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Summary

The Central Highlands Regional Library Corporation came into being in April 1997, established under section 196 of the Local Government Act. The member municipalities are the City of Ballarat, Shire of Hepburn, Shire of Moorabool, Shire of Pyrenees, Rural City of Ararat and the Central Goldfields Shire with a combined population of 152,000. 

The region has 12 branch libraries and two mobile libraries covering an area of 12,958 km2 , throughout rural western Victoria.  CHRLC currently has 31 public access PCs providing access to the Internet, online commercial databases, MSOffice products, genealogy software, email and chat.  Population covered per Internet PC is 3,469.

During the 2001/2002 financial year 

· 660,500 people visited our branch libraries

· 15,495 of these people used the public access PCs

· 69,000 information questions are answered by library staff

A public library is a community resource and CHRLC sees itself as being integral to the communities it serves.  Our vision “Connecting active growing learning communities through library services” illustrates the commitment to ensuring that all members of the community can access a wide range of resources. In reference to this enquiry public libraries not only provide access to PCs for people to search the internet, they must also provide access to online authoritative resources in addition to print resources.   In addition to this we see ourselves as an integral component of the community and work collaboratively with other agencies in providing information and services.

Online search engines such as google, alta vista, etc endeavour to make it easier for members of the public to search the World Wide Web, however the reliability of the data returned is questionable.  What does a person do when they are confronted by over 200,000 hits?  Research has shown that most people just look at the first 10 items returned.  Librarians can offer to help people through the myriad of responses and also teach people easy and efficient methods of searching. Information literacy is becoming a major issue for members of the community and more especially for library staff.  

Victorian public libraries provide access to a range of online authoritative resources purchased through a statewide consortium, known as Gulliver. Without this consortium the majority of libraries would not be able to provide quality information covering a wide range of electronic resources. However as libraries provide improved access to reliable information, their Internet charges also increase.  As each library’s “downloads” increase so do their Internet costs.

Public libraries must not only provide access to authoritative printed resources but also complement these with reliable online resources.  Broadcast searching across a range of databases using a single search term is needed to assist people in finding authoritative information.  Librarians must begin developing large databases of reliable resources, whether they be websites, z39.50 targets or metadata and make these available using a single front end.

Below are the responses under each of the points listed for the inquiry: 

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;

Research by the Pew Internet and American Life project states that;

“The status of the Internet is shifting from being the dazzling new thing to being a purposeful tool that Americans use to help them with some of life's important tasks. As Internet users gain experience online, they increasingly turn to the Internet to perform work-related tasks, to make purchases and do other financial transactions, to write emails with weighty and urgent content, and to seek information that is important to their everyday lives.”

Even though this research concerns the American population we in Australia are seeing the trend here as well.  People come into libraries to use the Internet for work and personal activities.  Email and Internet searching are the major uses for public access PCs. People’s access to the Internet from work is also increasing. 

CHRLC offers 31 pcs for public use.  Bookings must be made to ensure that the community have equitable access.  Bookings are made for one hour, with some pcs being designated as 15 minutes only machines, offering quick access for email. Comments from the public indicate that more PCs would assist reducing the numbers of people having to wait.  As information becomes quicker to access and also to find, communities require instant access to the services and resources. Access to broadband in some areas of Australia is limited and if available expensive. 

In March this year CHRLC joined the statewide Gulliver consortium, 1,767 searches across the three databases have occurred since its introduction to library users both remotely and inside the library buildings. Across the state 96,018 searches, from April – June 2002, have been conducted by library staff and users. The usage of these databases across the state has almost doubled in the one year that Gulliver has been operational.

Libraries who offer online reference services, “ask a librarian” service online, have noticed an increase in the use of this medium for people to find the answers to questions. The average number of requests per month for the Victorian statewide “ask a librarian” is 10-15 requests.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that most people do not care where the answer comes from, the only important issue is that they get the answer.  It is important for Information Librarians to provide authoritative information to users and also to make it easier for them to access.

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

Many public libraries have begun developing web sites that provide access to a range of authoritative online resources that users may never have known.  Not only are they providing access to web sites and library catalogues they are also including online resources. 

· Online library membership – join over the Internet.

