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

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

Response submitted by Queensland Public Library Association

Methodology

Consultation from Public Librarians across Queensland via the Queensland Public Library Association mailing lists was called for over the past 4 months.  Responses have been received from a wide range of Public libraries, including small rural and coastal libraries, and larger urban centres in Southeast Queensland.

Terms of reference

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 on-line.

· The community sees public libraries as a primary access point to a comprehensive range of information including local, state and federal information.  Public libraries have operated as defacto agencies for government departments and government information especially in areas of health, business, law, and statistics for some time.  

· Public libraries are ideally positioned to be facilitators for accessing information at local, state and federal levels:  The community has confidence, and trust in their local public libraries in the provision of professional information specialists who can navigate the online environment for them.  

· Requirement for access to online information is present within both urban and regional communities to an equal degree regardless of the difficulties posed by significant geographic distances or isolation.  Delivery of this information has become a core component of the service delivery platform of public libraries.  The issue of broadband access is a core matter in the equality of access to online information for rural areas of Queensland.

· Growth in access to online information develops libraries’ role as information stewards, guiding access through digital solutions such as gateways or portals.  With technological change moving at an increasingly faster pace there is a need for funding bodies to recognise the core role of libraries in the provision of access to online information and provide for physical infrastructure, including broadband, to facilitate this role. 

· Libraries continue to offer traditional services in a non-traditional, virtual environment and educators of new library employees need to incorporate this into their courses.

· The growth of e-action within communities has impacted on the range of clients accessing online information and resources from their home computer through the public library webpage, which has meant that on-line delivery of services is becoming an integral part of service delivery for public libraries.

· Libraries are ideally positioned to enhance the lifelong learning agenda and to become a key enabler in community capacity building in the online environment.  Public libraries need to develop training platforms to up skill communities in the use of technology for the enhancement of their daily lives.  Public Libraries are actively committed to the provision of information literacy and access to learning opportunities for the whole community.

· The new adult learner/ lifelong learner seeks self-improvement within a self-directed learning environment.  The environment for this learning is unique and requires access to a range of online resources and learning opportunities.  This learning may come within the parameters of formal courses or non-traditional autonomous processes.  Libraries are perceived as safe, non-judgemental, approachable spaces offering affordable and reliable access to facilitate the learning process.  Libraries across Queensland offer a range of free online training for the community and often in partnership with the community.  In rural areas of Queensland libraries are the best, and sometimes only place, to access these learning programmes.  For further skills development online learning packages have been developed but are of a cost that is prohibitive for most public libraries.  Partnering with TAFE, universities and schools may aid in the provision of higher skill development that libraries believe should be provided freely to enable all Queenslanders to have equal access to the digital world.

· Students undertaking formal external studies require 24 x 7 access information and a wide range of online resources, including government and curriculum based information.  Public library staff are the information literacy tutors to these students

· There is an increasing emphasis on positioning libraries within flexible spaces that provide for a variety of experiences and functions.  This can be achieved through strategic partnerships with Universities and TAFES.  For example in Queensland at Hervey Bay the Public Library provides the following community experiences:

· Regional Art gallery

· Joint use library with the University of Southern Queensland campus

· 24-hour University computer laboratory

· Toy library

· Independent Family history Association who operate a family history/genealogy service from the library facility

· Bay Connect, linking with Networking the Nation initiative, giving internet access to low socio-economic residents

Another example of strategic partnerships is at Caboolture Shire where a newly established joint TAFE, and University campus has partnered with the Public Library to provide full library services to the campus and the community.

B. The response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of on-line resources

· Development of information literacy skills packages and their delivery is now part of many libraries core business in an effort to ensure that the community have the skills to access, locate, research and evaluate in-house and on-line resources - Critical skills for all Australian’s in the developing information economy. 

· In response to the need to offer enhanced access to online resources, public libraries look to developing consortia arrangements to allow for flexible, affordable access to online resources.  This solution has been applied within local state and national networks.  However Libraries have only looked to their specialised areas for their partnerships.  The partnerships need to be widened to include the educational sector of libraries to provide the best options and delivery mechanisms to the whole community for the most efficient price.

· Increase in the number of public libraries who have a ‘virtual library’ ( library website) where community can access library catalogue, ask a reference question, book training held at the libraries.  Public libraries are also developing in-house community awareness packages in an integrated way including an on-line component to encourage use of evaluated on-line resources as part of research.  This is occurring whilst trying to maintain traditional services, which are still in high demand – a strain on already limited resources.

