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Introduction

This submission represents the views of a newly formed organisation known as Public Libraries Australia.   Formed to aggregate the political, service and infrastructure capacity of Australia’s 1,510 (ABS June 2000) public libraries Public Libraries Australia will support and represent public libraries on a national basis.

Networked across Australia there are 1,510 public libraries.  These are well-patronised access point for equitable access to recreational, information and educational support for Australian residents.  There were 93.3 million visits made to public libraries in Australia in 1999-2000 (ABS June 2000).  

Public Libraries Australia has been formed to be the collective voice for this vital community based network.  In addition to public library support the organisation is supported by the Australian Local Government and Shires Association, the National Library, all State libraries and professional associations across Australia

History of Public Libraries Australia

A national strategic planning forum for public libraries was held in November 1995 (after the National Public Libraries Conference) which produced a document called "A National Plan for 1996-2000".  Broadly speaking, this document identified current and future issues for public libraries and developed a national vision for public libraries.

This was followed by a publication by the Libraries Working Group of the Cultural Ministers' Council called "2020 Vision: Towards the Libraries of the Future" which also outlined a vision for the development of libraries in Australia.

Whilst the information and ideals of these reports were widely embraced by library stakeholders, there was no obvious agency to take carriage of the report.  As a result, many of the "good ideas" and much of the impetus for a "national direction" for public libraries was lost.

Public library representatives from every state in Australia met at the CASL (Council of Australian State Libraries) forum in Adelaide on 11-12 May 2000 where it once again became clear that the issues, aims and objectives for public libraries were similar Australia wide.  There was unanimous support for the development of an agency that would represent and support public libraries on a national basis.

A Steering Committee (under the name of Australian Public Libraries Network - APLN) was established to develop a research brief and to engage consultants to "investigate the business case for the creation of a new national body to represent the interests of public libraries in Australia"

Consultants Libraries Alive! Pty Ltd undertook a broad consultation process and produced a report which was presented to a meeting of APLN in November 2001. The final consultancy report APLN: the Will - or the Last Testament? was submitted to CASL and included three sets of recommendations - on the model, initial activities and ongoing activities. At this meeting, CASL nominated an APLN Executive body to develop a framework for the establishment of a national body and an accompanying business plan.
Members of the APLN Executive met during the Public Libraries National Conference in November 2001 and resolved to change the name of the organisation to Public Libraries Australia, and to proceed with the development of a business plan that would facilitate the establishment of a national body.
Following CASL approval of the recommendations, a workshop was held in Adelaide on 22 February 2002 to brainstorm these recommendations and decide on the resulting actions. The participants endorsed the change of name of the project to Public Libraries Australia. A framework for a business plan was also developed.

It is envisaged that PLA will initially:

· provide advocacy and support for public libraries 

· act as a single contact point for public libraries from which national bulk purchase deals can be negotiated

· harness the significant purchasing power of public libraries (1,510 libraries across Australia) to deliver excellent deals to members

· lobby the national government for recognition and funding of public libraries


Widespread support has been received since the establishment of this national organisation, and it is hoped that all levels of Australian government will recognise and take advantage of the significant opportunities for partnerships with public libraries throughout Australia.

The Online Environment

Currently public libraries provide access to the following online services in addition to their online library management systems:

· Email
· Online databases

· ABS statistics through the Library Extension Program (LEP)

· Government legislation 

· Internet for information for school and tertiary studies 

· Community databases for information 

· Business databases 

· Banking

· Local Government payments

· Positions vacant, employment opportunities

· Real estate sales and rentals

Libraries play a key role in the economic development of their communities.   They are leaders in the provision of equitable public access to technology.  There is an expectation that public libraries will provide internet access, and the library is often the only access point to online resources in rural and remote communities. There is an enormous opportunity for the Federal Government to disseminate information right across Australia by becoming a financial partner in the online public library environment.

Public Libraries Australia wishes to make comment on the following aspects of the online environment where it believes that a consolidated approach to online infrastructure, connectivity and content would establish a national information distribution network through public libraries that has never been achieved in Australia.

· National Electronic Network 

Millions of dollars have been spent by successive Australian governments on attempts to “connect” communities to the online environment.  A prime example is the Federal Government’s Department of Primary Industries and Energy telecentre/telecottage initiative in the early 1990’s, which sought to establish technology access points for rural and remote residents in various locations throughout Australia.  Funding of $2.8 million was allocated over a four year period, but only a very few  of these telecentres survived beyond the funding period.

