Role of Libraries in the Online Environment Inquiry


The Monaro Regional Library and Information Service is a vital link between members of the communities that it serves and online resources. Over the past year, library computers have been used by members of the public to access a wide variety of information and recreation resources for a vast number of purposes. These include:

· Research on health ailments and treatments

· Location of support groups

· Identification of print resources for inter-library loan

· Job seeking

· Online bookings

· Statistics, most commonly from the Australian Bureau of Statistics

· Rental and real estate enquiries

· Internet banking

· Tourist information

· School and tertiary research

· Notification of HSC results 

· Searching for money held in trust by government

· ABN registration

· Legal research, including referral to legislation

· Family history research

· Browsing topics of interest

· Online shopping

· Business updates, including share market prices

· News and current affairs, including international newspapers

· Information about government services

· Email

As well as assisting clients that visit the library, enquiries that have been answered using online resources have been received via telephone, letter and facsimile. E-mail has offered clients another method of contact with library. In fact, the number of enquiries concerning the local area and its history has increased through the ready access offered by e-mail.

The majority of users have required the assistance of staff to 

· Undertake specific searches

· Identify appropriate resources

· Locate specific web sites

· Print information

Due to severe space restrictions and limited computer numbers, client training is generally one-on-one. Specific instruction may focus on

· Basic computer skills, including mouse and keyboard operations, standard browser commands and the use of scrollbars

· The completion of online forms

· Registering an e-mail account

· Doing a web search

· General introduction to online resources with an overview as to the sort of material that is available

· Tips and hints in using specific databases

· Copying data, including printing and saving to file

Since May 2002, the Library has implemented its own web site (http://www.monaro.nsw.gov.au). This allows users to

· Search the library’s catalogue with registered borrowers having the ability to reserve items

· Check lists of the latest additions

· Browse the community and business database

· Complete and return the online data forms

· View their own borrower information, including reading history, list of items on loan and the ability to renew the loan period if desired

· Make online purchase suggestions

· Read about the library and its services

· Read the online version of the Library’s monthly newsletter.

The Library has been able to offer all these services because:

· Staff have willingly learnt additional skills and taken on extra duties

· Savings made in the operational budget have been re-allocated to allow for the purchase of additional hardware and software

· The dedicated ISDN 64 KB connection for the Cooma Library has been provided and subsidized by the NSW.net project run by the State Library of New South Wales

· The local Library Committee is committed to providing online services.

Problems encountered include:

· Having to incorporate new services into a fixed budget

· Lack of relevant training opportunities

· Cost involved in attending training. This includes staff release, travel, fees and sometimes accommodation

· Lack of technical expertise, particularly locally available

· Difficulties in understanding and making decisions about hardware and software solutions due to high levels of sophistication in this technology

· Prohibitive costs for currently available solutions means that online access for clients of the Mobile Library is unattainable in the foreseeable future

· Unreliable telecommunications and local internet service provider connections in Bombala mean that problems with dial-up access are frequently encountered. These problems include inability to connect, extremely slow access speeds and unexpected disconnections

· Revising job descriptions to incorporate tasks associated with the online environment meant that other tasks have had to be scaled down

· Reluctance by some members of the community to access online resources, even though this may provide them with the best source of information.

· The need for clients to sift through and understand vast amounts of information

· The complexity of websites and difficulties in navigating and locating specific information

· Difficulties in integrating online resources with more traditional resources. 

· Many libraries catalogue specific web sites to enhance client access. However, the Monaro Regional Library and Information Service does not have the resources or staff time to locate relevant web sites and maintain links. Due the rapidly changing nature of the internet, any catalogued links must be regularly checked to ensure that they are still active.

· Identifying and keeping electronic resources that pertain to the local area

· Unrealistic client expectations as to the scope of online information

· Inability to meet client demand due to limitations in the number of computers available to the public due to space restrictions

· Variety of software needed by different web applications. For example, the latest Australian Bureau of Statistics data requires Microsoft Excel, yet only one staff computer has this installed

· Inefficient training in basic information and computer literacy on an individual rather than group basis. 

Solutions that would make it easier to provide a better service to our clients include:

· Subsidised telecommunication and internet access costs

· Free access to the National Library’s Kinetica database to enhance the interlibrary loan network between libraries throughout Australia
· Serious consultation between government and library representatives in the design and implementation of new online services
· Formal recognition and promotion of the role public libraries play in providing access to online government services resources. This should include funding direct to public libraries to offset costs in providing face to face government services.
· Increased federal and state government subsidy to help provide library services
· Assistance in making digital copies of historical items and making them available through the Internet

· Support in facilitating the development of local online content

· Recognising the proportionally greater burden placed on small libraries in providing and accessing online resources

· Developing and implementing a national scheme to increase computer and information literacy

· Encouraging cooperation and collaboration between libraries, regardless of type or location to make the most of existing resources and experience

· Development of a single web access point for access to libraries. This site would include the ability to do simultaneous searches across multiple online catalogues.

· Whole of government cooperative approach to online services, including delivery to clients

· Implementation of a capital replacement programme for information technology in libraries, particularly personal computers for public use

· Develop and maintain affordable staff training modules using online technologies to effectively train staff in rural and remote areas. The current emphasis on meetings, collaborations and training sessions does not suit smaller libraries and those located away from metropolitan areas

· National rollout of public awareness and client training programmes tailored to specific government online services and resources. The Australia Bureau of Statistics is one of the few departments that trains library staff in accessing and using its web site. However, there is an expectation that staff will then go on to train clients.
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