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Background

The Victorian Public Library and Information Network (VICLINK) and the Country Public Libraries Group of Victoria (CPLG) represent the interests of all public libraries in Victoria.  This statewide network of public libraries serves the communities of urban, rural and remote Victoria.  There are 44 public library services in Victoria with 237 outlets and 31 mobile libraries covering 78 local government areas. (Annual Survey of Victorian Libraries 2000-2001)
Public libraries in conjunction with their local government funding bodies are committed to improving the economic and social well being of their communities through equity of access to information in an online environment.     There are over 2.4 million public library registered borrowers from a population of 4.8million in Victoria.   This equates to 50.58% of the population (Annual Survey of Victorian Libraries 2000-2001)
For many of these people, especially in rural and remote communities, the public library is the only source of free access to the Internet and online information.  For those in the urban and urban fringe communities the public library is the key source of access to the online environment.

Working together, local government and library staff have done much to meet the rapidly changing needs of their communities in the online world.  The dynamic nature of the online environment has produced many issues for service delivery and this is particularly so in rural areas.  These issues need addressing at all levels of government.

Inadequate funding, a lack of a clear sense of direction and little understanding of the many faceted role of public libraries at a State and National level is jeopardising the ability of public libraries to continue to deliver an equitable service to ensure that all Australians have access to the online environment.

Role of Public Libraries in the Community

The role of libraries, while self-evidently that of a repository of knowledge and a place to borrow books from, is also of something much greater.   (AustraliaSCAN 2001)

There needs to be recognition of the critical information provision role that public libraries play and this recognition has to manifest itself in the adequate resourcing of public libraries, both financial and human.  There also needs to be a well-built and funded telecommunications network to support this critical role.  The three tiers of government need to stop passing the buck as to who should fund what for public libraries and take a whole of government approach to resourcing public libraries so that we can have a whole of community approach across Australia to online information accessibility.

Public libraries are fast becoming the “village”, “neighborhood” or “community” in may parts of Australia as the notion of libraries spreads beyond the purely functional. (AustraliaSCAN 2001).  To date recognition of libraries as the hub of village greens, neighborhoods and communities is only within social context as recognised by commentators such as Hugh McKay ( keynote speaker at the Country Public Libraries Association of New South Wales Conference, 2002) and those who use public libraries.

Current Online Information Service Delivery by Public Libraries

The following points show how libraries have adapted to and use the online environment for information dissemination.

· 43 of the 44 library services in Victoria have a website.  This provides information on services available and is the doorway to the State’s network of public libraries

· 40 of the 44 library services have their catalogue online.  This allows potential 24 x 7 access to information about the library resources and online information service delivery
The following services are available to everyone in the community through public libraries.  They are also available from mobile libraries for small and remote rural communities.

· Email services for those who are transient in our communities and for visitors to our country. 

· Internal databases including Internet databases restricted by licensing agreements, (requests are taken for information and under lawful licensing arrangements the information is provided)

· Online information for school and tertiary assignments

· Recreation planning including holiday bookings, air travel, 

· Government information such as legislation and Australian Bureau of Statistics

· Government services such as registering business names and applying for Australian Business Numbers

· Economic services through online access to positions vacant, employment opportunities

· Housing services through online real estate sales and rental services

· Community information databases

· Business Information databases for business development

· Libraries also provide tuition and guidance in accessing and searching for electronic information.

Libraries are community places or “village greens” where people meet, exchange ideas and information.  Many libraries now have coffee/tea provision to strengthen this role.  People come, spend time, interact and very often tap into the online environment for the first time.

Those in our communities who are in the lower socio-economic group do not have ready access to online information at home or in the workplace.  Public libraries are the key to them being able to have equitable access to the Internet and other online information.

There is increasing demand being placed on public libraries by the community to supply all manner of services online.  This demand is far outstripping the financial resources provided by local government.   Recognition of this under resourcing at a local and state level has lead to VICLINK becoming a member of Public Libraries Australia.  This organisation will aggregate the political, service and infrastructure capacity of Australia’s 1,510 (ABS June 2000) public libraries and will support and represent public libraries on a national basis.  

A national organisation for public libraries is a vital step in ensuring that public libraries are and remain the primary information dissemination point in the online environment for their communities.    This in turn will further strengthen the strong state public library networks that exist. 

Challenges in Providing Information in the Online Environment

The online environment brings with it many challenges.  Library staff  have always been flexible and quick to adapt to new environments.   The following challenges illustrate that 

a) library staff adapt their skills to ensure that information provided from the online environment is authoritative

b) library staff endeavor to ensure that there is equity of access to information through training

c) staffing levels are not changing in most libraries in response to new service demands being placed on staff

d) the cost of supplying and maintaining telecommunications infrastructure and hardware to meet demand for service and ensure access to the latest information is fast becoming more than local government can sustain

1. Content in the Online Environment

· The increasingly complex nature of information that requires higher level information search skills in order to carry out research, collate the findings and then disseminate the information.  This has resulted in increased demand for training for staff and by the public.

Public Library staff are attending accredited training and then returning to their libraries to offer training to the public address the gap between the information rich and the information poor.

Note:  This is but a drop in the ocean without a national approach to giving the public access to and the ability to search for information in the online environment.  This is happening in England as part of the People’s Network Project.    (People’s Network Project homepage: Background.  www.peoplesnetwork.gov.uk/ project/background. html  p1)

· There is no standard for databases – search strategies vary from database to database.  Unless you are using them regularly then it takes much time to find required information.  Library staff have been able to adapt their information retrieval skills and logic acquired for searching the printed word in book form to being able to find the correct printed information in the online environment.  There is however the constant requirement for updating of search skills to remain at the leading edge of online information provision.

