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COUNTRY PUBLIC LIBRARIES ASSOCIATION 

OF NEW SOUTH WALES 
PO Box 90

Queanbeyan NSW  2620

The Secretary

Senate ECITA References Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

12th August 2002

Dear Secretary,

Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment 

On behalf of the Country Public Libraries Association of New South Wales I am forwarding our submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.

The Country Public Libraries Association (CPLA) represents the interests of rural, regional and remote public libraries in New South Wales. Our membership covers the 140 local government areas outside of metropolitan Sydney and our members take a vital interest in improving library services to the public. These libraries provide services to some 2.5 million people [ABS 2001 Census] in widely disparate communities across New South Wales.

Public libraries in rural and regional New South Wales are an integral part of their communities, and provide valuable services and high levels of  social capital to their societies.  Public libraries are regarded as friendly community hubs, that have tailored their services to meet local needs and respond to local demands.  Dedicated library staff have established relationships of trust and understanding with their communities.  

The local library is the key source of access to online information for a large number of Australians in rural and regional areas, and public libraries are the sole source of free access to the Internet and online information.  Public libraries are committed to ensuring equity of access to information for all as part of their social obligation to their communities.   

A great deal has been achieved through the efforts of library staff and their local government Councils in meeting the rapidly changing needs of their residents for online services. The challenges of delivering library services in the online environment have produced many issues specific to rural and regional libraries and their communities. These are outlined in our submission.  

A key issue for the sustainability of public library efforts is the current levels of State and Federal funding in NSW, which are inadequate to meet the rapidly changing demands of the Online Environment. This is jeopardising the very future of public library services and inhibiting them from improving their services, practices and facilities to meet the increasing community demands for access to online services.

In the last 20 years the membership of New South Wales public libraries has increased from 35% of total population to 50%.  Thus, while New South Wales residents have increased their use of public libraries by 40%, and there has been an enormous increase in community demands for library access to online electronic information and resources, this has not been matched with supporting funds from the State or Federal Governments. 

The following table illustrates the enormous disparities in the government funding of public libraries in New South Wales, the state with the largest population in Australia.




It is clear that in NSW, Local Government has largely funded access to the new Electronic Age for many communities and individuals, and this is a key issue which must be addressed in formulating a national strategy for libraries in the online environment.

The CPLA has widely canvassed its many members across New South Wales in preparing this Submission.  There are currently a great many complex issues being faced by rural and regional public libraries in the rapidly developing electronic and online environment.  These issues have been presented in a condensed format and we have attempted to be as comprehensive as possible in identifying and outlining them. The CPLA executive members would be willing to provide additional details and information, and to attend Enquiry hearings in person if necessary.

Any enquiries in relation to our submission can be directed to Peter Conlon, 

phone (02) 6298 0298 or email peter.conlon@qcc.nsw.gov.au

Yours sincerely

Cr Sue Whelan 

CPLA Deputy Chairman   

Public Libraries as a Gateway to the Online Environment for their communities

The public libraries network has already achieved a great deal in developing as a gateway for its community to the world of online information and resources. The public libraries network can build on the following structural, professional and skills advantages to maximise community access to new technologies provided adequate funding and support is provided from State and Federal governments

Public Library staff already provide access to the Internet and online information and offer a high level of skills, experience and expertise to their community 

The staff in public libraries are highly trained in locating and retrieving information from a wide variety of sources, including the Internet and online sources. They are very familiar with using and accessing online technologies. In addition, public libraries have access to a broad range of professional support from Regional libraries and from their State Libraries to supplement their own local resources and levels of experience and expertise.

Public Libraries provides expertise to support the up-skilling of  the community in accessing and using new technologies

The experience, expertise and training of public library staff means that they are an obvious resource to increase the skills of the community in accessing online technologies and becoming familar with e-commerce.

Public Libraries provide access to training and support in using new technologies 

Public libraries have been in the vanguard of introducing Internet and online information technologies and services for their communities. Access is provided free of charge or at a very low rate. The libraries work together through the CPLA and CPLG  and their State Libraries to ensure that they remain abreast of the rapid developments in information technologies and their delivery. As well as providing access their staff provide training and support to members of their communities who are unfamiliar with or who are reluctant to use the new technologies.

Public libraries have developed a well-established and sophisticated communications and co-operative network. 

This network infrastructure has been developed over many years and has facilitated the rapid and smooth introduction of  online and internet services into communities who would otherwise have little access to the new technologies. Public libraries in rural and regional areas work together very effectively in sharing expertise, resources and innovative ideas and providing professional support to each other.     

