Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

CENTRAL NORTHERN LIBRARIES


Introduction:

Central Northern Libraries (CNL) covers 12 local government areas outside of metropolitan Sydney – Barraba, Bingara, Gunnedah, Manilla, Murrurundi, Narrabri, Nundle, Parry, Quirindi, Tamworth, Uralla and Walcha.  CNL’s member councils are committed to improving library services to the public across their diverse communities in rural New South Wales.  CNL has 21 branch libraries.  The [CNL] Regional population is 98,302, of which 35,565 are registered (active) members - see attached CNL information on p.6. 

Public libraries in rural and regional New South Wales are an integral part of their communities, and provide valuable social capital to their societies.  These libraries are regarded as friendly community hubs, which have tailored their services to meet local needs.  Dedicated library staff have established relationships of trust and understanding with their communities. 

For many individuals in these communities the local library is the key, if not the only [publicly] available source of access to online information – sole public access is at the CNL branch library for residents of Barraba, Gunnedah, Narrabri, Boggabri, Quirindi, Wee Waa, Murrurundi, Kootingal, Werris Creek, Nundle, Premer and Uralla. For CNL users the branch libraries provide the sole source of free, or very low cost, access to the Internet and online information.  CNL is committed to ensuring equity of access to information.   

Local Government continues to meet the greater part of the public library’s funding needs for communities.  Federal and State Government funding is inadequate to meet the community’s Library and Information Services needs.  Inadequate funding levels impact on the provision of library services and inhibit the improvement of services and practices eg the Library Management [computer] System (LMS) is still not online to all branch libraries.  It must rely on overnight update of databases. This results in data discrepancies due to the inadequacy of not having realtime transactions.  It is not so much the establishment cost, but the ongoing costs that restrict development eg. to establish aniline connections to all CNL branches such as ISDN connections, would cost approx. $20,000 to setup but approx. $150,000 plus pa. ongoing. 


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:


· e-mail – travellers (regional, state, national, international) to the region rely on public libraries for contact with home/business; students for assignments; families/friends to keep in touch (especially families with children travelling overseas); users for information/business

· information - students use the Internet extensively to retrieve information; business people for planning or conducting part of their business; general public for leisure/lifestyle needs

· internal databases - including Internet databases are restricted by licensing issues and affordability for individuals.

· Government services - ABN registration, RTA test.

· Government information - legislation, ABS statistics, LIAC

· economic - job descriptions, positions vacant, employment opportunities, real estate sales and rentals

· recreation - holiday planning, including bookings and travel, identifying events of interest

· banking, local government payments

· medical - information and support, and making appointments online

· communication - tourism promotion, and community information and business databases available

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


· tuition and guidance on accessing and searching for electronic information eg. Internet courses, specialist online databases tuition.

· incorporate new technologies and information sources into library environment and planning – CNL is planning a software and hardware upgrade that will allow Internet access to the catalogue, thus providing virtual access from the remote corners of the region to the library for the first time.  CNL funds online access to subscription databases eg. World Magazine Bank, Grove Music, Grove Art, Australian Literature Gateway to members of the public, who would not be able to afford them.

· identify new recruitment needs and skills and training needs for staff – position profiles reflect needs and existing staff is trained in the use of online resources.

· ongoing updating of staff skills – a costly exercise – difficult to access external training in rural areas and extra cost burden if staff need to travel to metropolitan centres for training

· realigning of budget to accommodate online resources - maintain a balance between client needs for existing traditional resources and for new online information in an environment of limited, and often static, budgetary resources – Local Govt carries the burden of the increasing costs of running a library service – State Government funding is not increasing significantly and there is little funding from the Federal Government to help Local Government to provide quality public library service to the community.

· identification of necessary infrastructure for long-term not short-term requirements eg. upgrade LMS

· ongoing development and delivery of user education programmes to meet constantly changing needs – training courses provided by library staff.

· identification of equal access needs for electronic information, and provision of infrastructure where feasible – in 2001 CNL took advantage of the NSW.net offer of free Internet PCs with touch screens, trackball mouse and ZoomText low-vision software (magnification and screen reading);  in 2000 Tamworth City branch received grant funding to provide an adjustable PC desk and a PC with magnification and screen reading software for equity of access to electronic information and skills by clients with disabilities and special needs.

· develop cooperative networks between public libraries  - local, regional and state - to enable sharing of expertise, experience and resources. 

· provision of electronic reference services to remote clients with interactive online web presence through web-based library management systems – CNL planned software/hardware upgrade to achieve this. 

[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:


· free access to Kinetica (National Library’s database) for all public libraries and their users

· development of strategic partnerships with government bodies and departments, with libraries as full partners 

· encourage and support local public libraries to develop online resources focussing on local information and issues - including local history, community and business information databases.  

