Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

The Committee invites written submissions from interested individuals and organisations to be lodged by Friday 16 August 2002. The Committee prefers submissions to be lodged in electronic form, sent by email to ecita.sen@aph.gov.au. The email must include full postal address and contact details. Alternatively, submissions may be sent to the Secretary, Senate ECITA References Committee, Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600.

The role of the library as a provider of public information in the online environment in rural and regional areas.

a) Current community patterns for demand for public information services:

Libraries have a wide range positive social impact upon the communities they serve, and are a heavily utilised cultural infrastructure used by all age groups, socio-economic and demographic categories of the community.  

Statistics show that the numbers of people using the library is increasing and there is a high demand for online services.  The library benefits the whole community as it provides a free and equitable service, decreasing social isolation, providing timely and relevant information on personal growth topics, etc, assisting in encouraging literacy skills, lifelong learning, IT skills, and improving quality of life and personal growth of the community.

The public library focus’s the development of library collection according to local needs. The library provides where able services, workshops, training in areas according to local requirements and demands.  Many libraries provide e-mail and Internet access computers, printers, etc to the community.  Online resources such as CD-ROMs, eBooks, Online databases, Language Learning Laboratory resources online and where possible gives assistance to members of the public in utilising online facilities training informally as well.  The Library is a facilitator and an enabler through the intervention of Librarians who have skills in the area of analysing, interpreting, understanding and explaining information. An important requirement for many clients who with the current high level and amount of information available require assistance in locating even the most basic of information online.

 The library is accepted by the community and society in general as an information provider and one that provides a free and equitable service to all members of the community. 

b) Response by Libraries to the changing needs of Australians

The increased usage statistics of public libraries have seen a huge demand upon services provided by public libraries and the level of funding has not  increased to the same level.  This lack of funding has impacted upon the level of service provided especially in the IT/online area. 

Specialist staff are required to train, promote and organise this online information and make it available to the public, but also to support the hardware and software associated with this technology.  Many Australians cannot afford to invest in IT personally and visit a public libraries (which offers a free and socially equitable service) to access computers, the Internet and business software applications. Many of those using IT in our library are students typing up assignments and adults typing up resumes for employment.  Many are also first time users requiring assistance and guidance in their use by our staff.  There is a big demand for training and skills enhancement in this area but due to limited funding, staffing and technology we are unable to provide this service.

There is a huge demand for inhouse training for clients and staff, ebook delivery, seamless interaction with databases and libraries for access to information.  This library could go online but the physical entity of the library is still proving to be a positive factor in community development.  People still require social interaction and a feeling of belonging.  Public Libraries as suited as they deal directly with the local community and tailor their requirements to their local community.

Many regional areas have a shortage of public access to facilities and resources (ie schools have excellent facilities but have limited access due to hours and requirements for users to belong to that school).  Public libraries respond to the demands of their community and provide good access to their information to all sectors of the community.  

c) Possible strategies which would enhance wider use of library information resources.

The basic infrastructure needs to be established with agreed basic standards in place to  improve community access to “information technology” facilities and service and  to provide  the community with basic access to eBusiness facilities, information, training and support.  

Libraries provide online resources and online catalogues currently.  If this were to be an integrated approach, with seamless integration, there would be the requirement for standards to ensure that systems could be capable of interacting with each other.  Automated library catalogues currently provide uptodate connections and services but require adequate and ongoing funding and appropriate staff to support it.  (ie online searches, virtual libraries).

Staff expertise in IT support and online experience, is also a concern-librarians would need to train or have regular access to IT based staff who are comfortable with the specialist requirements of libraries, whether this be through partnerships with regional organisations or access to training facilities at a competitive rate.

IT/online services, which are currently available (and future applications) and  accessible in the public library, are automatically available to a wide audience of all ages, gender and socio-economic groups and tailored to the local community through the facility of the local public library network.  There is also an opportunity to link in and support other services in the region.

There is a requirement for a guaranteed level of funding to be provided and the provision of online databases and tools at a reasonable cost.

The level of demand at this stage is relatively unknown as current resources are limited and not actively promoted and marketed to the community.  If the present IT services improved, were more accessible (faster and reliable) and value added (training offered) then the demand for these services would increase.  Further emphasising the need for specialist backup and training facilities as the service needs to be reliable, fast and consistent. Training for clients and staff is a definite requirement in utilising and providing this service. Support training for librarians to update skills via tertiary  institutions should be offered in a flexible way.
Technology and software needs to be updated regularly to ensure that Australia and local areas can extract the maximum economic and social benefits from this new technology.  That an infrastructure providing an uptodate, fast reliable service be available and support given in providing an infrastructure for support-safety firewalls, security etc.

Opportunities provided with IT/ new resources (online/ebooks) means that information can now be delivered via the network to the home.  Disabled clients should have access to this online information and be able to access the technology to connect via sight enhancement technology, sound technology, etc. to integrate this section of society to the community.  Libraries traditionally provide a basic service to this community especially those whom are homebound.

Regional LibraryNet initiative to be progressed so that library collections are available to be accessed online encouraging the sharing of resources in regional areas. Online access to library catalogues online allow for remote access, requesting, renewing, online databases and searching, much of this infrastructure is available already.  Cooperation between school libraries and public libraries especially in sharing of resources and IT support and training could be investigated and encouraged.

d) Use of libraries to deliver information and services via internet.

Public libraries are open community hours and therefore are a centralised disseminator of information (online and other).  Librarians are trained in analysing, interpreting, understanding and explaining information, librarians have the skills and offer assistance in requests for information. 

Requests for information can be e-mailed and answers e-mailed in return.  Librarians can train and explain regularly public information links on library home page and assist in the dissemination of information relevant to the community.

IT allows for online catalogues and ebooks to be made available for remote users, also allowing access to disabled and isolated users in a community whom are physically isolated to enable them to utilise the service. The possibility of providing an Online catalogue, a request system and provision of a service which allows delivery of resources to their premises via courier. (Cost and resources are an obvious factor).

Libraries are the social connection in many communities and the human link is a vital to enabling individuals within the community by providing personal empowerment through the provision of information, as information literacy in many communities is still an issue. 

Areas in which libraries currently offer support and could improve are:

· Increased presence of technology allowing s the access to information immediately and directly

· Telecommuting facilities

· Internet access

· Visiting business professionals-access to premises, business tools and email

· Access to eBusiness services

· Training

· TAFE and Uni access to online sites

· Telecommuters

· Volunteer support groups assist in services

· Need to improve community access to information technology

· Libraries are a highly available and accessible facility

· Provide a professional level of service with equal opportunity priority to all clients

· Staff to develop-enhance skills to clients

· Partner with others for mutual benefit

· Provide every member of the community with a basic, low cost, high value access to eBusiness, information, training and support

· Be available and accessible to the community

e) Roles of various levels of government in ensuring libraries are primary information resource in online environment
Online resources expand the libraries capacity to house and distribute information.  The government should ensure that the basic core service and the basic philosophy of the library is maintained, that of a free and equitable service that is available to all members of a community.

That training be made available to Library professionals to provide training for clients and staff and offer support in maintaining the system.

Have some form of support in IT for implementation of IT and online services in libraries

Provide a basic set of standards to proven seamless vision and integration of services

Provide a subsidy to implement and obtain such resources.  Investigate a subsidy for provision of kiosks in local communities where no library exists and accessing information via the Internet 

Provide a method in which libraries are able to connect to other services, collaborate, form relationships and share resources

Provide adequate resources and funding to public libraries