Public libraries are tailored to meet the needs of their individual and regional communities

Public libraries have a close relationship of trust and understanding with their communities. They tailor their services and resources to meet the needs of their individual communities, and they have a detailed knowledge and understanding of their communities.

Public Libraries have established relationships of trust and understanding with their communities

Public libraries are regarded as neutral, safe and unthreatening places by their communities. There is a high level of trust and the communities feel confident that their public libraries are working to provide access to the best possible information sources without  bias, influence or commercial motives. Public libraries are not-for-profit institutions and play a key role in building and maintaining social capital at the local level.  

Links in with the strong support networks provided through CPLA and CPLG,  Regional Libraries and the State Library, and builds on NSW.net and Vicnet and new initiatives such as Rural Link.

Public libraries have developed strong support networks at the state level and have demonstrated a strong ability to  co-operate and work together in a dynamic and effective way. A significant number of online projects, such as NSW.net and now Rural Link, have proven that public libraries are ready and able to embrace these new electronic resources and to make them available to their communities in a readily accessible manner.

Our submission is framed according to the Enquiry terms of reference as follows:

a) The current community patterns of demand for public information services  

     through libraries, including the provision of such information online:

Public libraries provide access to a very broad range of resources, both print and electronic, to meet the information, educational, cultural, social and recreational demands of their communities.  The advent of the electronic and online revolution in the past 10 years, particularly the Internet, has created very high levels of demand for:

· electronic resources on the Internet for a broad range of  purposes

· electronic up-to-date information and resources for school assignments

· electronic databases and information for tertiary studies, including access to university and TAFE course information for students 

· access to email facilities and services

· access to government services, for example ABN registration, Tax returns, 

· access to a broad range of government information - legislation, departments, ABS statistics

· access to economic information and resources - job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities, real estate sales and rentals

· access to local government services and information, including payments

· banking facilities and services,  paying bills and making payments

· recreational resources and information for holiday planning, including bookings and travel, identifying events of interest, places to visit, tourism promotion

· medical and health information and support, and making appointments online

· community information 

· business databases, including access to sharemarkets, investments, financial information  

· tuition and guidance in using the technology as well as accessing and searching for electronic information

· internal databases, including Internet databases restricted by licensing issues

· providing online access to corporate collections and resources for the local Councils 

Some examples of high and increasing community demand for online access to information and facilities through public libraries include:

 students – especially external studies and distance education for assignments and projects, online contact with lecturers and contact with seminar partners 

 home based and small business – people extending their skills in small scale industries eg soapmaking, scapbooking, plumbing,  and interacting with government regulatory services including business registrations. 

 unemployed who are directed to library to search employment opportunities

 visitors to an area or one they want to visit

 genealogy information, both Australian and International 

 people requiring information from Federal, State and Local Government online sites

 an online gateway to the resources and collections of community groups and institutions, such as local history, museum collections and cultural organisations

 general – lifelong learning clients expecting resolution of queries straight away or by the next day

Issues and challenges for public libraries created by these new patterns of demand include:

 high costs of equipment, telecommunications and communications infrastructure

 re-education of clients to access all types of media, not just online, for effective retrieval of relevant information

 increased demand on staff to assist and train patrons

 clients unable to, and/or unwilling to, use or embrace any new technology

 Increasing needs by the community for public information and assistance in accessing it – demand is outstripping the ability of local government to sufficiently resource it

 Information is increasingly complex, higher level skills are required in order to research, collate and summarise – increased sophistication places pressure on both staff and members of the public

 Increasing level of online public information becoming available – search techniques vary from one database to another, requiring  high level computer and information literacy skills

 Information overload for many people – unable to easily distinguish reliable information and the need for the library professional to act as an authenticator, be a search guide, provide subject summaries, collate information into discrete usable information packages

 greater demand for qualified staff -  this is constrained by budgets and the ability to offer adequate salaries to attract and retain professionals

 Increased remote access required to library resources and services via email

 structure and workloads of library staffing have changed and increased 

(b) Response by libraries (public, university and research) to the changing  

      information needs of Australians, including through the provision of 

      online resources:

Public libraries have responded to the changing information needs of their communities in the following ways:

· incorporating new technologies and electronic information resources into the library environment

· higher levels of planning to meet the challenges of an environment of limited, and often static, budgetary resources

· identifying and incorporating changing recruitment needs and skills for staff

· maintaining a balance between client needs for existing traditional resources and for new online information within limited and stretched budgetary resources
· developing regional and state consortia between similar categories of libraries to increase negotiating ability for purchasing of electronic material, for example Kinetica.

