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Background
Public libraries are highly valued by the local community; they provide a range of services, free of charge, ensuring equity of access. They enjoy a strong reputation for being a trusted source of informational, recreational, educational and leisure needs and one of the principal avenues for life long learning. 

The Town of Cottesloe, Shire of Peppermint Grove and the Town of Mosman Park jointly fund the library located at 1 Leake Street, Peppermint Grove, in the heart of the shopping precinct adjoining the three council localities. It serves a population of 16,388 with a lending stock of 38,000 items and a membership of 8,120 people of all ages. The Library is open 47 hours per week and plays a crucial role in providing online access to those people who do not have any other means of access. 

a)
Current patterns of demand for public information services

As the demand for public information services grows the role of the public library in the information chain has become crucial. 

Traditional lending services include the range of formats required by users with special needs; books, large print books, sound recordings, CD-ROMS, video recordings, newspapers and periodicals. There is an acceptance that information needs to be accessible in all these formats. 

Increasingly government agencies and service providers disseminate information in both soft copy and hard copy. The public library is called upon to assists its users to access information relating to employment, education, banking and finance, health and social security issues in traditional as well as electronic services. There is already an expectation on the part of state and federal government agencies that the public library will be the conduit for their information packages. What is required is assistance in performing this role.

Many library members are proficient in the use of the Internet, many are willing to access information online, with assistance, but there are many that do not have the skills or the inclination, particularly the elderly. The public library attempts to accommodate all groups of users. 

There is an expectation in the community that the library will be able to tell you how and where to find the source of the information that you require. There is a strong tradition that even if the information is not held in that library that staff will go out of their way to get it or at the very least they will provide you with another reference point. 

b)     Public library response to changing information needs

Local government through its public libraries have responded to the changing needs and demands of its constituents. While traditional lending and reference services are still provided additional services now include:

· Free access to the Internet; 

· Free training sessions for beginners on the Internet;

· Online databases for periodicals, newspaper, business information and encyclopedias;

· Library catalogue accessible via the Internet where users can also request items and renews their loans.

Local government is aware that their public library is a first stop for informational needs, and for many citizens it is their only resource.  Public libraries were quick to offer Internet to the public, seeing it as an important source of global information, instantly available.   It was seen as an extension to the libraries’ core role as information provider. 

Internet training

Once having provided public access to the Internet it became clear very quickly that large numbers of people in the community did not have the skills to use the service. Many public libraries responded by offering basic training, enough to get people started. These courses continue to be in constant demand as the need to be computer or at least Internet literate is realised by people of all ages. 

In a recent survey, into the futures needs of seniors and “baby Boomers” computer training was a key issue. Participants considered that training was critical in the continuing access to information. Charging for this service was seen as prohibitive for many people. The six local government authorities of the Perth Western Suburbs, Mosman Park, Cottesloe, Peppermint Grove, Claremont, Nedlands and Subiaco commissioned this survey. The demographics of the area surveyed suggest that it will continue to mature for many years to come. Currently 21.2 percent of the population is aged between 45-59 and by the year 2011 these people will be seniors over 60 years. 

It is worth noting that at the same time that information delivery has become more electronically based the population, locally and nationally, is aging. This creates an important issue for equitable access to information that must be addressed by all levels of government.

Many people, particularly seniors, are not confident or inclined to attend TAFE courses for basic Internet training. Their public library is familiar to them, they know the staff and they see people like themselves using the Internet facilities and have observed library staff assisting when asked. The library offers a safe, friendly and familiar environment for these people to learn the basic skills. 

Linking with the community

Because resources are limited, at this library and in order to meet the established ongoing need, links have been established with other local community facilities. A joint submission was made with a community learning centre to the state government for a grant to fund an Internet learning network. The library’s computer facilities will be made available for this project and the community learning centre will provide the teaching skills. Criterion for eligibility excluded local government and the library from applying for funding in their own right.

Inter Library loans

Public libraries have made innovative use of the Internet to improve existing processes that provide access to information beyond the library building, eg. Inter-library loans are more efficient as the result of electronic transfer of requests.

Limits to online services

Access to online services is often problematic, eg suppliers determine number of simultaneous users, and the ability of a library to put databases on their web site. This has become an increasingly important issue, linked to the overriding issue of equity of access, as information is increasingly being made available in electronic format only. For example the innovative offer by ABS to provide its Library Extension Service online to some public libraries is limited because (a) not all libraries have been provided with this service and (b) it cannot be linked onto the library web page. This effectively restricts its access. 

Very few public libraries have been able to plan adequately for the increase in demand for Internet services. Physical space for additional machines, especially for training purposes, is generally not available. 

Resources

Cost is a factor in meeting the changing needs. Online databases are expensive and to address this issue public librarians in Western Australia are exploring consortia purchasing options. What is required is an Australia wide consortium, managed through the National Library, which would provide access, for the whole community, to online resources such as full text journals and newspapers.