· The lack of authority of information found on the internet.  Once again library staff have to use their skills to authenticate information before making it available to the public.   The ethics of our profession require us to only provide authentic information when dealing with requests.  

2. Staffing for the Online Environment

· Whilst dealing with the challenges of content of the online environment public library staff are still working in their traditional roles.  There are still many elderly in our communities who only want to read and find their information in the traditional way.  They do not want to use the online environment.  Public library staff are fulfilling this role in addition to their constantly growing role in dealing with electronic information.  Most public libraries have continued to work with staffing levels that have not changed since before the emphasis on online information delivery.

3. Information Delivery Infrastructure

· The biggest challenge for public libraries in the online environment is the high cost of telecommunications and hardware to support the ever-increasing demands being made for public access to online services.    Information provision online is a national issue and should have a high priority.  The three tiers of government need to work together to ensure that all Australians have the ability to access and find information in the online environment.  

Despite the Challenges  -  Use Public Libraries
Why use public libraries for online public access to information?  Despite the challenges that are faced in the online environment public libraries have many strengths that make them the ideal partner for government at all levels for electronic information dissemination.

· There is an established network across Australia – 1,510 libraries plus 117 mobile library services.  The latter providing information services to very small and very remote communities.  Some, as in the case of Upper Murray Regional Library in New South Wales and Victoria – it is a unique service operating in two states -  are piloting the only land based mobile two way satellite telecommunications solution for remote communities.   This is a dedication to ensuring equity of access for all Australians to the new age of information provision

· Public libraries are well patronised. There were 93.3 million visits made to public libraries in Australia in 1999-2000 (ABS June 2000).   This level of use is being maintained.

· Public librarians have a social conscience and therefore it is a mandate of the profession to provide equity of access to information for all Australians.  In an online environment this includes not only the hardware and software but nurturing the skills for searching for and locating online information

· Librarians are trained to organise information for efficient retrieval.  

· Public libraries are safe, non-threatening and non-judgmental environments for people to gain the skills in information retrieval.  Many public libraries offer introductory training courses for their members (remember – this is over 50% of the population)

· Public libraries have been around for a long time and will continue to be around.  They are worth investing in as the returns they give to the community and to the Australian economy are many times the initial investment

· Public libraries are “good news stories”.  The local media love us.  What better vehicle for gaining publicity and promoting the online environment.   This will allow government to get to the heart of local communities.

· Public libraries are have strong local, regional, state and now through Public Libraries Australia, national networks.. 

· Public libraries are at the leading edge in embracing new technologies for service delivery.  They do this on shoestring budgets.  Imagine the network could be built across Australia if governments were to make public libraries a funding priority.  The wealth that would be reaped from having them as THE PRIMARY INFORMATION RESOURCE would be worth the investment.

What is the Investment Required?
There is indeed need for investment.  This has to happen in three areas:

1. Staff

· Like any good investment portfolio – if properly managed the returns will be great.  So it is in public libraries.  Whilst talking about the online environment we have mentioned that this is another layer that has been added to the service delivery provided by public libraries.  The demands for the traditional services we provide have not diminished.  Library staff have just taken on their new roles whilst still working in their old roles.     Staff are the most important investment and will give the greatest return.

· Staff are the most important resource.  They need to be constantly able to upgrade their skills as the online environment changes.  They are the keys to the information.  This  no longer just available in books so their traditional skills need to be upgraded to work within the new and emerging online environments.   They also need to acquire new skills for such things as web page design and maintenance, training the public in the use of online information, evaluating technologies and telecommunications options.  

2. Telecommunications

· Telecommunications infrastructure is what is needed.  If public libraries had been used in the roll out of the Networking the Nation funding we would have eclipsed England and its People’s Network.  Australia had the infrastructure skeleton on which to build the backbone but public libraries were not able to make use of their strength being the existing public library network.  Properly planned Australia would have already been truly – The Connected Country. It is not to late but we need a financial commitment to an Australia wide – wide area network.

3. Technology

· Public Libraries need the funding to undertake rolling technology upgrades.   The roll over of equipment every three years (industry standard) will ensure that libraries can remain at the front edge of technology for the provision of online information services..  This will require big dollars and perhaps a national minimum standard for hardware for public libraries.  Without access to updated hardware there is limited access to the new programs that are required to deliver online information in the most efficient manner.  

What Can Government Do?

The single most important thing government can do is to publicly recognise the huge social and economic value that public libraries provide to the community.  Forget how many books we lend – look at the other community building roles we undertake and deliver on.

Once this recognition is made then reward us accordingly.  This reward to be the dollars that are required to ensure that we can deliver to Australia and all Australians the economic and social capital afforded by equity of access to the online environment.

After this ensure that we are have ongoing funding to continue to grow as the online environment grows.  We do not want handouts what we want are partnerships so that the funding we receive is an investment in the economic and social capital that we return to the community.  Make public libraries the first thought when there is need to disseminate government information. 

Conclusion

There already exists an effective network across Australia through which all Australians can access the online environment.  This network is not recognised and clearly under utilised.

The electronic distribution of information needs more than it being placed on the Internet and then hoping that it will be accessed.  If government and public libraries work together then not only will libraries be the primary public information resource in the online environment but Australia can become a truly connected country with equity of access for all to the online environment.

FACT:
we in public libraries see more of the voters of this country than government does and we can be every government’s “good news story”.

