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

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

STATE LIBRARY OF TASMANIA SUBMISSION

The Senate has referred the above matter to the Committee for inquiry and report by the last sitting day in March 2003.  The terms of reference are:

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

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

Public libraries continue to be a central community focus for information of all types.  The public library is valued particularly for its ability to provide access to a wide range of differing but authoritative information resources which reflect both official and standard, as well as challenging or alternative points of view.  This is important across a wide spectrum of topics - political, medical, legal, environmental, scientific, historical, literary, social, etc.

In recent years there has been a shift from mainly print based to a combination of print and electronic resources.  There has been no lessening of demand for print based resources as is evidenced by the public library circulation statistics and by Australian book publishing trends.

Increasingly there is a demand for customers to be able to access resources outside of normal library opening hours on a 7/24 basis, from home and office, and from rural and remote locations.  Online resources, products and services allow public libraries the opportunity to provide more equitable access for rural and remote customers and the flexibility of access and independence that many customers require.

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

The major response public libraries have made to the changing information needs of Tasmanians is to provide customers with both print based and electronic resources, including providing customers with a choice of services and products online or in person.

Libraries have maintained their traditional role of selecting quality resources for public use by applying their collection development policies to the purchase of electronic products, and developing guides and navigation aids that direct clients to quality Internet resources.  

The shift from mainly print based to a combination of print and electronic resources has placed more pressure on public library budgets as libraries attempt to provide access to all formats of library materials.  The cost of electronic resources is almost invariably higher than that of the same resource in print.  At the same time the decline in the purchasing power of the Australian dollar has affected the ability of libraries to adequately meet the changing information needs of Australians.  In addition, electronic resources tend to restrict access to a specific and defined library community due to licensing constraints.

Ownership of electronic resources is an important issue for public libraries as information is now “rented” rather than owned.  This has an impact on the public library’s ability to provide access to retrospective information which is not an issue with print based resources.  Public libraries are repositories of cultural heritage through their collections.  This record of a community’s cultural heritage is incomplete if libraries are unable to retain electronic resources for historical purposes because they do not own them and because it is the nature of electronic resources that they are constantly updated and the information contained in them overwritten.

(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

Tasmania is in a position of strength having established an information services network which includes all public libraries, public school libraries, institute of TAFE libraries and Online Access Centres, all of which are administered as part of the Department of Education.  The libraries share a common library information system called the Tasmanian Automated Library and Information System (TALIS).

In the Tasmanian experience, the publicly funded library network effectively and efficiently delivers both library and information services and government electronic services.  This network is suitable to deliver a wide range of electronic information services and products, including public library and information services through the State Library of Tasmania and Archives Office of Tasmania; online learning services through TAFE Tasmania and Online Access Centres; and government electronic services and transactions through Service Tasmania Online.

Public libraries and Online Access Centres continue to play an important role in promoting the use of ICT as a catalyst for social change and teaching information literacy and ICT related skills to all members of the community.  It is imperative that the community is information literate in both the use and evaluation of information in print and electronic resources in order to ensure all citizens play a full part in society, exercise their democratic rights and enjoy a fair share of opportunity.

Libraries, including the State Library of Tasmania, are digitizing and indexing important heritage images and documents in their collections to provide greater universal public access across Australia and internationally.  Picture Australia (of which the State Library of Tasmania was a founding member) http://www.pictureaustralia.org/ is a good example of the co-operative approach taken by libraries in collaboration with the cultural sector to captialise on information and communication technology to deliver a better service. This type of access could be speeded up if more resources were available to support libraries in digitizing and providing structured access to the heritage resources of the nation. 

(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

Public libraries help address the digital divide by providing free access to the Internet and electronic resources as they have traditionally provided free access to print based information.  This access supports the democratic process through free communication, free virtual space and free access to resources for lifelong learning.

However, in reality, access to these resources is neither free in the sense of telecommunications infrastructure costs nor access to the content.  These costs are actually increasing as there is greater pressure on telecommunications infrastructure.  As electronic resource content becomes more prevalent and bandwidth intensive, there is more pressure on telecommunications infrastructure.  In addition, there are inequities in the quality of telecommunications infrastructure access between urban and rural locations.  As previously mentioned, the cost and licensing arrangements for electronic resources can be problematic and restrictive.

(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

As access to information becomes more complex and sophisticated in the digital world, governments have an important role to play in regulating the overall cost of telecommunications to reduce the negative impact on the library customer.  The issue of the cost of providing access to telecommunications infrastructure at a reasonable cost and capacity (bandwidth) is a major issue for governments.

