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A. Current Community Patterns of Demand

Public libraries, far from becoming obsolete in an online environment, are increasingly well used by Australian communities. Public libraries attempt to provide a responsive and effective public information service which includes the provision of online information.

Equity of Access to Information

Public libraries have a mandate to provide equitable access to information to all groups in the community, including the financially disadvantaged, non-English speaking, and disabled. Parramatta City’s Website is disability-friendly, and this is typical of library-managed Websites. See http://www.parracity.nsw.gov.au/. Number of visits to the Website have increased steadily since the site was re-launched in September 2001. 

Type
October 2000 – August 2001
September 2001 – July 2002
Percentage increase

Front page hits  (average per month)
5125
8257
161%

Successful pages retrieved (entire site – average per month)
23267
55827
240%

Public libraries are accessible: libraries offer more outlets than McDonalds food chain and offer extensive open hours; Parramatta is typical in that it is open 7 days a week in response to user demand: weekends are by far the busiest days. Public libraries are the natural resort of local residents, the time-rich and the time-poor, school students after school closing hours, and tertiary students who appreciate professional and helpful staff in a local library. 

Professionally Selected Resources

Public libraries offer professionally selected electronic as well as traditional-format information resources which are demonstrably well used. (As well as reporting Key Performance Indicators to its Council and to the State Library of NSW, Parramatta is a member of PLEG, Public Libraries Evaluation Group, and of E-PLEG, which measures use of electronic resources.) 

Not all recorded knowledge is available on the Internet, and librarians strive to select and make accessible complementary print and electronic resources as well as subscribing to online or cdrom databases. Most library-managed Websites include a selection of information links carefully tailored to the needs of the local community or one of its sub-groups, eg. ParraKidsMatta, a Website especially for children and students. See http://www.parracity.nsw.gov.au/library/parrakidsmatta/
Public libraries frequently offer PCs with Internet, cdrom, email, and other functionality such as word processing. In this they function as community technology resource and learning centers, offering support especially to

· Students searching for information or writing assignments

· Job-seekers writing or emailing resumes or searching employment Websites

· People from a non-English speaking background reading newspapers online in their birth language

· Seniors who want an introduction to new technology in uncritical surroundings

· The financially-disadvantaged who cannot afford a PC or Internet access

· Anyone who wants to ‘try before they buy’

Again, these resources are demonstrably well used. It has been necessary to initiate a queuing system as well as a booking system to manage public demand for the Internet PCs.

Learning and Training

Public libraries have become major community learning centers, offering introductions to information technology in a convenient local setting. This service builds on libraries’ traditional role in ensuring information sources are indeed accessible, ie. able to be used efficiently and effectively by seekers after knowledge. 

Provision of these resources (computers, Internet services and basic instruction / classes) empowers disadvantaged people enabling them to gain valuable skills previously not available to them. 

In Parramatta this has been established to complement other community services, eg. Ermington Community Library Family Technology Learning Centre was established by cooperative grant with Burnside Family Learning Centre, also in Ermington, and is supported by the local Community Youth Worker and Meadowbank TAFE Outreach Section. This ongoing success has been reported at two conferences and continues to be supported by its partners and sponsors.

Professional Staff

Professional librarians play a major role in making information truly accessible, not only in educating or training the user in formats eg. cdroms, Web browsers, but in explaining and guiding the user to appropriate information resources. Librarians are information specialists, and their profession is built upon ethical values which include ‘Save the time of the user’.

Public libraries are valued not only for the resources they offer but for their professional and helpful staff, who increasingly provide a ‘human face’ to information technologies. Librarians also assist users by being information intermediaries by giving authority to Internet webpages, where as the user is confronted by a proliferation of choices, all weighted by word occurrence rather (Internet search engines) than by content quality. 

B. Response by Libraries to Changing Information Needs

Libraries continue to pioneer new technologies in order to provide a better service to their community. In the 1980s, automated library management systems were often very far in advance of any other technology in the libraries’ parent organisations. This trend continues, albeit within difficult budgetary constraints. 

In the absence of direct funding, libraries have successfully negotiated consortia, partnerships and sponsorships to provide improved access. However, these are too often handicapped by inequities in underlying infrastructure, eg. bandwidth, and are often limited in scope.