· identifying of necessary infrastructure for long-term instead of short-term requirements incorporating the necessity of ongoing staff upskilling and re-training 

· ongoing development and delivery of user education programmes to meet constantly changing needs

· identifying the needs of people with disabilities to access electronic information, and providing the necessary facilities and infrastructure where feasible.

· developing cooperative networks between public libraries  - local, regional and state - to enable sharing of expertise, experience and resources to overcome shortfalls, and to facilitate rapid acquisition of the knowledge and expertise required to successfully deliver services

· investigating feasibility of developing a generic training package for staff use in delivery of user education on searching databases, for example the current combined project between the National Library and the State Libraries of NSW & Victoria 

· continual review of service provision to ensure ongoing alignment with changing demographics and client demand

· provision of electronic reference services to remote clients via the Internet and online catalogues

· developing of interactive online web presence for libraries through web-based library management and access systems.

 Selection and purchase of online resources to meet growing needs, stretching already tight budgets while demand for print materials still very high and will remain so, especially with an aging population

 Provision of increased numbers of computer PCs with access to Internet resources, including need to maintain and upgrade regularly 

 Increase in availability of subscriptions to online services which are often costlier than their previous print equivalent and therefore the provision of specialist databases are often limited by economics rather than community need.

(b) Response by libraries (public, university and research) to the changing

      information needs of Australians, including through the provision of 

      online resources (continued):

 Provision of shared library catalogues/networks has increased demand for interlibrary loans from all over Australia but funds to support demand have not increased

 Many libraries have responded by becoming or establishing technology centres supplying online information, photocopiers, wordprocessing, fax, printers, telephones and scanners

 Library web pages have widened access to information by acting as gateways to local and community information, providing linkages to online sites by subject, by exposing local resources usually available on site eg photographic collections, council reports and minutes

Issues and challenges for public libraries created by these new patterns of demand include:

 overwhelming, confusing and constantly changing variety of electronic equipment, software, applications and media 

 providing equitable access to electronic information for patrons with disabilities and special needs

 ensuring equity of access for all Australians to electronic information and acquiring the skills to access this

 ability of communication providers to supply necessary links within time frames, physical requirements and budgetary limitations

 technical support required to establish, maintain and sustain new technologies may be beyond the ability of the organisation or even local district or region

 high and growing expectations of the public, internal clients and library staff of what can be delivered electronically

Summary

Despite the above difficulties and challenges Australian public libraries continue to provide a nation wide readily accessible information network for the community, in terms of location, buildings, computers, staff, communication infrastructure, materials and resources.

Public libraries provide access to a diverse range of online resources, along with access to technology, training and staff to assist the community in accessing online information.

Public libraries are ideally placed to assist with local needs for online services and training, as they are community based and operate within the ethos of free and equitable access to information for their citizens

[c] possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of 

     information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of  

     library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, 

     and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources:

· fuller and more strategic utilisation of the established networks of public libraries which already provide a well-developed, professional and equitable gateway to online information and resources 

· developing models and guidelines for providing physical infrastructure, facilities and resources, as well as technical and professional support and training for online networks

· free access to library support services such as the National Library’s Kinetica services for all public libraries and their users

· development of a national body to facilitate cooperation and collaboration between public libraries across all states

· development of strategic partnerships with government bodies and departments, with public libraries participating as full partners in the development of online networks 

· encourage and support local public libraries to develop online resources focussing on local information and issues - including local history, community and business information databases.  

· Enhancement of existing initiatives for digitising information - eg support the expansion of  Pictures Australia to incorporate the holdings of public libraries through national funding

· development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards.

· subsidisation of costs incurred in digitising information for electronic access

· subsidisation of costs incurred in accessing licensed electronic information resources

· facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries through targetted funding for  infrastructure, technical and professional support according to best practice

· funding a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use government information

· development of National Training initiatives ie the development of online training packages of industry standard with funding to deliver the training packages 

· improved resourcing for all libraries from both the Federal and State government

· development and implementation of a National Information Policy with adequate resourcing as part of the above

· government policies/strategies which ensure that all citizens are computer and information literate

· improved (faster) communication infrastructure for the delivery of online information, such as remote access via satellite and broadband at an affordable price for libraries and communities

· link libraries of all types and sizes from around Australia so they can work cooperatively to leverage expertise and reduce the costs of information.

· building and sharing digital collections across the country so information is delivered whenever and wherever clients want it

Issues and challenges for public libraries in relation to wider use and distribution of  information resources:

· Cost of infrastructure and cost of commercially supplied electronic information

· sustainability of established services and networks – government grants are available for establishing a service, but not for ongoing development, delivery and maintenance

· Budgetary, staffing and physical environment constraints

· Disparity of communication solutions in the provision of electronic information

(d) use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more 

      effectively meet community demands for public information in the online

      environment:

Libraries as a gateway to online resources and facilities

· public libraries as gateway to knowledge – for example,  Libraries.NSW is proposed for development of a portal to access information held by and about libraries, and directories for electronic links

· fund a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use Internet resources

· development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards.

· facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries through targetted funding for  infrastructure and technical and professional support 

· development of long-term strategies to facilitate the ability of public libraries to adapt to demographic redistributions  and population profiles across their service areas

· development of partnerships with other community organisations, public and private, in the provision of access to information and support for use of the Internet - eg Mission Australia, TAFE, Health Service providers, local Chamber of Commerce and tourism bodies. 

· Continued collection of statistics on a national and state level to monitor the levels of technological and online literacy in the community eg recent census looked at online usage in the community

Training and support for users  

· development of minimum standards and guidelines for the delivery of user education using online services and facilities with adequate funding for this.

· subsidisation of costs for ensuring quality high speed reliable telecommunication links to all public libraries across Australia

· development of partnerships with other community organisations, public and private, in the provision of access to information and support for use of the Internet - eg Mission Australia, TAFE, Health Service providers, local Chamber of Commerce and tourism bodies.

· Providing and promoting opportunities for life-long learning for all Australians

· development of long-term strategies to facilitate the ability of public libraries to adapt to demographic redistributions  and population profiles across their service areas

Adequate funding and support from State and Federal Government

· subsidisation of costs for ensuring quality high speed reliable telecommunication links to all public libraries across Australia

· fund a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use Internet resources

· development of minimum standards and guidelines for the delivery of user education and funding for this project to be undertaken.

· Providing and promoting opportunities for life-long learning for all Australians

(e) roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries

     themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public

     information resource in the online environment:

Telecommunications infrastructure 

· provision of an equitable and affordable telecommunications backbone for reliable, high-speed access to the Internet and online information services

· provision of support to enable public libraries to meet their legislative obligations to provide free access to information [including via the Internet]

Adequate Support and Funding for State and Federal Government online initiatives 

· consultation with public libraries as part of the development process for new government online initiatives so that libraries become effective full partners in the delivery of electronic information to the public

· recognition by all government departments of the importance of public libraries as a tool for the dissemination of government information and delivery of online services.

· coordination with networks of public libraries when developing strategies and community information initiatives and programmes from the initial planning stages

· identification of cost burden to libraries for successful implementation of new and ongoing government initiatives by departments through the public library network and the allocation of the necessary budgetary allocation to offset costs.   (This funding would need to be distributed to libraries participating in any such initiatives on an equitable basis to ensure consistency of implementation.)

· collaboration across all levels of government for online initiatives through the development of a whole of government information and online service delivery policy to enhance user access and minimise unnecessary duplication of resources, programmes or initiatives.

 Provision of resources to meet a capital works program that would allow the development of facilities capable of providing a facility adequate to meet the changing community needs and expectations. ( Adequately housing collections and services is an increasingly impossible task in many communities)

A National Online Information Policy 

 Governments, State and Federal, have made policy decisions that information will be distributed electronically, but have not invested in the process beyond the information being installed on the Internet 

 Federal government needs to develop a National Information Policy with strategies and programs which are well resourced

 Both Federal and State governments should review their levels of funding to public libaries and address the need for a nation wide approach to library resourcing issues

 Local government often struggles to maintain the status quo, with minimum budgetary opportunities to make available new technologies and formats.

 Federal and State governments should continue to provide a leadership role in extending access to the online environment for all Australians by establishing and maintaining strategies to facilitate lifelong learning and navigating the information highway

 Governments need to invest in the funding of successful implementation of the information retrieval process being undertaken on their behalf by public libraries, and Liaise with peak library bodies on development of online initiatives 

(e) roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries

     themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public

     information resource in the online environment (continued):
Enhanced Public Libraries Network across all Australia 

 Australian libraries should continue to expand and develop their current resource sharing arrangements – with greater commitment to the national bibliographic database, greater use of database consortiums, and greater commitment to cooperative collection development

 Provision of high quality web pages for whole-of-government easy access to all government information and services 

 Ensure that the legislative requirements such as copyright and privacy laws are easy to implement and can be interpreted easily, with uniformity across states

· identification of cost burden to libraries for successful implementation of 

· consultation with public libraries as part of the development process for new government online initiatives so that libraries become effective full partners in the delivery of electronic information to the public

· recognition of the benefits of using existing public library networks to deliver complementary services

 greater support for Local government to make available new technologies and formats.
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