Governments have a role to play in balancing the rights of authors and publishers and the information needs of library customers.  Electronic access is more complex due to licensing restrictions, which means that only a library’s identified and specified library community can have access to the certain types of information which were freely available to all when print based.  For example in specialist libraries such as academic libraries or parliamentary libraries, access to electronic resources is narrowly restricted to that library’s community.  In the past, members of the public were also granted access as there were no licensing restrictions for print materials to exclude them.

A further example of the potential restrictive nature of electronic resources is the trend of commercialisation of government information publications and the high cost of Australian content produced by quasi-government bodies with assistance.  Governments may wish to consider whether subsidies for the production and distribution of Australian content should factor in pricing models for public libraries.

Governments can make an important contribution by joining in with the collaborative arrangements between public libraries networks to facilitate access to electronic information resources.  This would entail assisting with the cost-effective acquisition of electronic resources and services through consortium negotiations.  One option might be supporting the Australian public library network in a consortium purchase of a basic standard set of electronic information resources which could be accessed through publicly funded library and information networks in each state and territory like the one which operates in Tasmania under the auspices of the Department of Education.  This would ensure that all Australians have access to quality electronic resources and not be restricted by prohibitive costs and licensing agreements.

Background to the State Library of Tasmania

Integrated services are delivered through a network of:

· seven city libraries;

· forty-one branch libraries; and

· six reference and specialist collections including the State Reference Service, the Parliamentary Library, the Tasmaniana Library, the WL Crowther Library, the Allport Library and Museum of Fine Arts, and the Department of Education Library and Information Centre (DELIC).

Resources include lending and reference collections, electronic information, free public access to the Internet, Tasmaniana, collections of rare and specialist items, education resource and media collections, and a range of electronic information resources.

Library and information service network

All libraries are linked through the Tasmanian Automated Library and Information System (TALIS) network, a web-based library management system.  All libraries provide free public access to the Internet.

TALIS provides automation of cataloguing, loans and returns, online searching, reservations and related information services relevant to libraries.  It also provides electronic access to the catalogue of all items held by libraries around the state.  These libraries include school and secondary college libraries, public libraries and TAFE college libraries.  Access to TALIS is available within these libraries or through the Internet from the customer’s home or business.

The development of the State Library website and the expanding range of resources accessible through this website has provided library users with more options for gaining access to information.

Tasmanian Communities Online

The State Library of Tasmania manages the Tasmanian Communities Online (TCO) Program.  TCO has established a network of 64 strategically located Online Access Centres (OACs) in rural and regional Tasmania.  The network is designed to accelerate the uptake of new information and communication technology by providing access to computers and the Internet, as well as one-to-one assistance and training in their use.

In the past 12 months over: 

· 10,000 have registered as users of the Centres for a total of over 43,000;

· 1,000 trained volunteers have contributed the equivalent of 11,200 working days with a further 550 volunteers being members of Centre Management Committees; and

· 224,000 one-hour bookings have been made.

Usage of State Library of Tasmania services

Usage of services reflects customers responses to the developments which have extended the range and depth of services available, and which offer greater flexibility in the methods by which customers can gain access to information. New services being delivered through the Internet including increased access to resources such as indexes and full-text articles have succeeded in attracting new customers, while at the same time, core business such as lending and reference services continue to attract high demand.

The State Library continues to be well supported by Tasmanians with over 2.8 million visits to libraries being recorded annually over the past four years.  Borrowing and reserving library materials is also showing steady demand. 

153,000 Tasmanians, or 32% of the population, have used their library card at a State Library service point within the past two years.

There has been a marked increase in the usage of the State library website over the past 2 years.  In 2000-2001 there was a 100% increase in website usage over 1999-2000.  In 2001-02 there was a further 153% increase over 2000-01.


1998- 1999
1999-2000
2000-2001
2001-2002

Items borrowed
4,594,024
4,538,743
4,507,063
4,486,943

Items reserved
344,941
329,334
348,012
387,575

Information enquiries
659,738
651,038
638,514
695,995

Visits to libraries 
2,903,195
2,927,210
2,826,112
2,841,169

Website hits*
378,377
516,458
1,033,796
2,617,397

Active TALIS users (as % of Tasmanian population)
149,753

(32%)
149,138

(32%)
151,112

(32%)
153,451

(32%)

*These visits are counted by Page view on each individual webpage on the http://www.statelibrary.tas.gov.au/ website.  This figure excludes visits to the Web interface for the Tasmanian Automated Library and Information System (TALIS) catalogue at http://www.talis.tas.gov.au:8000/ 

