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The Victorian Association for Library Automation Inc. (VALA) aims to promote the use and understanding of information technology and telecommunications as it applies to the library and information dissemination industries. With a membership drawn from around Australia, it holds regular meetings on matters of interest and stages a biennial national conference which regularly attracts over 500 delegates from all sections of the industry. 

Public libraries represent an excellent existing Australia-wide network, with 1,510 libraries plus 117 mobile library services, the latter providing information services to very small and very remote communities. They are well patronized (93.3 million visits were made to public libraries in Australia in 1999-2000 according to the ABS) and are increasingly seen as “neighborhood” or “community” centers, with the notion of libraries spreading beyond the purely functional. (AustraliaSCAN 2001).  

If properly recognized and exploited, this network can assist all sectors of society – government, business and community groups – to get their messages across, particularly to those sections of the community which are at most risk of being disenfranchised through the increased reliance of online delivery and the lack of access to that medium.

Public libraries already provide access to a range of online information and services from government, business and the community. Valuable as that access is, more could be done. For example, the push to increase the rate of take-up of broadband services, while important to the development of new services, will raise the bar in terms of both information delivery and access requirements, which will at once make more information available but diminish its audience. This will especially be the case in rural areas where inadequate bandwidth is already a problem. 

The government must recognize the two-edged nature of these developments and provide access for all Australians via the most cost-effective means available.

Clearly the public library network, with its distribution points across the country, can be used to provide such access. The importance of organizing information access in terms of providing a portal to online resources has already been recognized in the tertiary education sector (the Australian Research Council has contributed significant funding through its Research Infrastructure Equipment and Facilities (RIEF) Scheme grants for the development of an Australian Research Library Network portal for resource sharing (ARLIN) involving 18 universities as well as the National Library). 

There needs to be a recognition of the importance of this type of activity in the community sector as well, building on public libraries’ ability to act as community centres and enhancing their ability to add to Australia’s social capital. This can be achieved by providing them with the means to provide reasonable public access plus the means to develop guided access and portals to the type of service the government is promoting through its other policies, assisting those policies to achieve their maximum potential in the most cost effective manner.

To realize these benefits, the government must invest in public libraries in the following  six areas: 

1. Staff

2. Telecommunications infrastructure

3. Technology in terms of equipment

4. Technology in terms of information gateways

5. Delivery of information skills programmes

6. Access to commercial (i.e. paid) information services 

The provision of online information and services by government and business will not achieve its maximum potential if the community at large cannot access those services. By working with public libraries, the government will not only make its policies more effective but will ensure that Australians are provided with equitable access to the online environment.
