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INTRODUCTION

Prospect is an inner city council  of approximately 19,000 people,  located immediately north of the City of Adelaide. Prospect’s history stretches back to 1876. The city retains numerous historic buildings, parks, gardens, playgrounds and recreational facilities in its environs. The community has a diversity of residents, local businesses and community groups and is promoted as a Creative Community which encapsulates the essence of the city. The City has operated a public library since 1980, jointly funded by State and Local Governments and is subject to a 5 year Memorandum of Agreement governing public library funding 2001-2006. The library operates a six day a week service to meet community needs. It has provided free public access to the  Internet since 1996, and this has evolved into a vital component of the library service.

The library is seen as an important and well respected service within the community. It has a mandate to provide free and equitable access to information to all members of the community.

South Australian public libraries participate in a cooperative network, facilitated by the Public Libraries Automated Information Network (PLAIN). Services provided for public libraries include:

· Free public access to the Internet

· Online procurement of materials

· Interlibrary loans (ILL) to circulate materials across the network

· Statewide courier service for the delivery of new and ILL materials to libraries

· Centralised collections: Film, Video and DVD, Foreign Language and Print Disability collections

· Consortium purchase of  databases.

RESPONSE TO TERMS OF REFERNCE FOR SENATE ENQUIRY

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

In 1995 in response to the growing awareness of  technology, the Prospect Library introduced two public access computers. In 1996 PLAIN provided free public access to the Internet via the libraries public access computers. This access has been provided by the State Government using their infrastructure and ISP, as part of a state wide trial. The demand for public access computing has increased steadily within the community. In particular seniors, students, jobseekers and the disabled are using the Internet at the library to access a variety of resources. The use of the Internet is primarily for email, electronic registration, distance education, research and training, whilst recreational usage of the Internet is has always popular. As the skill level of the community increases the Prospect Library is continually reviewing and improving the facilities that are offered to the community to meet their needs. However, the demand remains high for staff assistance in locating information and usage of online technology.

Demand for a high quality service with up to date equipment which allows the public to access online information independently is high. The continual replacement of public access computers is essential to maintain a quality service that meets the high expectations of a computer literate community.

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

The Prospect Library has taken into consideration and responded to the changing technological needs of the community in its Strategic Plan for 2002-2007. The library has maintained a balance between the provision of traditional core services and the incorporation of new online services which has further promoted the concept of a “24 by 7 “ library service. There is a greater emphasis on providing access to information via electronic means. An important development in library services has been the availability of remote access to a variety of online databases. This has provided enormous benefits to the community in that information can be accessed at a time and in a place that meets the needs of the user. 

The provision of online services has required training of staff in the technical maintenance of information technology as well as the very important role of trainers in the online environment to the public. Library staff provide much need assistance to the public in a non threatening and familiar environment, ensuring that the customer returns on a regular basis to access these resources. 

The online environment offers Australians new ways of communicating, conducting every day activities, convenience, and flexibility in a truly global environment. The online environment offers a wide choice on how the community can learn, work, live and play. The online environment also has the potential to increase social interaction and community participation, through accessing information via websites and distance education. This will result in individual enhancement in terms of life long learning and access to information, thus improving the skill level of the community.

(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; 

The Prospect Library is part of the SWAP Library Network, a very successful regional library network. The SWAP Library network was established in 1989 to provide a computerised library management system to the councils of St Peters, Walkerville and Prospect. In 1999 amalgamation between councils expanded the network to include the Norwood and Payneham libraries. The SWAP Library Network serves a population of 58,000 residents.

In 2000 the SWAP Network launched its website which provides online access to the library catalogue. In 2002 the SWAP Community Information website which provides access to a wealth of local community information was launched. The website is an important tool in promoting the library and community information services and provides the community with a valuable resource.

The library currently provides introductory training sessions to the Internet and the use of email. These have been particularly popular with seniors, students and job seekers in the community. As part of its future planning, the library will be investigating the introduction of a training room, allowing Council the opportunity to provide specific client groups training that will meet their technological needs.

The ever increasing demand for online technologies by the community means that libraries will require additional resources and support if they are to continue to provide the infrastructure to meet the needs of a technologically literate community 

(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; and

Libraries provide an excellent environment for the delivery of information services, as the infrastructure consisting of expert staff and software and hardware is already in place. Libraries have always been considered as a trust worthy, safe, familiar and a non threatening environment. This positive association by the public with the library makes it an excellent venue for greater access to the online information which permeates the every day lives of the community.

Further government investment in developing and supporting infrastructure will be necessary if the library is to be used as an access point for additional government and private sector online services. The demand for these services continues to grow and further investment in infrastructure will be needed to ensure that community expectations are met.

The emergence of the online environment has changed the skills of library staff from the traditional ones to those requiring a high technological focus. The provision of online services, purchasing and maintaining technology and training in the use of new applications are all skills and services that are in addition to the existing role of providing core library services to the community. Adequate remuneration to attract and retain expert staff  must be addressed if the industry is to maintain its high levels of service delivery.

(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.

Public libraries have embraced the changes that the online environment has presented. Resources have been re allocated, web pages have given libraries a “24 by 7”operating environment, and training in online resources is now commonplace.

To ensure the best use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment a cooperative effort on the part of all spheres of government, the private sector and the general community is required. This would ensure a comprehensive and inclusive national strategic framework. 

The sheer volume of online information will make the role of public libraries as navigators even more important and relevant. Consideration needs to be given to the greater expansion of the role of the public library as navigators in the online information economy as they have been the traditional navigators of information. 

Targeted awareness programs will encourage different sectors of the community to use online technologies to meet their information needs. Libraries have always been well respected by all members of the community. By promoting and marketing libraries more effectively, sponsorship opportunities may be possible. 

To ensure effective and maximum participation by the community a commitment by all stakeholders to a world class telecommunications infrastructure is required. For Australia to be a world leader in the online technology environment there needs to be high bandwidth, support of high end hardware, availability throughout the community and expert staff to provide assistance.

CONCLUSION

Public libraries are an effective and efficient means of providing equitable and free access to information. They are well respected and well established throughout Australia, with competent and expert staff to provide assistance. They are well placed to be the providers of online information in the Australian environment. With additional funding from State and Federal Governments that will provide leading edge infrastructure, public libraries offer an ideal framework to be the information provider of the 21st century. 
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