information Service model developed by the people of Galiwin’ku is based on creating interpretive centre, safe keeping place and information service using Yolgnu language. 

These examples of integrated digital services and information services have not been implemented without difficulty.  There are significant issues associated with culture and language, the lack of sustainable networks and support structures during project initiation, and the inherent unreliability and utility of hardware and software.  

These difficulties are present in all three models: RTCs have not included training and skills development, hardware and software in relation to Internet services: EOP lacks support and training for communities in the use of technical equipment such as video conferencing facilities.  The ongoing success of these projects is dependent upon a commercially viable market which is unlikely to exist in communities at this stage: IKC is an under developed concept which is limited by a lack of capital funding and skills development to implement the concept.  In addition, like many Aboriginal languages, Yolgnu is yet to be comprehensively recorded in audio or print format and translation to multi media presents a significant challenge.  

In June/July 2001, the Victorian Association for Library Automation granted a travel scholarship to undertake investigations into overseas experiences in implementing digital projects in Aboriginal communities.  The scholarship’s aims were to investigate successful projects in Native American and Canadian Indians and Alaskan villagers and their applicability to the Australian Aboriginal experience.  

There were three elements identified in the study communities, which could enhance the success of digital projects being implemented in Australian Aboriginal communities.  These were:

· the development of co-operative networks which provided peer, inter-agency /inter-organisation and community support for projects

· the provision of reliable hardware and software 

· the development of culturally relevant program delivery.

Co-operation 

Networks are effective in promoting co-operation, which reduces individual and community stress, thus boosting community capacity.

Fostering co-operation could include visual links with staff involved in programming or the development of e-mail networks.  In communities where co-operation between staff is high, it was observed that there was an increased saturation point for new initiatives, and greater coverage across the community.  Problems were resolved more quickly, new ideas fostered and the quality of programming through integration increased.  

In Australia there are many Aboriginal people working in library services, but there is currently no identifiable way to link them organisationally or on a project basis.  The development of a digital network of Aboriginal people would be a significant step in promoting co-operation.  

Libraries provide a unique vehicle for the development and delivery of these materials for and by communities, only if they have access to resources and infrastructure to deliver.

Hardware and Software 

More research into which software works and what doesn’t and the associated costs could benefit implementation in Australia, as well as an audit of existing packages and the specific functionality as platform for Aboriginal content.  There is a dearth of experience in software created which explores Indigenous knowledge management techniques.  Library and Information managers are the key to ensuring this development and must be properly resourced to achieve this vision.

Improving the utility of software applications through program design is the most efficient way to maximise the usefulness of a small number of software programs and ensure good program coverage.  Generally this is achieved on an individual library or program basis, however some of the most powerful outcomes observed were achieved through co-operation.  This usually led to sharing of templates, programs and people.  

Gaining a commitment from the Australian Government to legislate to ensure that as part of a community service obligation by companies or developers, funds are made available to promote software development specifically for Australian Public Libraries interested in integrating Aboriginal content themes.

Program design 

There are relatively sparse examples of Aboriginal content integration and community integration in Australian public libraries.  Greater engagement with communities may boost this content, in addition to comprehensive action, which highlights and promotes digital projects in libraries as tools for Aboriginal people.  This is best achieved through the employment of local Aboriginal people.

Specific initiatives to improve the relevance of program design may include;

· targeted programs community based on accessing and creating community heritage

· development of national templates for program delivery targeted toward Aboriginal peoples

· cross cultural training for Library staff and information managers.

Coverage

In Australia Aboriginal people’s engagement with the digital technologies is far lower than other community groups.  Lack of cultural specificity coupled with the paucity of hardware and connectivity, severely limits Aboriginal peoples ability to engage.  Issues of connectivity whilst important don’t prevent the development of programs and the training of community members and staff.  Training to ensure Internet and computer readiness would benefit many communities who do not currently have access.  