· Remote access to online databases just enter your library card for authentication

· One public library in Victoria offers home delivery of materials.  Choose your library items over the Internet and they will be delivered to your door the next day. A small fee is charged for this service.

· Accepting email for information inquiries.

· Online renewals of library material.

· Online reservation of library materials.

· Creating subject pathways that provide a range of resources from different sources, i.e. library catalogue, web pages, electronic articles. – Library staff do the search strategy and create hypertext links to authoritative information – all the user has to do is click the link and not worry about how to construct the search or even where to search.

CHRLC provides free access to the Internet in all its branches bar one. [This branch is in a shared facility with a Community enterprise Centre, this centre charges for Internet use] 

· Users of the PCs must be members of the library service.

· Persons under the age of 18 must have permission from their parent/guardian to use the Internet.

· Copyright information is displayed on all PCs

· Conditions of use of the Internet is displayed and presented to all persons making a booking for a PC.

The actual act of booking for PCs is a burdensome task for library staff. 

· Phone calls to the library have increased, approximately 70% of all calls to a branch library are to book a PC.

· Members of the public become angry as they have to queue with other borrowers to see a staff member to either book or use a PC. 

· Staff have problems with some members of the public not ending their session at the appropriate time, making it difficult for the next person to use the PC.

· Irate members of the public who demand a PC be available when they require it. 

CHRLC is investigating electronic booking systems using library membership cards however at this stage the cost of this is prohibitive across 12 branch libraries. 

The increase in the use of PCs at branch libraries also has provided other challenges for library staff.

· Staff need to become instant IT experts to assist with troubleshooting, software, etc.

· Printing – also requires a level of troubleshooting and management. CHRLC charges 20 cents per page, however policing this is at times difficult.

· Some branches only have one PC for public access, which falls short of users expectations.

· Public complain about the speed of the Internet or its reliability.

· Download costs increase as more information is downloaded.

(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; 

· Single search interface – libraries need to develop a single search interface to a range of authoritative resources. All the user has to do is enter the search term and it searches across a wide range of resources and returns the results.

· Single authentication  - At present CHRLC users need to use their library card to authenticate into the three commercial online databases we purchase through the Gulliver consortium. A single point of authentication is needed.

· Developing subject pathways and including library materials, electronic articles and authoritative websites libraries can make it easier for users to access information. 

· Digitising local history information and making this available over the Internet. 

· Working with Local Councils and other authorities to provide digitised resources i.e. old planning maps, cemetery records.  

· Investigating the use of GIS (geographical information systems) with electronic data.

· Gathering a range of databases from different locations and making these accessible through a single interface. Develop a database of authoritative information, i.e. creating a librarians “google”. 

· Even though speed is relative, rural areas of Australia, find it difficult to provide efficient access to the Internet at reasonable prices.

· Information Literacy – greater emphasis is being placed on  members of the public being taught how to use electronic resources. 

· Move from statewide consortia of electronic resources to a national one for public libraries

(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

Librarians when studying learn how to search indexes and citations ensuring that they understand the process involved in finding relative , authoritative information. The same now applies to online resources, not just knowing where to look but also how to present this information is just as important. Further training is required for library staff to understand how to present information electronically and how to create effective web pages for the community to use. 

Libraries working together and co-operating with vendors to achieve a single search interface that can talk to a range of commercial databases, that can also harness the web sites already collected by librarians and also access local databases and library catalogues. 

Public libraries are poor at marketing their services.  Promotion and marketing of public libraries is important especially in making people aware of the range of services available. In Victoria the Statewide marketing team has developed extensive TV, radio and print advertisements but more can be done on promoting public libraries and online resources.

Public Libraries need to work co-operatively with other agencies and/or each other to provide community portals or online information gateways, instead of reproducing the same information across a number of websites.

 (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.

· Providing resources to communities is expensive, co-operation between libraries either on a state basis or nationally needs to continue to ensure further savings can be made through consortia.

· Discounted pricing structures for public institutions when accessing broadband services.

· State and Federal Governments should provide leadership and support to local communities in further developing library services.

· Ongoing funds for operational budgets must be reassessed.  There are small amounts of money provided for one off projects, that if continued place a further burden on the diminishing operating budget of public libraries.

· A national policy on library services should be developed and especially address the need for online services.

Julie Rae

Chief Executive.
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