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This is a submission from the Eastern Regional Libraries Corporation (ERL) to The Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Committee inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment.  The approval to make a submission was by resolution of the Corporation Board at it meeting held on July 25th 2002.

The submission provides a brief outline of the organisation.  There is a comment on both the definition public information and the supply of online services.  This is followed by the comment upon ERL support for online services under eight headings.  The final matter is financial resources.

The five terms of reference of the inquiry cover a range of matters.  To avoid repetition this submission covers the themes that come out of the terms of reference plus other aspects.  The last three terms of reference cover the key matters.  This submission concentrates on the activities of ERL with some other general comment.  The experience of ERL would not be unique.  The expectations of it users and its overall inability to satisfactorily meet the expectations would be universal through out Australian public libraries.  It is probable that many Australian public libraries would be in a much worse position than ERL in meeting the demand for online information services.

Eastern Regional Libraries

The Eastern Regional Libraries Corporation is established under section 196 of the Victorian Local Government Act 1989.  The Corporation provides library services to the Cities of Maroondah and Knox and the Shire of Yarra Ranges. Together the three municipalities cover a large geographic area on the outer metropolitan area of Melbourne.  There is a diverse range of communities with a combined population of 390,000 people.  Some areas are of suburban density with commercial and retail being the predominant activities, while there are also areas that are rural and remote with several small communities.

During the 2000/2001 financial year there were

· 2,105,840 visits to ERL branch libraries

· 51,000 hours of public Internet usage

· 72,000(est) people visited the ERL website.

· 166,140 requests for information

Funding

Funding is provided by contributions from the member Councils together with a grant from the State Government.  The operating budget for the Corporation is $8.27 million.  At present the member Councils contributes $3.00 for every $1.00 of State Government grant.  ERL takes a strong business approach to the provision of library services.  Alternate sources of funding are explored and investigated, and ERL endeavours to make Governments aware of the importance of funding for library services, at both local and state Government levels.  The Federal Government has distinguished it self by its avoidance of any ongoing responsibility for the funding of public libraries

ERL Vision

The Vision of the organisation is:

‘Connecting our Communities to Knowledge’

ERL is very community-focused organisation and seeks to provide opportunities for life-enhancing experiences for all community members.  ERL like all public libraries is expected to serve everyone in the community, regardless of age or socio-economic background, so varied services and the delivery of services are important.  ERL strives to empower its community by providing information and services that people need for their life skills in today’s rapidly changing society. Strong partnerships have been developed with many other community groups and organizations.

· Schools and tertiary institutions

· Community houses

· Council departments

· Local arts, cultural and leisure organisations

· Service and community groups

Information is available in many formats and from many sources.  Today there is an over abundance of information and some on its own is not particularly useful especially over the longer term.  Information becomes knowledge with the addition of the important dimension of meaning.  Libraries are about making available recorded human knowledge.  With knowledge individuals can gain understanding and ultimately have wisdom.

Resources

· The traditional role of the public library is the collecting organising and making available print materials.  The ERL collection of library resources is print dominated.  In technology terms the book is a wonderful piece of technology.  No other technology has yet been able to economically replicate the ease of use, the transportability and the clarity of the text of a book.

· The ERL collection of print resources is complemented by small but increasingly importance collection of resources in other formats such as videos and CDs.

· The collection of physical resources is very important.  Nevertheless they are limited in the context of the meeting the entire spectrum of the knowledge requirements for the community.  The operations of ERL are significantly enhanced by the on line access to knowledge in electronic form.

Accessibility

· A network of thirteen branch libraries with a broad range of opening hours, ensure accessibility to library services throughout the region. Public transport, while of a high standard in some parts of the region, is almost non-existent in other areas. Transport issues impact on the way ERL provides library services to communities where transport is an issue.

· Three mobile libraries service outlying and remote communities.  The mobile libraries also regularly visit nursing homes and hostels to ensure access to library services for residents not always able to access branch libraries.

· ERL provides a total of 650 hours of opening to the public throughout the region every week. 

· The ERL web portal also offers the community 24 hours a day/7 days a week access to library services from home. People can join, renew and reserve books, check on their loans, gather information about programs, find information through databases, access useful sites on the Internet and ask reference questions of staff - all at www.erl.vic.gov.au
Public Information

The Inquiry terms of reference refer to the:

“… role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment …”
There is no definition of public information.  For the purposes of this submission it is assumed that any information required by and publicly available to an individual is public information.  Public information is not limited to information that may be available from a Government or similar authority.  As well, the role of libraries in the online environment is broader than just being providers or suppliers of information via online services.  An example is the development of library web portals and the content available on the portal.

Online Services and the Internet

Online information services in most instances compliment rather than replace print based library services.  There is an increasing importance of and demand for online services to access information in electronic form.