 A further example is the distribution of Networking the Nation (NTN) funding, which has achieved only fragmented, patchy and often duplicated connectivity across the country that does not even come close to representing a national electronic network.  If the money that has been spent over the past 10 years on connectivity projects had been directed to creating an electronic network through Australian public libraries, the result in 2002 would be public access to information and technology for the vast majority of Australians.  This would have been achieved through a network of 1,510 outlets that are used by 56%of the population on a regular basis. (AustraliaSCAN 2001)  

The People’s Network

The UK Blair Government has recognised the network capacity of English libraries through the establishment of an initiative known as The People’s Network.  Libraries have been identified by the national government as community access points to lifelong learning facilities and internet access and the 4,300 public libraries in the UK will receive 170 million pounds under the People’s Network for the development of infrastructure and skills to deliver these services.  

The People’s Network Project is described as follows:  “As part of a commitment to delivering the benefits of lifelong learning and equitable access to the Internet to everyone in the UK, the Government has invested millions of pounds towards the creation of thousands of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) learning centres.

Public libraries, located in every community in the country, have been placed at the centre of this commitment. As Secretary of State Chris Smith says, "they are our street-corner universities" and, thus, the ideal place give access to these new learning resources.

The People's Network project will connect all 4,300 UK public libraries to the Information Superhighway, where practicable, by the end of 2002. The project is managed as a partnership between the New Opportunities Fund and Resource: The Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries. The £170 million project is funded through the New Opportunities Fund and project managed by Resource who provide professional advice on the public library sector and technical expertise to ensure effective development and assessment of plans, their successful implementation and evaluation.

The project comprises of three component parts:

· £100 million from the Fund's Community Access to Lifelong Learning programme for learning centre infrastructure in public libraries 

· a further £50 million to develop digital learning materials for the web through the Fund's Digitisation programme 

· and a £20 million programme for training all public library staff to use and help members of the public to make the most of these technologies.

An important emphasis in all of these programmes is on libraries to form partnerships with other learning and information agencies specifically to ensure that learning opportunities are 'joined up' and inclusive.”  (People’s Network Project homepage: Background.  www.peoplesnetwork.gov.uk/ project/background. html  p1)

The same opportunity is available to the Australian government and the Australian people through close collaboration with Public Libraries Australia.

· Dissemination of Government Information

The establishment of a national electronic network through public libraries clearly presents an enormous opportunity for the Federal Government to disseminate information to its constituents.  There is the further opportunity for the establishment of interactive government agencies in libraries as evidenced by the very successful co-location of Regional Transaction Centres (RTCs) and Community Technology Centres (CTCs) in libraries.

Even in the absence of the immediate development of an electronic network, public libraries have the capacity to disseminate information on a national basis as evidenced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics e-LEP (electronic Library Extension Program) which provides library staff with the training and skills required to assist people to access ABS information at public libraries.  

· Community Education and Training

· Public libraries are ideally situated to provide technology education and training to communities throughout Australia. 
· Library staff provide basic introductory training for those wishing to access this resource.  

· This is a vital role in helping to lessen the gap between the information rich and the information poor.  

Public libraries provide a safe, non-threatening, non-judgmental and non-competitive environment for the disabled, the young, the elderly, the economically disadvantaged – everyone - to become familiar with the online world of information.  Equity of access to information especially in the online environment is a key object for all public libraries.

For this objective to be fully achieved it will require adequate infrastructure funding, human resources funding, and appropriate staff training.  The UK People’s Network features community training as one of its key result areas.  This is recognition by government of the need for people to know how to access the online environment and recognition that public libraries provide the ideal environment in which this learning can take place.

· Partnerships

Public libraries in Australia have been very effective in pursuing strategic partnerships with agencies from the library sector and other sectors to optimise multi-format service delivery, including online service delivery.  These collaborations include joint-use libraries with schools, TAFE’s, and universities; co-location of services with other government and non-government agencies; resource sharing arrangements; provision of additional services such as RTC and CTC agencies. 

Given the significant number of public libraries in Australia, and the fact that they are well-established community focal points, the Federal Government has a golden opportunity for co-location of government services in libraries subject to the provision of appropriate funding.

Summary

The Australian Public Library Network is clearly under utilised.  Successive Federal and State governments have attempted to develop strategies for the establishment of a national electronic network, whilst overlooking the best equipped, pre-existing network to give carriage to this objective.   

The electronic distribution of information needs more than it being placed on the internet and then hoping that it will be accessed.  There needs to be funding of public libraries so that they can undertake on behalf of government a successful information retrieval process to ensure that Australia is at the forefront of the knowledge nations of the world.

Public Libraries Australia will provide the Federal Government with a single contact point from which to initiate discussions on this matter.  Please let’s not waste any further time or money on the development of parallel infrastructure for online service delivery when key outcomes can be achieved by the enhancement of an extensive, reliable and pre-existing public library network.

