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Dear  3Sir

Re:
Senate Inquiry submission
Ipswich City Council through its Library and Information Service applauds the opportunity to provide comment on the role of public libraries as providers of public information in the on-line environment, as outlined in the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the On-line Environment.

The following comments are provided:

A. The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information on-line.

The free flow of information and ideas is in the interest of all Australian communities and public libraries are ideally positioned to act as facilitators and navigators.  Equitable access to information and ideas must be at the heart of any national strategy looking to deliver information and services on-line.  Many community issues such as environmental sustainability, health, Aboriginal reconciliation, multiculturalism require awareness and education to be addressed at the local level.  Public libraries through the free flow of information and ideas provide learning for life opportunities and increase awareness and understanding of issues and concerns critical to a well-developed, engaged and informed community.  Trends indicate an increasing demand for on-line services through the public library gateway as Internet access from home increases.  At the same time Library users expect PCs in Libraries on which they can seek out information (including on-line) for themselves.


There are two factors critical to the continued delivery of on-line services through public libraries:

(i) The need for library specialists in public libraries who are suitably equipped and skilled to be able to respond to, and assist individuals in the navigation of the various sources of public information available, in order to find and locate the most appropriate and accurate materials that respond to their query, including that which is found in the on-line environment.  It is critical that the education of librarians strongly incorporates the changing role of librarians and libraries.  A mechanism to ensure qualified staff or suitable skills are available to remote and rural communities to ensure that the digital divide does not become an issue ‘within’ the profession just across communities!

(ii) The information literacy divide is currently addressed as part of the role of public libraries.  Information is of little value if the need for information is not acknowledged.  Even if the need is recognised individuals need the ability to identify, access, evaluate and apply the needed information.  Public libraries are well suited to addressing this area and have developed programs that endeavour to increase community information literacy skills.  Many public libraries provide a range of activities, which contribute to improvements in information literacy skills:

· Library tours where individuals gain an understanding of the library layout, the classification system used and the arrangement of library materials.

· Partnerships with local schools and community groups where professional assistance is given with research projects.  This is accessed by students at all levels including primary, secondary and tertiary as well as ‘learners for life’.

· Training in the use of the library catalogue and the Internet are seen as integral components in the development and delivery of information literacy skills for the community.

· Public libraries are leading the way and playing a key role not only in providing access to on-line information but also as facilitators and navigators of that information.

However, an integrated and sustained approach is often hindered by lack of funds and an understanding of the role of public libraries in this area, by those providing the funds.  A well-resourced national strategy in developing community information literacy skills via the public library system is required.

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.  These are critical skills for all Australian’s in the developing information economy.

Public libraries have embraced their role in the on-line environment in a number of ways.  There has been a steady increase in the number of public libraries who have a ‘virtual library’ (library website) where the community can access library catalogue, ask a reference question, book training held at the libraries as well as gain access to a number of subscription databases provided by the Library.

The development of in-house community awareness packages utilising both on-line and paper resources in an integrated way and encourages the use of evaluated on-line resources as part of research.  However, issues with on-line resources can include:

· Restrictions to on-line information by the commercial nature of databases and associated costs.

· Small percentage of Australian content available that would be of value to many communities.

· Site licensing issues.

· Copyright issues.

As access to the Internet in the home increases, there will still be a demand for Internet access and access to subscription-based on-line resources via the public libraries particularly for those who cannot afford their own access.  In particular with the commercialisation of information, many previously free databases are now fee-based, placing the onus on public libraries to ensure access through their budget.  This means that the location of Internet access PCs within the Library will need to be balanced by on-line user education and training packages provided via the ‘virtual library’ (library website).  To maximise the ability to deliver such initiatives serious consideration needs to be given to a National or State consortia approach to purchasing such resources, ensuring costs are minimised and equity and access to information are maximised.

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.

Standard library services in the on-line environment should include:

A virtual access point (Library Web site) that:

· Incorporates comprehensive user education and on-line tutorials.

· Provides 24/7 access to library resources.

· Provides access to professional knowledge via on-line/real-time reference services.

· Includes a Web OPAC providing access to library collections, renewal of library materials, reservations and individual account information in a 24/7 virtual environment.

· Encourages of the use of National standards and protocols such as metadata and metatags.

· Makes use of open architectures / platforms so that searching across different software / hardware formats is possible.

Without appropriate funding a comprehensive and inclusive library network will not be realised.  Local governments receive little recognition for the service they already provide, but they can only continue to do so if they are given realistic financial support that will enable the adoption of such models.  Alongside the financial support is a requirement to ensure that library staff can access the skills to contribute content via an on-line presence.

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.

NTN funding and other relevant federal and state funding could be more effective if linked more closely with public libraries wherever possible so the utilisation of developing technologies is maximised and the costs minimised.  It is important that the infrastructure should be the mechanism of delivery not the end in itself, the telecommunication and technology infrastructure are merely the mechanism whereby information is exchanged, shared, evaluated, absorbed and knowledge is created.  Whilst a critical component, a well-developed infrastructure with high bandwidth is of little value if Australians do not know the value of information.  An awareness and understanding of how to access, locate, research and evaluate information in a way that transforms decision making, results in greater participation and ownership of community issues or adds value to quality of life.  Public libraries, especially in the on-line environment, have a vital role to play in ensuring the development of an information economy.

Once again thank you for the opportunity to have input to this very important inquiry and I look forward to reading the final results and the proposed strategies developed to move Australia forward as a key player in the information economy.

Yours sincerely
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Narelle Rhodes

LIBRARY SERVICES MANAGER