Mainstream approaches to the RTCs, EOP and NTN projects need to be re-engineered to cater for Aboriginal needs in remote and rural locations. Incentives to provide integrated approach to information management that recognises the commercial value of local history would increase community coverage.  The provision of incentives to design software that supports these initiatives could boost these developments.

Implementation
In Australia cultural accessibility is an issue for Aboriginal people who are less comfortable in formal institutions.  The design of any structure and space is more effective if there is adequate and appropriate access for all community members.  Integrated services are more likely to generate interest and if in a central location within the community and this will lead to greater accessibility.

Frequently schools are chosen as locations for digital library projects because there is some level of information technology support, and an experienced trainer.  In Australia, schools do not generally encourage the type of community participation, which will lead to a successful digitisation project.  There are significant culture issues and the types of software and hardware which schools generally utilise mean that the general community is unlikely to find them useful.  

Macintosh computers are the hardware choice of many schools, are not generally used in the workplace and therefore training using them is of limited value.  The utility of creating public access spaces within schools is increasingly difficult.  With few exceptions major structural modification are necessary to make schools an effective public space.

Cambridge Bay did provide a good contrast to the Australian situation in relation school and community libraries, but again reinforced the need for special purpose built facilities to ensure effective implementation.  

The cultural centre provides a good example of how a building designed with community input can create a tangible sense of pride about the location, style and structure.  Inuit symbols are used throughout, and elders and younger people have ownership over the design concept.

Significant investment in capital works funding is required to re-create libraries as integrated cultural centres which incorporate museum libraries and safe keeping places for sacred objects. 

Community Flexibility

In Australia’s remote communities, access to expertise to develop digital technology is particularly difficult.  This leads to an increase in pressure upon those who are skilled.  Generally there is one or two people who are responsible for program delivery and who have basic skills to implement digital library programs.  As a result they become over worked and the burn out rate is high.  There is low flexibility in these communities, and unless community capacity can be increased accommodating new technologies will continue to be slow.

There is a real and increasing need in Australia to target Aboriginal people for training in the use of information management and digital library tools.  Several initiatives could assist in the creation of flexibility in Australia include;

· programs designed specifically for Aboriginal peoples in information management streams 

· scholarships and incentives to encourage Aboriginal people to undertake information management professions

· re-engineering of Librarianship studies to focus on Indigenous knowledge transfer and the use of technology.

Conclusion

Several models could be perused to attract resources including:

· A state based imperative to provide 2% of library budgets to directly fund integrated digital Library projects for aboriginal peoples or,

· The creation of state/territory based coalition of organisations and individual donors who promote projects which are aimed at integrating digital library services for Aboriginal peoples.

The types of activities which the resources could be directed to include: 

· The consortia purchase of software to be rolled out to all community libraries servicing Aboriginal people

· The establishment of a hotline, networking and email support services for hardware and software problems associated with the rollouts 

· Establishment of an Aboriginal digital library training centre, which offers National study scholarships to encourage participation of Aboriginal people in the delivery of services

· Establishing national and international support networks with other tribal library professionals

· Establishment of career and training structures which promote library skills development for Aboriginal people 

· Establishment of a National framework to properly renumerate where Aboriginal people are or could be employed to deliver services

· Establishment of an evaluative framework which identifies and measures the level of community coverage and flexibility

· Establish the national and international program of promotion to attract continued funding 

Aboriginal communities span the globe, and now represent hundreds of distinct, independently sovereign Nations.  Indigenous networks form powerful alliances, which could be used to promote the proliferation of digital technology.  The Navajo Nation in the USA are working on building a data base of Nation information, with the vision that a computer network can be established which will link communities spanning three states.  The tribe also sees the network being utilised for local governance.  Navajo tribes could submit documents via email and use video conferencing to meet with government officials.  It will save time money and opens up a whole new way of doing business.  

This vision, once proliferated nationally and internationally, will provide Indigenous communities in Australia with an opportunity to collaborate with a powerful alliance of Indigenous Nations across the globe.
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