CITY OF NORWOOD, PAYNEHAM AND ST PETERS

SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO THE ROLE OF LIBRARIES IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

INTRODUCTION

The City Of Norwood, Payneham and St Peters is an inner suburban Adelaide Council formed five years ago as a result of an amalgamation of three small Councils. It has a population of about 33,000. There are three small public libraries in the area with total loans in 2001/2002 of 317987 and visits of 145775.

In the three libraries a total of 7 PCs are dedicated to internet usage with a total of 9398 sessions booked in 2001/2002, compared to 8626 in 2000/2001 and 8187 in 1999/2000.

The Norwood, Payneham and St Peters Library Service operates within a very centralized cooperative network in South Australia, with PLAIN (Public Libraries Information Network) providing and managing many services for all public libraries ranging from providing access to the internet to allowing all libraries to purchase material online.

PLAIN and CLASA (Council Of Library Administrators South Australia) have made a joint submission to this Inquiry which provides a deal of background to the public library environment in South Australia. We endorse the points made in their submission but wish to make some uniquely from our perspective.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

a) The current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online.

An important point that needs to be made is that the traditional role of libraries is still much appreciated – loans of written material remain steady while libraries are expected to provide an increasing range of different services such as videos, CDs, CDRoms and DVDS as our borrowers expect us to be up-to-date with the latest technological innovations. In addition to this users are expecting to be able to access information online and we are trying to provide this as efficiently and equitably as we can.

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

There is a realization that many public library users, especially younger people, are expecting libraries to provide access to online resources. Currently, every South Australian public library has access to Australia/New Zealand Reference Centre and Health and Wellness Resource Centre. Norwood, Payneham and St Peters Library Service also subscribe to Electric Library, The Source and Newstext. The only way for us to be able to subscribe to most of these databases is through a consortia agreement. Because the money we receive from the State Government for materials has virtually not increased for many years it means we have to sacrifice another part of our collection to be able to afford these subscriptions. In addition, the costs for these databases can vary greatly from year to year, for example the cost of subscribing to Electric Library is expected to double this year. It is expected that there will be more and more need to subscribe to these and similar databases in the future. Ideally, strategies should be put into place to make these databases costed in such a way as to be available to people through the public library network.

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

Bandwidth. Because of the increasing demand on online resources in public libraries there is more and more pressure on bandwidth. This will continue to be so in future years as people expect to be able to use more and more applications from the internet which will need both increased bandwidth and more sophisticated hardware. Assistance is needed to improve the infrastructure available to public libraries in this area.

Training. Soon after access to online resources became available in public libraries there came a realization that many of our users wanted and needed training to use them. They felt happy receiving training in a library environment and from library staff rather than from professional trainers who would be more costly and might not tailor training to their particular needs. 

After a number of years there seems no sign of the demand for this training tapering off, in fact the opposite seems to be the case and all three of our libraries offer regular training sessions. Casual users of the internet also often require extensive help from library staff with various aspects of online access. We have a problem in our library service as there is limited space and any increase in the number of computers would be to the detriment of another part of the library.

Assistance to public libraries needs to be provided in the form of funding for 

a) Capital works to provide physical space for computers and technology access and training.

b) Training to enable a pervasive upskilling of all library staff so that skilled advice and direction is available for the public.

Digitization. Local studies collections are being used more and more and our library service, in common with most other public library services now provide this as a core service. A strategy to provide funding for the digitization of these collections would be very helpful.

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

Our library service is fortunate because we share a library database with two other Councils and so between us we have the size able to afford a Systems Administrator who has overseen the placing of our library database online. However, we recognize the need to have a greater presence online in providing information about our service. We strongly endorse the point made in the CLASA/PCS submission that there needs to be encouragement for librarians to acquire higher level IT skills for web programming, etc. and that librarians should be key people in the development of web sites so that this information can be stored in a user-friendly manner.

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.

One current constraint is the need to operate under the current legislation i.e. the Broadcasting Services Amendment (Online Services) Act 1999. This appears to define a public library as an Internet service provider with severe penalties invoked if provisions of the Act are broken. Conflicting legal advice has been given to public libraries about their rights and responsibilities under this legislation. We have had to deal with many unpleasant situations asking people to give personal identification when they are reluctant to do so as they have only wanted to use the internet for short periods However, the current legislation leads us to believe it is mandatory to collect this information. Ideally, given the high usage of the internet in public libraries throughout Australia, regulations should be put into place clearly defining the responsibilities of public libraries and spelling out the rights and responsibilities of individuals using these facilities.

CONCLUSION

The City Of Norwood, Payneham and St Peters welcomes the opportunity to make a contribution to this Senate inquiry. Public libraries are at present, and will continue to be, a crucial gateway for many members of the general public to online resources. The long-established services we offer to the community also remain very important. It is vital that the public libraries in Australia are adequately resourced to continue to offer improved access to all members of the community to online resources. 

As our submission shows, this encompasses many different facets such as improving bandwidth, providing more equipment and space, as well as better training for library staff. At the same time a funding commitment to improving access to the on-line environment should be in addition to, not in the place of, funding for current, high demand library services.

