Submission for the: Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

I am a librarian with approximately ten years experience in the field.  I have worked in mostly special or research libraries, with varying levels of automation and online environments.  I would like to make comments for the above enquiry and I will use the terms of reference as a guide.  The following are my own opinions, and do not reflect those of the organisations that I have or currently work for.   When referring to “Libraries” I am using my experience in special or research libraries.

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online;

Research or special libraries tend to have unique information that is of interest to all aspects of the public.  Be they government; research organisations, including Universities; special interest groups; general public or school children doing projects.

Many organisations undervalue their libraries, and so see them as an easy place to cut budgets when their own have been reduced. And as such budgets have been decreasing, information that was freely available and previously sent by mail or fax to anyone interested has had to be downsized or ceased all together.  Libraries have had to prioritise whom they serve and how they deliver services, and indeed what services are more important.

It has become more common for libraries to place material that is frequently requested for school projects on the Internet.  

The Internet ha become more widely used, indeed more people are using it as the first port of call to find the information they require.  This is true of many aspects of the community.

In some part demand for online information is being generated by placing more information into the online environment. Libraries that would previously have sent hard copies of the information to individuals are directing groups to the Internet.  This is in turn prompting the Internet as being the first priority for searching, thus generating a higher demand.

(b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources;

The United States federal government has mandated that all federal departments will have an Internet presence.  Many of the departments and indeed Congress place many reports, inquiries, and other information on to these websites.  Information produced by the government or any agencies is not restricted by copyright, and is freely available.

In Australia, more material is becoming available on the Internet, and as such information can be found through searches conducted by research or special libraries.

Special libraries are being used more frequently, even by other libraries, as information gateways.  There is a plethora of information available on the Internet, and as such finding sites, or knowing where to start looking for information can be a daunting task.   Many libraries are creating pages that act as gateways to information, especially within organisation, through the use of Intranet pages.

Many special libraries are placing information on to the Internet, and in response to the more frequent demands for general public enquiries, they are being directed to the Internet.  This creates problems for those without home Internet access, and they are being more frequently directed to Public libraries for the information.

This creates problems for Public libraries, as the demand for the Internet increases, but funding for equipment and staff training is not rising in response, due to smaller library budgets.  Or equipment and training is increased at the cost of the physical collection, which still has an important role to play in libraries today.

Libraries and staff are frequently the default teachers for Internet research techniques, on top of the duties they already experience.  Many University and Special libraries have acknowledged this default role more formally through the provision of reader education classes, which often include use of the Internet and other online research tools.  These classes may also include how to evaluate the resources available on the Internet.  One of the advantages of the Internet is the wide range of information available however; these are not always reliable sources of information.

The Internet has made more information available at the touch of a button, and as such expectations have increased for response times to information requests.  Library staff are expected to produce the information by simply “pulling it up on your computer”.   Special libraries have responded to this by honing their searching techniques, and by trying to provide a more realistic time frame where possible.

Libraries have had to respond to the demand for information needs of Australians by placing more on the Internet, and by responding more quickly to information requests.

(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;

Many of the strategies listed above have been in place in libraries for some time.  There are many lending networks, such as the Gratis Network, which is for medical resources, as many of these libraries are small, under funded and understaffed. 

There are also a large number of e-mail lists that people from particular interest groups can join to discuss and request assistance from colleagues with similar interests.  A comprehensive list of these can be found on the Australian Library and Information Association’s (ALIA) website at:   http://www.alia.org.au/e-lists/  But other interest groups have created their own, and in some cases these are not just national, but international as well.

For many years all libraries have had to do more with less.  This has meant that they have had to find ways of resource sharing, and ideas sharing to survive.

Access issues are a problem.  Not just for rural areas, but across different sections, such as University and government co-operations.  Firewalls create difficulties when trying to access the Internet.  It can make the Internet so slow as to be almost unusable.  Often government departments and other organisations are reluctant to provide extra funding for stand alone Internet access computers.  Libraries have thus had to try and make the most of the equipment they have.  Intranet pages often rely on Internet links, this becomes difficult when Internet has been barred on Local Area Networks (LANs).

Although Internet response times have increase, particularly in rural areas, some of these are still very slow, and can be expensive.  However this has been addressed to some extent by the Local Government NSW initiative Action Online (funded by the Commonwealth Networking the Nation fund) to assist in local Internet service provision to community groups.  For more information visit:   http://www.local-e.nsw.gov.au/about/
More needs to be done.  More equipment is required.  In the United States, Bill Gates has provided many county public libraries with hardware to fill the gaps that library funding cannot and provide computers for access.  In Australia, many public libraries already have access, but long waiting lists exist, and staff are in many cases not trained to deal with the education requirements of people using the computers, especially the Internet.

Most schools teach basic computer skills, but again funding is limited, and Internet costs are high.  Students need to be taught how to use the Internet, and effective searching techniques.

(d) the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment; and 

Information, such as government links pages, for example:  http://www.gov.au   exist, but many individuals do not know of their existence.  Libraries also need to know of the existence of these pages so they can refer people to these sites.

More sites of this nature need to be created, particularly from government bodies.  Gateways such as this are invaluable.   

Different topics could be used, such as Mental Health with links to government, non-government, interest groups, and community groups and other places that assistance can be located.  This gives sufferers, carers, and family members a place to start looking for information, in what is traditionally a sensitive subject.  It may prompt individuals to get the help they require sooner, as it may take some of the stigma and mystery away from what they are feeling.  

Medical sites would be very valuable for rural and remote users who may not have access to resources that may be available in more populated areas.  Some of these have been created, both by governments at different levels, but also by interest groups.  These need to be advertised to relevant groups and they need to be easy to locate.  Perhaps publications could be compiled of sites to refer to, and these could also be published on government sites.

Funding is essential for all of the extra work and resources that are required.  Libraries, particularly school and public libraries, need to be recognised for the invaluable resource they are.  They need to be seen as the bridge for the information gap that exists, what has been referred to as the Information rich and the Information poor.

(e) the 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.

Education is essential.  People need to know that the information they seek is available.  This is the role of libraries and the various levels of government. 

Funding and Training are also essential.  People need to know that they will be able to access the information they require at libraries, and that they can ask for assistance.  Those with handicaps must also know that they will be able to access this information, and as such libraries, particularly public libraries must be given the funding and training to achieve these ends.  That funding is the responsibility of all sections of the community, including the corporate sector.