Examples

· NSW.net is an example of a NSW-wide public library based consortium. NSW.net is evolving and presently provides ISP services, cable and satellite connectivity, dedicated Internet PCs for every public library, and leverages buying power to offer more affordable subscriptions to important online databases eg. ABI/Inform via Proquest (a business and general information database of full-text journal articles). Normally such databases are far too expensive for public library subscription.

· LIAC (Legal Information Access Centres) is another example of a state-wide information service, sponsored by the Law Foundation of NSW and the State Library of NSW. LIAC makes use of several online legal databases such as Austlii (http://www.austlii.edu.au/) as well as other materials, online and in print. It is only one example of high-quality information services delivered through local public libraries; others include DI@L (Drug Information at your Library) and Health Information Service, both coordinated through the State Library of NSW, and the LEP and E-LEP (Electronic Library Extension Program) programs sponsored by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

· Kinetica is a national example of a ‘union catalogue’ or shared catalogue. As well as listing library holdings of resources throughout Australia – of direct benefit to library users who want to use or borrow these materials - it functions as a copy-cataloguing resource (enabling significant productivity savings in libraries across the nation) and as the National Bibliographic Database, is of immense importance to scholars. Other union catalogues are quite common at the public library level, eg. Shorelink (northern Sydney libraries) and the many regional public library networks.

· Library users increasingly expect 24 x 7 information services accessible remotely. Public libraries, as well as university libraries, are taking up this challenge. Online information services using ‘Ask A Librarian’ or similar software and using email or CHAT are currently being trialed in NSW, both by a nation-wide consortium of state libraries and by the Metropolitan Public Libraries Association.

· Public libraries are adding value to the nation’s accessible intellectual property by increasingly making local information available online. While this is a slow process due to budget restrictions, unique local photographs and other local records are gradually being added to online library catalogues. Community information databases, normally managed by public libraries, are also increasingly online and often in regional partnerships to add value to the user. 

Data Diction’s Lincs database is an example of one of the regional partnerships in Community Information services. http://www.datadiction.com.au/lincs/default.htm
These successful services model a way into the future for providing equitable access to high-quality information to local communities using existing infrastructure.

C. Strategies to Enhance the Wider Use and Distribution of Information Resources, and Greater Public Knowledge and Skill in Using Library Resources

Without doubt the greatest constraint on enhancing access to recorded knowledge in the online environment is the issue of connectivity. 

Inequities between metropolitan and rural Australia are well known (access to services, cost of long distance calls to Internet Service Providers etc), however poor connectivity impacts on library services throughout the nation.  Kinetica, the National Bibliographic Database, could be of inestimable importance is achieving the goal of making library resources accessible to the wider community throughout Australia, yet even in the heart of metropolitan Sydney response times are so poor that its use is severely compromised. Examples

· It is best practice to search the national database if a library user asks for a book (video, sheet music, etc.) which the user’s own public library does not hold. However, this is not feasible as it can take more than 20 minutes to answer the simple question ‘Which library holds the item?’ 

· Libraries strive to keep their holdings on the national database accurate and current, and to add unique (usually local) publications for the benefit of scholars.  The simple process of adding a record can become so slow that staff either work outside normal working hours or simply do not support the so-called ‘National Database’

Improving access to Kinetica is an essential foundation in improving the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries across the nation. It is a prerequisite for direct user access. For further information, see http://www.nla.gov.au/kinetica/.

Other strategies include funding opportunities to encourage 

1. Partnerships between public libraries and other community learning providers, eg. TAFE, Community Colleges, U3A. A cooperative rather than competitive model offers opportunities to a wide range of community members, some of whom could not be reached by one organisation alone.

2. Convergent library systems, eg. catalogues which can search across other databases and which are user-friendly enough to facilitate direct user access, using for example the Z39.50 protocol.