· enhancement of existing initiatives for digitising information - eg support the expansion of  Pictures Australia to incorporate the holdings of public libraries through national funding, and subsidisation of costs incurred in digitising information for electronic access

· development of minimum standards for providing access to electronic information, and budgetary provision for bringing libraries up to these minimum standards (NSW Dept Ed has no minimum standard, but they have a goal of approx 1 PC per 10 students in Public Schools, however most schools exceed that quantity).

· subsidisation of costs incurred in accessing licensed electronic information resources.

· on-going subsidisation/grants for established services – eg. NSW.net, Rural Link. LDGs are not sustained for ongoing development, delivery and maintenance.

· facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries through targeted funding for  infrastructure and technical and professional support

· fund a national campaign to promote the use of public libraries to access and effectively use government information

(d) use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment:


· development of minimum standards and guidelines for the delivery of user education and funding for this project to be undertaken.

·  facilitate a dynamic interactive web presence for all public libraries through targeted funding for  infrastructure and technical and professional support 

· subsidisation (sustained) of costs for ensuring quality high speed reliable telecommunication links to all public libraries across Australia – for reliable, high-speed access to the LMS, Internet and online information services – for example, to provide ISDN links to all CNL branches is prohibitive at an approximate recurring cost of $100,000 pa. – because of this cost, CNL is forced to resort to cheaper, less adequate and prone to error data transfer methods for the LMS eg. overnight update of library data, and not possible to provide catalogue access with current telecommunications and hardware/software. 

· development of long-term strategies to facilitate the ability of public libraries to adapt to demographic redistributions  and population profiles across their service areas

(e) 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:


· provision of an equitable and affordable telecommunications backbone for reliable, high-speed access to the LMS, Internet and online information services so that libraries can develop quality online services.

·  provision of support to enable public libraries in New South Wales to meet their legislative obligations to provide free access to information [including via the Internet] – CNL provides free, or low cost, access to Internet, the cost met by constituent councils

· identification of cost burden to libraries for successful implementation of government online initiatives, and make a budgetary allocation to offset this be included in all ongoing and new initiatives.

· consultation with public libraries as part of the development process for new government online initiatives so that libraries become effective full partners in the delivery of electronic information to the public

· recognition by all government departments of the importance of public libraries as a first outlet for the dissemination of government information and delivery of online services.

· coordination with networks of public libraries when developing strategies and community information initiatives and programmes from the initial planning stages

· Governments have made policy decisions that information will be distributed electronically, but have not invested in the process beyond the information being installed on the Internet.  Governments need to invest in the funding of successful implementation of the information retrieval process being undertaken on their behalf by public libraries. Local libraries/councils bear the cost associated with rural telecommunications and ISPs.

· Regional libraries provide IT infrastructure and user education for the community – cost borne by libraries and their councils.

· Regional libraries act as collators of local information and can be portals to community information and tourism

· equity issues – obligation to provide equal access  - government should recompense
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INFORMATION

AREA


44,328 sq kms.  Geographically CNL is the second largest 





region in NSW.  Participating Councils include Barraba,





Bingara, Gunnedah, Manilla, Murrurundi, Narrabri, Nundle,





Parry, Quirindi, Tamworth, Uralla and Walcha.  The 





administration centre of the region is located at Tamworth and





staff is employed by Tamworth City Council to provide 





library services to both Tamworth branch libraries and the 





region.

POPULATION




STATISTICS


98,302 (Estimated Regional Population 2000).

LIBRARY MEMBERS

35,565 (36% of  the Region’s population)

LOANS JULY 2000 –

JUNE 2001.


611,809

STOCK  AS AT 30/6/01

159,802 (approx. 107,410 titles).

Approximately $200,000 of the Region’s operating expenses is for the purchase of stock-books.  CDs, CD-ROMs, periodicals, spoken word, electronic on-line resources and videos.

Central Northern Libraries is a decentralised regional library system.  Library services staff at Tamworth buy and distribute stock, withdraw stock, supervise the URICA computer management system and provide the Region with information support.   Staff supervise the Region’s family history collection at Tamworth.

The region also has charge of the Reference collection which for convenience is located in Tamworth City Library Branch, 203 Marius Street, Tamworth.   Staff at Tamworth offer an Information Hotline, Tel. (02) 6766 2077 to the Region’s Branch Library staff or anyone who needs information between 9.00 am-5.00 pm Monday to Friday.

There are 21 library service points in the region.

 Central Northern Libraries is a member of the NE Zone of the Country Public Libraries Association of NSW.

The Regional Library’s Web Home Page is http://www.ilanet.net.au/clients/cnl.
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