Submission to the:

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment


The Senate has referred the above matter to the Committee for inquiry and report by the last sitting day in March 2003. The terms of reference are:

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;

Examining this issue demands an understanding of the role of Libraries in today’s society.

Libraries in Australia have the same genetic heritage as Libraries in England and North America; their forebear was the Mechanics Institute.

The purpose of these Mechanics Institutes was to provide to the workers of  the industrial revolution a means of learning that could be used to improve the production of the factory, or whatever institution employed them.

Philanthropists, of the industrial revolution such as Titus Salt in his planned village at Saltaire in England also used the early Library to educate the workers and provide a recreational pursuit as an alternative to the evils of drink.

In today’s society, it could be argued that not much has changed between the needs of the users of the primitive Library of the industrial revolution and the modern library of the information age.

The core business of the modern Library remains largely the same as its Mechanic institute forebear: on the one hand the need for continuing Education and on the other a need for recreational pursuit.

Has the provision of on-line information, as opposed to provision of on-shelf information changed the needs of users over time? 
It could be argued -  that it has not. 
The type of demand has stayed the same over time, all that has changed is the volume of information available and the delivery mechanism for satisfying these needs.

In a Public Library environment certainly there is greater pressure for resources created by the volume of user needs and the specialisation of that need. 
The educational needs are growing as increasing percentages of the population go on to tertiary education. Beyond that, the pressures of the modern workforce demand that many of the population engage in what has become known as “lifelong learning”; the need to continually educate oneself to maintain or improve ones standing in the workforce.
The increasing fragmentation of the workforce into diverse and specialist roles means Library users increasingly searching for and demanding access to specialist journals and resources that stretch a library’s ability to meet the needs of its users.


Should the increasing need for resources to meet “Lifelong learning” ideals be encouraged or discouraged? 
If Australia is to maintain its position as a “clever country” there is no doubt it needs to maintain an educated workforce. 

Population trends exacerbate this need, as the fertility rates decline it becomes imperative that those in the workforce remain skilled contributors to the countries economy for as long as possible. An educated and skilled experienced workforce is one way to redress the shortfall of young workers entering the workforce.

Increasing funding of Libraries and the encouragement of lifelong learning strategies is one possible way to head off the population crisis facing the Australian workforce.

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

As argued above, it is not the needs of library users that are changing, more it is the means of delivery for providing the required information that is changing the role of libraries.

Much more information is now online for all types of libraries. Subscriptions to a single physical edition of a journal are being traded in for an electronic subscription that allows multiple concurrent accesses. 
Information is therefore made more widely available.

Information produced by, for example Senate Inquiries are now available online, when previously only a physical hardcopy was available to a restricted audience who queued in-line. While the same volume of information is being generated by organisations, the digitisation and delivery mechanism allows for this information to be much more widely disseminated. 
Information is again being made much more available.

To stay relevant to its users a library must meet their needs. In terms of online information, the library must decide who it’s users are and what they want. 
The effect of the online world, may simply mean trading in a physical subscription in exchange for its digital equivalent.
But it may also mean making available new sources of information, recently made more accessible by developments in technology. 
A library may become a portal by which its users discover information about the wider organisation to which the library belongs – like its local authority or Council area. Alternatively it may develop a specialisation in a subject matter area in order to serve a special interest group within its user base – like a specific ethnic, religious or cultural group, or a research team within a faculty.

With the increasing specialisation and diversity and availability of information, it becomes impossible for any single library to become the provider of all of the services its users need.

Limited funding of libraries services further constrains which services may be supported. 

Having ascertained that no one library can meet every need placed upon it, it leads to the conclusion that the only mechanism to meet user needs is by the sharing of resources between libraries.

The sharing of information between libraries has been undertaken since the early days of the library movement.

Today this sharing is facilitated by the use of Union Catalogs that enable librarians and increasingly library users to discover which other libraries have the required source materials.

Union catalogs require libraries to submit details of the items in their collection to a common database that can be searched. The success of the Australian National Library’s National Bibliographic database is testament to the pressures on libraries to meet demand internally and the willingness of librarians to co-operate with their peers to satisfy their users needs.

Union Catalogs and other means of publishing  item ownership are to be encouraged because they are fundamental to supporting resource sharing and increased efficiencies within libraries.