· Public libraries have developed a flexible public training platform to develop information literacy skills amongst their clientele. This is designed to enhance skills in search strategies and evaluation of information accessed. This supports the commitment of libraries to information literacy for our communities. Partnerships with the corporate world have been investigated for provision of infrastructure for basic PC instruction for seniors.  One example of such a partnership is at Caboolture Shire with Western Computing providing the infrastructure, Caboolture Shire Libraries providing the project management and volunteer instructors from the community providing the instruction.

· Increase in the development of the virtual library concept – accessed through the library website. This is designed to encourage and direct use of online resources by our community. This reflects the need to provide effective and current online resources as integral to the library collection.

· Increased provision of banks of computers available for the community to use for Internet access and a wide range of personal computing needs. This reflects the changing usage patterns of our clientele, and introduces a new clientele to libraries. The provision of these facilities has a cost impact in the actual provision of the hardware that is required to provide effective access to technology through the public library network.  The financial burden for the cost of this infrastructure is firmly in the local government domain.  This has caused great inequities across Queensland in the provision of adequate technology for communities.  

· The availability of government information online has enabled greater information provision to communities as it represents a cost effective, and space effective, option for libraries.  

· Library staff embrace technological changes in the workplace with enthusiasm and a willingness to provide better electronic services to the community, for instance, subscription to electronic databases eg. EBSCO Host, Standards.  However, issues with on-line resources can include:

· Restrictions to on-line information by the commercial nature of databases and associated costs. The current response is to develop consortia initiatives.
· Small percent of Australian content overall.

· Site licensing issues.

· Copyright issues.

· Training staff in the use of on-line resources, with a flow-on to user education programs and on-line tutorials.
C. Possible strategies, which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, include:

· The establishment of library networks.

· Improved on-line access in Libraries.

· On-line Libraries.

· Greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources.

· Many Library networks currently exist across Queensland in an informal format – the need to grow these from a regional to a national or global base will increase over the next decade.  Some international public library partnerships do exist to provide 24 x 7 services with larger Public Library services such as Brisbane City Council.  Funding is required to enable appropriate infrastructures to be implemented across the Sate before a fully operational Statewide network of libraries can be realised.
· Partnering also needs to extend to other information providers and information agencies is essential.  All libraries, be they public, education, university or special libraries, need to work together more collaboratively in the online environment to provide the best possible online services to their clients.
· A basic infrastructure for the provision of online access in libraries already exists in Queensland.  However, the issue of bandwidth in smaller rural areas is a major barrier to access from this section of the State.  Using the Internet to deliver information to users can be extremely frustrating where speed of access and reliability of communications infrastructure is poor. Equitable community accessible infrastructure that delivers fast, affordable, and reliable access regardless of location is required

· Smaller, poorer rural Shires also do not have the capacity to carry hardware and software costs in the provision of online services within their Shires.  This needs to be addressed at a State and Federal level to ensure that current inequities between urban and rural areas are dealt with.  The harsh reality in some areas of Queensland is sub-standard buildings, no air-conditioning, inadequate staff resources and technological infrastructure.  This produces huge inequities between rural and urban communities that need to be addressed.
· A need for self-directed, user friendly tutorial programs that can be utilised by under funded public libraries while partnering with the community volunteers for the delivery of these programs to the members of the community who require it.
· Improved online access for libraries is an essential component for the development of e-enabled communities.  For sustainable programs for community capacity-building programs in the online environment funding needs to be provided by all three levels of government.  There has been a substantial amount of research done into using communication technologies as a tool for community development and the growing value of virtual communities as an added dimension to physical communities.  Libraries represent a central physically accessible community learning space from which to launch these initiatives.
· An integrated marketing approach is required through public libraries to raise community awareness to the availability of these on-line information resources.  This marketing does not need to be on a local level and funding would need to come from a State or Federal level to improve the community awareness of the services offered by public libraries.
· Standard online library services for all of Queensland need to include:

Web site

· Include comprehensive user education and on-line tutorials.

· Include logon access by individuals to electronic databases, allowing 24/7 virtual access to library resources.

· Encourage best practice through State or National incentive awards for, say, ‘best web site’.

· Comprehensive Community Bulletin boards and/or links to community activities eg. Community Services Directory for the local area.

Web Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC)
· Access to library collection, including reservation and individual account information in a 24/7 virtual environment.

· Possible formation of more consortiums eg. CAUL, to decrease costs and make information more available to information needs.  Discussion with vendors from a state or federal level to assist libraries accesses the electronic environment equitably.

· Technical Standards and protocols introduced from a Federal level to support standard library web sites and web OPACs:

· Metadata standards (such as Dublin Core used in SLQ).

· Networking protocols.

· Standard platforms that provide access across various software & hardware formats.