Staff in public libraries has responded positively to the electronic environment. As well as traditional services they are now required to manage the public access Internet network, supervise patron access, booking systems etc, provide assistance to patrons and develop and deliver training sessions. Demands placed on circulation desk staff have increased significantly. In this library the additional tasks involved with electronic service delivery have been undertaken without any increase in resources.

The burden of service provision, hardware and software costs falls to local government. Telecommunication and access costs are increasingly becoming an issue for local government. As demand for online information increases so too the download cost. In addition, this library is planning to improve its Internet service by upgrading to ADSL via broadband. The irony of this innovation is that the better the service the higher the usage and download volumne the more likely there will be cost over-runs.  A finite rate base means limited funds to meet this increasing demand. 

Public librarians have embraced and adapted to community expectations and their changing role in the information chain, but this has come at a high price to the local government authorities that fund public libraries.

c)
Enhancing wider use and distribution of information resources held

Government at all levels needs to commit more funding for resources, for promotion, for staffing and for staff training. With limited resources public libraries struggle to maintain their well-used traditional services while trying to add online services to meet new demands.

Although the library makes extensive use of their local government newsletters and community newspapers to put out information about their services, public libraries, in general, need to promote themselves more vigorously as “the online Information centre” to capitalise on the existing goodwill and trust of their members. The response to our online terminals was immediate, but response to the online reference library is slow – the terminals are visible; the databases are not. 

This library, as have other public libraries, attempted to assist its users to navigate the vast array of useful sites or frequently used sites by categorising links into subject groupings on the library web site. In this way important sites are book-marked for easy access and some home users have indicated that they use the library web page as their own home page.

Although there has been a significant lifting of computer skills among library staff there is a need for them to be better trained in the use of online resources. Library staff could benefit from train the trainer type training on online services, which would help them to become proficient in the online services and they would then be better placed to pass these skill onto their users.

d) The use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet…

Because of their location, their hours, their commitment to equitable access to information and existing user base, public libraries are the obvious place for effective delivery of online services to meet community demands.

The public access Internet machines are constantly in use by people accessing online information for whatever purpose. E-mail is provided on a commercial basis on a separate machine. Residents of the three local governments, Cottesloe, Peppermint Grove and Mosman Park reported in the 2001 Census that they had accessed the Internet at home at the rate of 57%, 64% and 52% respectively. This indicates that there is a strong culture developing in the community of the importance of online information. For those who do not have a computer at home it is important that there are free public facilities available. Many would choose to use the public library for this purpose because the service is free and it provides a safe environment.   

It is clear that there is a critical need for access in a safe and accessible place for those who wish to seek information in a variety of formats, from a variety of sources and web sites. In a survey of Internet users at Fremantle library, in answer to the question why do you choose to use the library facility, the response was “it is free, it is safe and there is someone available to help me if I need it”. 

e) The roles of government, the corporate sector and libraries in ensuring the most effective use of libraries… 

Governments should ensure that all Australians have access to public information online, as their right, by funding public access facilities in public libraries.  Fees destroy equity of access.

Various levels of government need to ensure that all reports released for public comment, and general information eg annual reports, are made available online and that the details of the URL is provided in all advertising as well as to public libraries. 

Online library catalogues are of benefit to users; they inform potential users of the wealth of information available to them in public library collections. Government could assist with setting up expenses so that all libraries are attracted to place their catalogues online.

All information placed online needs to be presented in a user-friendly style, which will contribute to ease of retrieval and to equity of access.  Skills vary widely and are likely to do so for many years to come. The public library has a vital role to play in lifting the skill level of its users, particularly its senior citizens. Computer and Internet courses on offer in public libraries are in constant demand and the ability of libraries to fulfil this demand is restricted by limited resources. Local government should not be excluded from making submissions for this type of funding and indeed special funding for public libraries should be made available for this purpose.

Public libraries and state libraries have established network relationships within each state and increasingly through the National Library around the nation. There may be some scope to use this network to administer funding programs for the provision of online services and databases. There may also be an opportunity to extend the existing network to tertiary institutions where online resources held by university libraries could be made available to public library users.

State and local governments cooperate in a variety of methods, funding arrangements and partnerships to fund public libraries. At present there is no direct input from the Federal Government into the public library system. Equitable access to information is a national issue and should be approached as such.

Summary of Desirable Outcomes 

1. Acknowledgment of Local government’s contribution in the provision of online services to the Australian community through its public libraries;

2. Assistance is given to local government, through its public libraries, in the form of subsidies and grants to assist with increasing telecommunication and access costs as demand grows for online services;

3. Subsidies and grants made available to public libraries for resources to extend their role as providers of computer and Internet training to seniors and special needs groups;

4. Extend and make use of existing partnerships and relationships between federal, state and local government agencies and educational institutions to provide access, to the community, to online information resources; 

5. All means possible used to improve the ability of local government and public libraries to provide effective, accessible online information services to local communities. 
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