SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE ENQUIRY INTO THE CAPACITY OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES TO MEET AUSTRALIA’S HIGHER EDUCATION NEEDS

As will be seen by my attached piece from the Australian of Wednesday 4 April, Australia’s university libraries have faced a continuing crisis of resource provision to support teaching and support needs of Australian universities.  This has been exacerbated in 2001 by the dramatic further decline of the Australian dollar.  Australia’s university libraries purchase the bulk of their materials overseas to support teaching and research endeavours.  They constitute the bulk of Australia’s research libraries, the rest including the CSIRO, State Libraries, the National Library of Australia and various specialist governmental libraries. 

All indicators reflect a dramatic decline in the purchasing power of Australian higher education libraries in the last decade.  Publishing inflation has been running at 10% per annum while the dollar’s decline in that period has fallen from roughly 80 cents to 48 cents.  ANU currently loses $65,000 in purchasing power for every cent which the dollar falls.  Up to 1996 the government used to provide an inflation index which partially covered the inflation costs for higher education but these were abolished and reduced to an average 1% inflation factor per annum since that time.

Staffing reductions have also been significant in Australian university libraries due to general and specific higher education reductions.  While undoubted efficiencies have resulted due to the implementation of best practice in support staff activities it is quite clear that limits are currently being reached in terms of providing appropriate services.

Australia has also been extremely poorly served by the ability of private enterprise to fund activities in the cultural areas such as reflected in the US and European situations.  To give one specific example of thousands, the Paul Mellon Foundation gave $3 million US to the University of Pennsylvania Library to experiment with electronic books for staff and students.  Australian libraries often have innovative ideas but lack the seed capital to develop them.  Many Australian publishing firms are controlled by offshore publishers centred in New York and London.  

The competitiveness of Australian universities inhibits collaboration by libraries.  Libraries, however, cooperate extensively at a pre-competition level but real resource sharing can only come through relinquishment of individual rights but supported by adequate funding infrastructures.  The Australian Distributed National Collection concept of the early 1990s foundered largely because it was in no university’s interest to provide a service for the rest of the country without appropriate recompense.  It is ironic that UK is now developing a distributed national collection concept but supported by government money to seed these developments. 

The Coalition for Innovation in Scholarly Communication centred on the long term issue of scholarly communication, ie the process of creation of knowledge and its subsequent distribution which has been completely distorted in the second half of the twentieth century by the rise of the multi-national publishing conglomerates whose main thrust is to maximise profits to their share holders rather than enhance scholarly communication.  In that context the work of the Coalition and the associated bodies should be referred to at http://www.caul.edu.au/cisc/.

Within those five studies is a major study by Dr John Houghton on the Economics of Scholarly Communication. There is also a short report by this author which highlights that Australia almost alone of the developed nations of the world lacks a coordinated and funded national information infrastructure for higher education.  

This study highlights those major overseas initiatives to support national information content access for the higher education research portfolio. Major programs to coordinate national effectiveness in access to information have been or are being put in place in many of the nations in the Western world. In some countries such as the United Kingdom and Singapore a whole of government approach is being put in place to provide a learning and knowledge infrastructure, as they are within particular state government portfolios within the United States.

International benchmarks reveal a lack of nationally coordinated planning and funding in Australia to confront the global issues of knowledge access and distribution. Australia’s technological infrastructure in the higher education sector bears comparison to international competitors except perhaps in Internet 2 developments.  Australia is, however, lagging behind in information access and delivery infrastructure.  A national “joined up” government approach to provide efficient and cutting edge access to information content is required.  A nationally co-ordinated infrastructure to tackle such issues as effective lifelong learning was not part of that brief but one clearly highly relevant in the overall context of national skills development and information awareness.

KEY FINDINGS

· Australia requires cutting edge information access to provide an effective infrastructure for research and teaching and thus innovation outcomes

· Relevant government organisations need to be “joined up” to provide the necessary infrastructure and to work with private industry where appropriate

· Competition between institutions often inhibits cooperation in a library and information setting although much has been achieved by libraries at the pre-competition level

· Linkages with international overseas digital developments needs to be enhanced and encouraged

· Earmarked nationally co-ordinated funding should be provided to facilitate the more effective coordination of access to research information

· A national information strategy for content and user access needs to be amalgamated for the digital and print requirements of an informed citizenry in the 21st century

· In a wider environment an information strategy for the Australian citizen needs to be provided with a lifelong learning focus.

In conclusion Australia has been deficient in providing a knowledge infrastructure for sustaining teaching and research.  Libraries provide a base which transcends any particular financial year in terms of that knowledge base, ie resources are utilised beyond the higher education sector.  The current electronic ghettoisation by the multi-national publishers through restrictive licensing is yet another example that national planning of these issues is required.  The dispersal of responsibility across a number of portfolios, the reductions in staffing levels in policy secretariat for such government departments as DETYA and the lack of appreciation of the underpinnings of knowledge resources for research and innovation has meant that Australia stands at a major crossroads.  Currently it is far from being “an intelligent island”.
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