· It is essential that library services in the online environment remain predominately free.

· Partnering with government agencies is already occurring in many Libraries to facilitate such awareness eg. Ipswich will be hosting Mental Health week in a partnership arrangement, partnering with Education Queensland to celebrate Literacy/Numeracy week – both funded by the relevant Department.  This is not always possible in smaller communities.  The opportunity for smaller Libraries to participate needs to be addressed.

· Libraries have a tangible role as the social hub for their communities – the place to learn, share meet, interact and access.  It is essential for public libraries to balance the delivery of traditional and new technologically driven services without compromising the core community connections.

· Up-skilling of library staff as trainers to enable the development of effective community education programs directed at increasing information literacy from an affordable intergenerational base will need to be funded in the short-term from State and Federal sources.

· There is a need for formal recognition of the Public Library role in information provision nationally which needs to be reflected in the funding that libraries receive.  There is a tendency for different government levels to provide other information services, which diffuses the funding available, and the client is disadvantaged.  Rather than duplicating services funding needs to be directed at existing public library infrastructure.  The Public library network is a large network with extensive opening hours with a low cost per visit as compared to other institutions.

.

D. The use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the on-line environment.

· A national strategy to provide high speed affordable broadband access for local government is essential.

· Networking The Nation funding and other relevant Federal and State funding should be linked more closely with public libraries wherever possible so the utilisation of technologies are maximised, the costs minimised and the projects sustainable instead of one offs.  Public libraries have developed flexible public training platforms to develop information literacy skills amongst their communities.  Libraries are struggling with the impact of costs associated with the provision of infrastructure, and staff resources required to e-enable communities.  Linking NTN funding iffers opportunities for sustainable learning platforms in information literacy to maximise and equalise the training standards and delivery options.

· Increased provision of banks of computers available for community use for Internet access and a wide range of personal community needs reflects the changing usage patterns of library clientele.  This has a significant impact on the costs required to provide access through the public library network.

· Development of the roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and all library types to ensure the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.

· While many larger public libraries have met the initial need for online service delivery in an online environment, many public libraries have been forced to charge fees for access to recoup some costs.  As more and more government departments and organisations adopt an on-line approach to the delivery of public information as an alternative to traditional print formats, there is a great risk of division between those who can afford it and those who can't, should this practice continue.

· Some remote and regional libraries do not have the hardware, space, IT staff and infrastructure to support more than one on-line public computer, so they rely on the State Library of Queensland and the National Library of Australia to support the on-line links to these sites on their web sites.

E. The role 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.

· While having government generated information on-line is extremely useful as an information source it should be ensured that such information is easy to access with a similar appearance and means of navigation.

· Development of library portals to facilitate access to information.  

· Marketing regarding the on-line access to federal and state government information should be the responsibility of Federal and State governments rather than individual Libraries.

· Partnering across varied levels of government and non-government information agencies to promote access opportunities through public libraries.

· All levels of government are now placing information and forms etc. on-line.  In many cases this is the sole method of accessing this information.  Members of the public are being directed by government departments to go to their local Library to access the information needed (ie. if they do not have Internet access in their homes).  A recent example of this in Gympie is Queensland Transport sending people to Gympie Library for on-line departmental information.  This means in effect that our local Council is taking on what was a State Government Department role.  Similarly, many people are coming to their local Library in order to access their bank account details on-line.  As many people do not have Internet access in their own homes they are reliant on this access through their Library.  These same people are also reliant on library staff showing them how to use the Internet, print copies etc.  This places an added burden on public library resources.
· Public libraries are moving in to fill the needs of clients but there is a funding equity issue when these needs arise because government departments have now decided that it is now more cost effective (for them) to place all information on-line.  Local Government authorities should be funded to provide the equipment and staffing that enable people to find government information on-line.

· By partnering and identifying the best practices where areas of priority may be best delivered and together with community consultation establish newly funded programs that will assist in their delivery.  Libraries or resource centres are recognised for their client service experience and the capacity to support people in the provision of information, therefore they need to be supported in providing the infrastructure for on-line provision and funding to support the subscription of on-line services, such as ABS resources.

· In many cases, public libraries are the custodians of the local history of their communities.  The preservation of photographic collections through digitisation needs to be recognised and standardised to ensure access to these collections nationally.  There is a need to address the preservation of local culture in a globalised environment through available technology.  Commitment needs to be made from all level of governments to ensure that local history collections are preserved and accessible.

· Access to adaptive technologies for those in the community with special needs is also a need that public libraries are addressing where funding opportunities exist.  Commitment by all levels of government to ensure that the physically disadvantaged within Australia have equal access to technology and online opportunities and information.

