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Abstract

Jo-Anne Carmody, Library Manager and Matthew Strapps, Senior Library Assistant of the Mount Gambier Public Library prepared this report, in response to the “Inquiry into the role of libraries in the online environment” being run by the Senate of the Commonwealth of Australia. The authors have chosen to address points A, B & C of the inquiry, specifically from a regional public library point of view.  

1. Introduction
The Mount Gambier Public Library is part of the South Australian network of public libraries and is therefore supported by Plain Central Services (PCS) which provides free public internet access to all South Australian Libraries.

In 1998 through a partnership with the Local Government Association (LGA) Regional Development South Australia and PCS a commonwealth grant was provided to supply both the infrastructure and the hardware for libraries to set up the public Internet access.

1.1 Staff Training and Internet Development

From this point some assistance was provided by PCS but libraries were largely left to their own devices regarding in-house Internet training for staff and the general public. The initial impact on libraries regarding staff time was enormous. 

Staff were expected to either provide introductory training or carry out the training themselves. In rural and regional areas libraries generally had very little access to Internet training personnel and facilities. As the community became more proficient the needs became more sophisticated. 

The current issue for libraries has now altered to providing the infrastructure that can provide these ever increasing and sophisticated needs. Staff time is now more related to solving and expanding knowledge rather than the initial burst of providing Internet awareness.

2: Community Patters of demand
In recent times there has been a steady increase in demand for the public Internet access terminals at the Mount Gambier Public Library. There is a community perception that public libraries are information agencies, which now includes online information.

2.2 Expectations of online resources.

As the number of users increases and they become more competent their needs become more sophisticated. Users want to be able to download files, read attachments, stream audio visual material and a myriad of other requests. Currently bandwidths, terminals and software restrictions often mean that these requests are un-fulfilled.

With the speed of availability related to online services, the expectation of other online services has also increased. For example Inter Library Loan of books. These items are found and ordered through an Internet based system, however for rural public libraries that are relying on deliveries from metropolitan libraries, there is still a large time delay.

Skill levels of users vary dramatically, and this has a direct impact on staff whose skill levels also vary dramatically. Users with low skill levels can be very demanding and consume large amounts of staff time. Conversely highly skilled users can demand sophisticated services that staff don’t understand or that we simply can not provide, with our current equipment. There is also an expectation that staff are all proficient in the use of all online services.

2.2.1: Outside forces on libraries.

Many employment advertisements ask applicants to either apply online or to e-mail applications to the employer. Often job seekers can only use their library to gain access to e-mail or Internet facilities. This places huge demands on our system, as often job advertisements are in several different formats. We need to have several different software packages available in order to best service the needs of our customers.

Government departments encourage members of the public to access information on-line. An example of this is the Australian Tax Office, who ask people applying for an ABN to apply on-line. For people who have no access to the Internet at home the library is a viable alternative.

The media has recently been promoting that Internet services are available at your local public library. Channel 9’s Today program often features Internet sites and states that Internet is available at public libraries across the country. This places an expectation on public libraries that not only will they have Internet access, but also access to various plug-in’s and other software types needed for satisfactory Internet access.

Internet banking and Bill Paying has also become a very popular alternative to traditional banking. Demand for reliable secure connections therefore has increased.

3: Responses by libraries

The response by libraries to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources;

3.1 Specific responses by Mount Gambier Public Library

One of the most prevalent responses by public libraries is the availability to access their catalogues via the World Wide Web. The Mount Gambier Public library has a range of services available via the online catalogue. Library users can access information regarding which materials are held, place reservations on items that are unavailable, check to see if they have any items out on loan and extend items if necessary.

Through a consortium purchase public libraries in South Australia also have access to two online databases. From a rural perspective these databases allow our customers to have access to the most up to date information from several different sources. Until the advent of these online databases there was no way that a rural public library could provide access to so many journals, books, newspapers etc.

Mount Gambier Public Library has undertaken in recent times, basic introductory public Internet training sessions. These sessions are run by staff and are designed primarily for the first time Internet user. The course sets out to explain what the Internet is, how it works, then provides users with basic web searching skills, and the option to set up a web based e-mail account. The web based e-mail account is one of the most asked for services in the public library.

4: Possible Strategies.
Provision of funding for firstly staff training and awareness.

More partnership agreements to provide cutting edge infrastructure for online services. Working together to market the resources to the public. More and more material is arriving advertising government sites etc. A large percentage of smaller rural public library services do have the available space to display this material.

More strategic planning from various Government Departments including PCS and the Council of Library Administrators of South Australia (CLASA) to cover the increasing demands of online facilities and related ongoing issues.

Assistance to public libraries to get the message out to businesses etc. regarding what we can offer and how we can help.

Assistance to public libraries in providing consistent messages, training and facilities across the country.

Assistance to public libraries in getting the message out to schools, Tafe etc. about what online services are already available and how valuable they are to assist in Life long learning.

Provide more government and business consortium purchasing Australian wide rather than state wide to bring down pricing and offer a more uniform national public library service.

Recognition of staff needs to increase IT skills in Web management.