The reasons are:

· Ease and convenience of online access

· Improving awareness of ICT and the skill levels of users

· Availability of some information only online

· The cost is often minimal or no charge

People can access on line services using equipment at a library or through the Virtual library available via the ERL web portal.  

There are some definite negatives with the Internet:

· The volume of information available from the Internet is immense and can cause confusion for some people

· Often sophisticated search skills are required to find specific information

· Information is sometimes not accurate or up to date and can be misleading

· The information is often not been subject to editorial discipline or peer scrutiny.

· Important information may only available from the Internet for a short term before it is replaced.

There is some evidence that indicates that some users of the Internet have an unwary faith in the accuracy of information that is available via the Internet.  Based upon focus group consultations, anecdotally it can be suggested that library users tend to be more sceptical of information that they get from the Internet compared to non library users.  Also the serendipitous nature of the Internet means that the unskilled searcher may not locate vitally important information.  There is a fundamental issue.  Many people have none or only rudimentary searching and management information skills.  Well developed information literacy skills for all people will be a critical to ensure that all Australians can benefit from the online information environment.

Example of Eastern Regional Libraries Corporation’s responses to the demand for online services are:

1. Free public internet access at each branch library.

2. Information and Communications Technology Infrastructure

3. Web portal with extensive content.

4. Web access to the ERLC catalogue of the collections.

5. ‘Ask a Librarian’ online service.

6. Online Data Bases and Consortia

7. Single Search Capability

8. Skills training courses for library users

Below are matters that relate to each of the above eight points.

Free Access

Like all public libraries ERL is strives to provide equity of access to library services for all members of its community within available resources.  ERL library members are able to access PCs and related equipment at each of the thirteen branch libraries at all hours whilst the libraries are open to the public.  It is proposed that Internet facilities will become available on the region’s three mobile libraries as resources permit.

State Government Grant Conditions and Charges

A condition of the receipt of the State Government grant is no charge for core or basic services.  This includes use of the Internet where the use is primarily focused on information access.  This condition does not apply to Email, chat or financial transaction services.  Because of administrative reasons ERL does not apply a charge for Email, chat or financial transaction services at this time as some other libraries do.  This situation may change in the future.  Library members that use PCs for word processing and similar tasks are charged a fee on a time basis.  Any printing is charged for on a cost per copy similar to photocopying fees.

Utilisation and Demand

The ERLC service points are open 650 hours per week.  This provided people with a good opportunity to visit a library to use online resources.  This is important for the many people without access to online services at home, work or school.  There is an overall 95% utilisation of the forty public access PCs available for public use throughout the Region.  This clearly indicates that there is a demand from the public for these services and that the demand exceeds the resources available.  The expansion of services is limited by the capacity of the ERL information and communications technology (ICT) infrastructure.  The development of the infrastructure is constrained mainly but not only by insufficient funds to pay for the required investment.

ICT Infrastructure

The numbers of public access PCs and the data communications network bandwidth capacity are not sufficient to meet the demand.  Space limitation, the cost of purchasing additional PCs plus limited staff resources to support ICT limits the opportunities to expand and meet the demand for access to online services.  A critical factor is the network communications bandwidth capacity.  The entire ERLC network traffic is carried via ISDN services.  Whilst a large area of the region covers rural and semi-rural metropolitan fringe, ERLC has not received ‘Networking the Nation’ funding to improve bandwidth.

Improvements in network bandwidth capacity and operating costs have to be funded from the Corporation’s normal recurrent budget.  There has been very little extra funding.  This is detrimental to the operation of other aspects of the library service.  The library services is currently investigating the implementation of broad band ADSL services to improve the network band width capacity.

Previous improvements in bandwidth capacity have resulted in more data being received from outside the organisation which in turn has resulted in significant increases in ISP charges.

Web Portal

The ERL web portal is increasingly important gateway to a range of library and other online services for the public.  Some of these services are possibly not available from any other public domain source.  The content of the web portal is constantly being expanded as resources allow.  A feature of the ERL web portal is the constant ongoing maintenance to ensure information is up to date and accurate.  Development of web portals and maintenance is a cost to ERL that was not there a few years ago yet there are no additional funds.  With more resources the on line content could be further enhanced for the public benefit.  

Community Group Web Pages

It is envisaged that ERL will provide expertise and assistance to small community groups that need web exposure.  The library could design and host the web pages of these groups for a nominal fee.  The hosting could be as part of the ERL domain name or the group could have their own name.

Online Catalogue

The ERL catalogue of the collections of library materials is available through the libraries web portal.  Searches of the catalogue would be the main reason that people access the web page.  Other functions that library users can do are reserve items, check their records and renew items on loan.  It is proposed that when ERL next upgrades its library management system that the catalogue will include Universal Resource Locators (URLs).  The Collecting and cataloguing of URLs will be subject to the same criteria that are applied to the print and audiovisual collection.