(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; 

3 types of materials need to be considered.
Physical items owned by a Library
Digital items owned by a Library
Digital subscriptions purchased by Libraries

For physical items held by libraries, greater participation in Union catalogs by individual Libraries is one mechanism by which information resources can be published and therefore discovered.

Increased use of InterLibrary Loans between Libraries is a mechanism to enable the sharing of these resources between users of these libraries.

Sadly to this point InterLibrary loan has been labour intensive and expensive for libraries to undertake. 
Significant cost savings could be achieved by implementing user initiated requests to remove the reliance on manual processing by Library staff. 
InterLibrary Loan inter-operability standards such as ISO 10160 and ISO 10161 would enable further automation of the InterLibrary loan process, further reduce costs and enable much more effective sharing of information between libraries.

The circulation and tracking of items once they have been sent out by an owner Library has also historically been an area fraught with difficulties. The emerging National Circulation Interface Protocol (NCIP) is one way that a new standard and technology will allow diverse Library Automation products to interoperate so that items from one Library may be circulated and tracked to borrowers from another library. 

Both the ISO 10160 / 10161 and the NCIP standards are to be encouraged to bring about cost savings and efficiencies to facilitate increased sharing of physical items.

For non-physical items such as digitised collections the issues are different.
Items may be discovered by a similar mechanism for physical items but how they are “pushed” out to the requestor is different.
The item does not have to be returned to the owner library, since what is distributed to the requestor is an electronic surrogate of the original. 
Since that is the case then the process is somewhat simplified. However, other issues such as copyright come into play to add back in the complication.

Does the library have the right to copy and distribute digital surrogates or photocopies of original documents?
Are there restrictions that forbid certain categories or types of users receiving copies of documents?
How can it be ascertained that the digital surrogate is not further distributed in breach of copyright by the “borrower”?
Copyright law is struggling to catch up with the technology and many suggestions have been made for how to deal with these questions.


One of the more innovative solutions relies on making requested documents available for viewing for a time limited period to authenticated users on a computer server provided by the owner or library network. Specialist software would be provided to the authenticated user to enable them to look but not save, print of further disseminate requested information.

Managing digital copies of original documents is made simpler by technology but more complex because of current copyright law and the need to protect the rights of authors.

Subscriptions to electronic databases may be undertaken by individual libraries. Discounts may accrue from bulk/volume buying by a consortium or network of Libraries. 
For example the Public Libraries Association Information Network in South Australia buys a group subscription to a number of electronic journals on behalf of the Public Libraries of South Australia. This arrangement makes available these electronic databases to all of the users of South Australian Public Libraries. 
Who is to say that a bigger discount may not be negotiated by the individual States combining such agreements into a national agreement which would make such journals available to all Australians.
However, if such National agreements were negotiated, who would be the gatekeeper? Who would decide if an electronic resource served the broad needs of the Australian Public and could be justified.

Subscriptions to individual journals are currently organised through individual or group libraries and access is controlled and authenticated by the supplier of the electronic resource or journal. Typically an organisation will pay an electronic supplier an annual subscription.

That is today’s model borne of today’s technology. That does not mean it will always be that way or the way we should plan for it to be. 

Currently this model discourages the individual from subscribing independently to most commercially available electronic databases. 
However with the advent of new payment technologies being developed for the internet, it may in future be possible for individuals to have “pay for use” access to the same digital information. 
Smart cards based systems could facilitate easy cashless payment.  Small  transaction based access fees could be charged for viewing individual documents.
A simple method of accruing micro-payments may induce the libraries users to accept a user-pays model.

If this model became widely accepted, would there then be a need for libraries to pay subscriptions on behalf of their users?

The Answer to this question is Yes. 
The reason is equity of access. 

For recreational reading, many people in society will opt to buy books rather than borrow from a library. An increasingly affluent society and  the convenience of such things as online shopping through organisations like Amazon.com make this a viable alternative for some individuals. However, because some of society can adopt that model, does not mean that everyone can. 


The disadvantaged amongst society may not have that option. For them the library is the safety net that allows them equal access to information and equal opportunity to learn. Even if transactional based micro-payment systems become widely adopted by database vendors, there will always be a need to provide equal access to those in society who cannot afford this option themselves. The library is the obvious place for this to occur.