D. The Use of Libraries to Deliver Information and Services Over the Internet

Public libraries are already delivering information and services over the Internet. Issues impeding greater use of libraries include

· Poor connectivity. Provision of a national, affordable, effective telecommunications backbone is essential

· Inequities in funding. Public libraries are over-reliant on local rates. In NSW, the State Government per capita funding ‘top-up’ is well below other states and territories. There is no national standard for equitable base level funding for public libraries and no cross-government commitment to public libraries as information resources for their communities. In some areas public libraries are still seen and funded as book-lending centres, at huge opportunity cost to the community

· Impact of change. Library professionals require training to manage Websites effectively, trouble-shoot public access hard- and software, develop online tutorials to give remote users information literacy and research skills

· Lack of funding to support digitisation programs, which usually encompass unique local material

· Charges for document delivery and interlibrary loan, which increases inequities in accessing the nation’s dispersed knowledge resources

Despite these restraints, public libraries have achieved a great deal in the past decade (it is salutary to remember that the Internet only became truly accessible in Australia in 1995). Examples

· Strategic partnerships (eg. with Chambers of Commerce, Tourism bodies, schools and other educational institutions), consortia and sponsorships to provide enhanced information opportunities to local communities

· Internet-accessible PCs in virtually every NSW public library, providing free access to the Net as an information resource

· Establishment of numerous technology learning centres within local libraries (eg. Canterbury, Parramatta, Liverpool)

· Information literacy (including computer literacy) support, formally and informally, often in conjunction with the above or in partnership with local schools

· Management of numerous Websites, including online catalogues – see eg. Liverpool’s ‘e-branch’ at http://www.liverpool.nsw.gov.au/library/ebranch/ebranch.htm
· Subscription to numerous online databases, either individually, by consortium purchase, or on a pay-per-view model such as facilitated by ILANET, a business unit of the State Library of NSW

· Online exhibitions and/or virtual tours of local material – eg. http://www.parracity.nsw.gov.au/discover/slides/revealed.html
· Regional agreements to lessen the cost of interlibrary loans to the end-user

· Online newsletters to build local community in a virtual environment

· Online catalogues offering a 24 x 7 service, including loan renewals, reservations, and access to other databases

· Accepting information enquiries by email or CHAT, including from overseas clients such as genealogists

E. The Roles of Various Levels of Government, The Corporate Sector, and Others

Connectivity and inequities in funding are the major issues. One strategy would be the development of a National Information Strategy, acknowledging the role of libraries in the 21st century information economy.

Federal Government’s Role

1. Leadership. A recent excellent example has been the imperative for all government departments to put their public information online. These webpages need to conform to a strict accessibility guideline as well as provide ease of access to information or policy resulting in open government and being more accountable. Unfortunately, this has not been applied to the Standards Association of Australia, which offers no discount to public or other libraries despite holding a monopoly of important information. 

2. Leadership is also required to develop a National Information Strategy and to coordinate the establishment of a sound telecommunications backbone for Internet access across Australia

3. Coordinating government knowledge. An excellent example is the BEP (Business Entry Point), an initiative of the Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources. For its use online through a library-managed Website, see eg. http://www.parracity.nsw.gov.au/business/businesEntryPoint.html
4. Providing funding opportunities based on merit and on disadvantage. Again, the way has been led by NOIE (the National Office of the Information Economy)

5. Encouraging corporate sponsorships, eg Nestle Write Around Australia

State Government’s Role

1. Providing essential infrastructure ie connectivity. This will necessitate Commonwealth-level leadership

2. Providing leadership within state, eg. through the State Library of NSW, which plays a major role in coordinating consortia, providing training, and allocating funding

3. Providing funding opportunities based on merit and on disadvantage 

4. Encouraging corporate sponsorships

Local Government’s Role

Public libraries in NSW are currently over-reliant on funds from the New South Wales capped rating system. This leads to inequities in the provision of basic resources as well as impacting on the effective use of electronic information resources. Leadership, for example in the form of a National Information Strategy, is required, as is adjustment to base-level funding.

Libraries’ Role

1. Maintaining their commitment to high-quality, thoroughly professional information services meeting community needs in the 21st century.

2. Seeking partnerships, sponsorships, and funding opportunities of all kinds. Note however that sponsorships at the local level may be at the level of sponsoring the prizes for a Children’s Book Week Parade or other event, rather than greatly assisting recurrent or capital funding needs

Role of Professional Organisations & Lobby Groups

Examples include ALIA (Australian Library and Information Association), PLA (Public Libraries of Australia), FOL (Friends of Libraries)

1. Providing leadership, promoting libraries. 

2. Encouraging corporate sponsorships, often in the form of scholarships, and other funding opportunities

3. Providing Continuous Professional Development and encouraging commitment to professional values and standards. See for example See for example http://www.alia.org.au/education/
4. Providing resource sharing between sectors – such as education / schools, business, professional associations etc.
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