ERL along with some other public libraries have combined to provide a one point web access to the catalogues of the cooperating libraries

‘Ask a Librarian’

Libraries are slowly developing on line information request services.  The response has been favourable from the public and this is an aspect of the operations of the library that will increase if more resources become available.  The virtual library will become an important phenomenon as libraries are able to develop their responses to online requests

Online Data Bases and Consortia

Not all information that is available via the internet is accurate or authoritative.  Libraries are particularly interested in accuracy of information.  Not all online information is free.  Often there are fees to access more important online authoritative databases including full text services.  The fees normally are on a subscription basis rather than one off.  The fees are often substantial for these services and individuals and small organisations cannot afford or are not willing to pay the fees.  The subscription fees on a one-off basis are often too expensive for a single library service especially a small service.

To overcome the subscription fee expenses, libraries are forming consortia to negotiate and share the cost of the fees on behalf of their users.  The Victorian Gulliver consortia is an excellent model of a consortia arrangement that has provided all Victorian library members with online access via the Internet to a range of authoritative databases that no one library could afford to provide.  ERL is a founding member of Gulliver.  The development of consortia arrangements will expand as fees for access become more prevalent.  

Remote Access Authentication

The libraries also negotiate the remote access authentication identification protocols on behalf of their members who can then access the databases over the Internet via the library’s web portal.  This access can be from home work or school so long as the person can establish their bona fides as a member of a library that is a partner of the consortia.  The library member only needs one authentication identifier rather than several if there is more than one data base provider

Single Search Interface

Online information comes from many sources in various format storage standards.  This can create confusion for the less experienced searcher.  Multiple searches can be time consuming.  Public libraries are providing single search interface facilities that can search multiple information sources in different record format standards simultaneously and provide the searcher with information from several sources.  The record formats include Metadata, Marc and Z39.50.  The sources include library and other catalogues, online databases and Internet web sites.  These sophisticated single search facilities can handle single remote authentication identification when in other situations multiple authentications may be necessary.

As consortia public and other libraries could develop a single search interface with remote authentication to provide sophisticated access to information resources for library members.

Skills

The range of ICT skills within the community vary considerably from none to sophisticated.  To enable people to gain or improve their ICT knowledge, libraries conduct courses to teach them a range of ICT skills.  The interest for the courses is strong.  This in turn translates into an expectation from some people that library personnel will assist them with ICT problems they may encounter either at the library or from home.  In the future there may be an opportunity for libraries to provide a range of ICT help desk support to their members.

Funding

A significant issue is the availability of funds to pay for the infrastructure investment in the provision of online access.  The overall financial resources of ERL are very limited.  The amount of monies that are available for the development of the collection of library material resources is not sufficient to meet the needs of the community.  This limits the amount of funds that are available for ICT and online services.  The public access PCs at the ERL service points are utilised 95% of the available opening hours.  The overall demand for online services exceeds the availability.

Cost Shifting

The amount of funds available for the provision and development of online services are definitely insufficient to meet demand and ensure on going sustainability.  Some of the funds for the establishment of the online services have been small one-off grants.  These grants are not commensurate to the overall real cost of establishment.  More importantly there is no recognition of the significant ongoing operational and capital replacement costs of ICT.  ERLC has in the past tried to refuse a grant offer to avoid the ongoing expenses.  Strong external representations from the State Government were made to ensure acceptance for political publicity reasons with no regard for the financial consequences.

The cost shifting that has resulted from the funding regime of providing small one-off establishment grants is significant.  Online services provided by libraries are very important to the community.  They should be developed.  There needs to be tangible and ongoing funding recognition of the real cost of the services to ensure that other aspects of the operations of the library service are not compromised.  As well the online services must be sustainable and service delivery standards maintained .  The State and Federal Governments have ignored their respective responsibilities to fund their portions of the real costs of online services in public libraries.  Local Government has funded the majority of the costs to the detriment of other aspects of the operations of public libraries.  Information provided to another Senate inquiry on cost shifting clearly indicates that with ERL the cost shifting has been substantial.

Cooperative Ventures

Other community based agencies and organisations have received development funding to either become established or expand online services that are the same or similar to those provided by libraries.  It is desirable that there be a range of different access points to online services in the community.  However, the amount of available monies to fund the various agencies is not sustainable.  Some have ceased operations and others will do likewise in the future.  Public libraries will continue to operate for the foreseeable future.  The Victorian public library industry gross expenditure is now over $100 million per year.  Public libraries and other agencies need to be encouraged through financial and other incentives to form mutually beneficial alliances and partnerships to maximise the utilisation of the scarce financial and skill resources and avoid duplication of effort for the benefit of all stakeholders.

To a large extent, to the end user which organisation is the back end provider and operator of the online service is irrelevant.  It is the front end that counts and one server can have more than one domain name site  
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