(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

Changing the delivery mechanism for information to the On-line environment subtly changes many of the paradigms by which libraries live.

If for example your Library membership allows you to access the information you need in electronic format online – and if in turn this information is available to you via a computer in your own home, then why do you need to physically visit the Library?

This raises the questions, if all information is online and all of a libraries users are non-visiting - does a library need to physically exist at all?
Could a future Library be a virtual Library with a virtual membership?

On the same theme, if as an individual library user, you access all of your information remotely, then the geography becomes irrelevant. Why would you not join the New York Public Library that may have far better resources than your own local Australian Public Library?

What gives an individual user the right to join such a virtual Library, is it the nature of the geography, (ie they live within a given area) or that they belong to some specific grouping (they are a taxpayer, belong to a University, Company, Professional Organisation, club, etc)
Or is it by merit of paying a subscription?

The virtual Library, the library truly without walls that resides as a database on a computer will likely occur in the future. But who will own it. Will it be a local authority, a State government initiative or a federal initiative? 
In the online world, bricks and mortar become irrelevant, geography doesn’t matter. To answer the question of responsibility it is necessary to ask again:

What purpose do Libraries serve?

If the answer to that is that libraries are an adjunct to the country’s educational resources and serve to enable the population to educate itself and remain skilled in the workforce, then the responsibility for providing this resource is surely at the Federal level in that it serves the national, rather than a local interest.

This case is harder to argue for the libraries other reason for existence : as a recreational resource.

At this point in time, much information remains “on-shelf” rather than “on-line”. To this point most of the on-line information available is scientific and technical in nature and serves more the needs of the library user who is pursing an educational need.

For those users of a library whose primary need is recreational, then almost all information is “on-shelf”. 
As yet, no device has yet given users the comfort and tactile responses that a physical book elicits.  However that is changing gradually, and early adopters in society are using electronic novels on their PDA’s and other hand held devices. Servicing this need, by some means, will become more of a challenge as these hand-held devices become more prevalent and as more publishers provide their works in electronic format.

But whose responsibility is it to provide recreational resources. When the day arrives that recreational reading has an on-line manifestation, then presumably the mandate for providing that service would fit alongside swimming pools, sports grounds and other recreational facility provided to rate-payers by their local authorities.

(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.

If libraries are to remain relevant they have to service the needs of their individual users.

It is obvious that the role of the library is changing along with the technology of society and the demands of its users.

Libraries have to offer a better service than their users can get elsewhere.
For the disadvantaged in society, the library may be the only way these users can obtain access to on-line information.

For the non-disadvantaged, the library is in competition with many other agencies, not least the internet, as a source of online information. 
For these users, libraries have to demonstrate they have something that the user cannot obtain elsewhere. 
This may include access to specific journals or digital resources.
This may mean faster access through broad-band or other technologies to digital resources.
This may mean acting as a portal to certain types of information of specific interest to its users.

And an alternative may simply be that libraries differentiate by offering what their librarian staff are trained in: the organisation of information into knowledge.
Put simply, libraries could organise the huge wealth and volume of digital information into “virtual collections”
This would enable their users to quickly locate and access information useful to them and turn this information into knowledge.

Cataloging the Internet has been proposed, and even been tried by a few brave librarians. The reality is that the internet is but one of many digital sources of data available in the world today. To create a “virtual collection” would undoubtedly include sources available on the internet but it would also include many other data source, some of which may be made available by Government or organisations themselves.

The development of standards such as the “Dublin Core” metadata classification system is one way that many disparate forms of data may be quickly classified for cataloguing and improved discovery. Dublin core has the capability to significantly improve item discovery for users of all forms of digital data The commonality provided by the standard would assist in the creation of  “virtual collections”.


One way for the Government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves to be effective in an online world is to adopt standards such as Dublin Core for their own digitally generated materials. This would facilitate the sharing of much digital data that currently is described through varying systems of limited commonality.


Finally in such a changing world, someone has to be monitoring the new technologies, anticipating the needs of library users and planning for the future.
The Governments greatest contribution to the online world would be by supporting librarians and their library schools as they transition from their traditional work-role into that of tomorrows Knowledge Manager. 

Chris Taylor
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