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Introduction

The conclusion section of Australia's Digital Economy: Future Directions Final report this week begins: 
The task of transforming Australia's economy and society into a successful digital economy is a significant one that requires a long-term focus. This paper outlines areas for government, industry and community to work on to ensure that Australia is well on the path to a successful digital economy. http://www.dbcde.gov.au/digital_economy/future_directions_of_the_digital_economy 
For Australians, being able to participate in the digital world offers many benefits, however there are significant challenges – in skills, access, accessibility and digital resources. This presentation outlines some of the challenges, achievements of libraries in supporting Australians to become more empowered digitally, and some of the barriers to further progress.
For this paper, public libraries includes local, state and national libraries.

What does the current digital environment mean to Australians?

The Australia's Digital Economy: Future Directions final report includes the following contextual data:
Comparative data between Australia and OECD countries 
	Digital Engagement12
	Australia
	United Kingdom
	Canada

	Households with home access to the internet (as a percentage of all households)
	64%
(2007 data)
	67% 
(2007 data)
	68% (a)
(2006 data)

	Number of broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants in 2007
	23% 
(2007 data)
	26%
(2007 data)
	27% (c)
(2007 data)

	Business with their own website (as a percentage of businesses with 10 or more employees)
	55% (f)
(2006 data)
	75% (g)
(2007 data)
	68%
(2006 data)


A comparison with OECD (30 countries) finds that Australia is:

· 16th in terms of broadband penetration

· 20th in terms of the average monthly subscription price for broadband

· 3rd most expensive for fixed line services for SMEs
The World Economics Forum ranks Australia: 

· 14th for network readiness 

· 16th for the total number of broadband internet subscribers per 100 population 

· 20th for monthly high speed broadband subscription charges 

· 25th for accessibility of digital content 

· 35th for the quality of competition in the internet service provider sector 

· 29th for the lowest cost of broadband.

There is then a challenge for Australians to have easy affordable access to broadband and Internet content.

What can you find online?  
There are a very wide range of resources available online, some reputable, some not. Examples of freely accessible material include:

· YouTube movie of Julia Gillard turning into a snake and eating the Prime Minister in question time when he turned into a hamster http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xn9fgcSuvmA
· Very different political messages on http://www.cecaust.com.au/ 

· Highly variable health information.
In Australia if you are outside a capital city say in Lightening Ridge or regional Australia you will have problems opening a PDF (in many cases you will time out before it can open), and have little access to reliable quality information. 

The Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee, in 2003 inquired into the role of libraries in the online environment:

As a regular and frequent user of public libraries we are very concerned at the disparity in public libraries’ provision of free access to the on-line environment. 

We have used public libraries in Melbourne and Sydney, and generally speaking there is reasonable, if limited, access to computers and the internet free of charge, and libraries are open in the evenings and weekends. Moreover, you are never more than a few kilometres from a range of public library branches. 

However, it is a totally different story when we moved to rural New South Wales. Here in the Regional Centre of Lismore we find that libraries have very limited opening hours, inadequate staff, no technical staff for computers etc. and inadequate numbers of computers. Here in the country residents just don’t have adequate free access to the on-line environment.
When we enquired why standards are so different in the country, we were told that State Government Funding in New South Wales is over 50% less than any other State, and further that there is no direct Federal Funding for libraries. Why not? 

What exacerbates this already inequitable situation is the fact that line costs are higher in the country in many cases, and also there is limited access to broadband. Furthermore, country libraries don’t seem to provide training in internet use: they don’t have enough staff. Thus many country people remain ignorant of the help and information they could derive from the on-line environment.

Australia currently has developed a two-tier system – the information-rich in the metropolitan areas, and the information-poor in rural and regional Australia. This is a national shame and disgrace. Your Committee must highlight this disparity of provision.

I urge the Committee to ensure steps are taken by both Federal and State Governments to provide specific funding for the public libraries in rural and regional Australia so that country folk have fair and equitable access to the on-line environment.
Field, M. (2002) Submission to Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment, the Committee, Canberra, http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/ecita_ctte/completed_inquiries/2002-04/online_libraries/submissions/sub88.htm.

Many Australian towns are still like Mallacoota where I live. Here we have extremely limited access to public TV channels (only the ABC, and not SBS), or radio stations or metropolitan or world newspapers, and only some aging computers at a telecentre which is trying to find its role in the community (and about to close at the end of this month).

At a time when the electronic media makes it possible for anyone using an online computer to speak to climbers as they ascend Mount Everest, Mallacoota residents are being starved of even the most basic information available online. For the first time in history it is now possible to stay abreast of events and knowledge anywhere in the world and from wherever you live and it is not happening for very many in our small town… 

The town's public library is a mobile bus. If it does not break down on the long route from Bairnsdale via the mountains every second Wednesday it rumbles into town and parks just off the main road where the librarian plugs the vehicle into a telegraph pole and opens for business from 6.30pm to 8.30pm that evening and again the following morning from 8.30am to 12.45pm. 

Readers of all ages borrow from the bus. Its strengths are that it is a borrowing library for popular fiction and magazines (even if they are at times several years out-of-date). It is a place to register a request for specific books to be brought "next time". If the requested book is held in the base library the charge is small (better not to be poor and needing information if you live in Mallacoota). If the book is held further afield, then the cost is considerable (better not to be either rich or poor and trying to educate yourself if you live in Mallacoota). These borrowing charges certainly quashed thoughts I had a few years back of being able to do research in the town. I went to live in Hobart instead. 

People still need a quiet public space for research and reading. And they need online access.

Online libraries are a goal to aim for.

Brandl, M. M. (2002) Submission to Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment, the Committee, Canberra, http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/ecita_ctte/completed_inquiries/2002-04/online_libraries/submissions/sub48.txt.

The committee recommended that:

a) the National Library of Australia identify a number of key databases for which national site licensing might be desirable; and

b) additional Australian Government funding be extended to the National Library of Australia for this purpose.

Senate. Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee (2003) Libraries in the online environment, Senate, Canberra, http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/ecita_ctte/completed_inquiries/2002-04/online_libraries/report/report.pdf 

Why do Australians need access to quality information?

We all need reliable information for all aspects of our life and increasing rely on online information – our needs include:
Education – study, VET, schools, life long learning

Local community information

Health needs

Life needs including legal information

Government information to do daily business including registering our cars, doing tax, asking about services, applying for allowances and interacting with local, state and commonwealth government.
What did libraries do to help Australian get access to quality online information as a single sector in Australia?
Libraries met, discussed, explored options and agreed in May 2007 to the formation of Electronic Resources Australia (http://era.nla.gov.au/index.html), a national purchasing consortium, based on an opt in approach, to:

For Australians - Deliver access for Australians to quality to resources through their libraries.  Important step – wherever they are, overcoming the isolation experienced daily by those living in rural and remote regions, quality information in the fields of 

•
Australian News & Business Information

•
General Reference 

•
Health Information

For data creators/vendors: business opportunities and economies of scale publishers and suppliers of Australian online resources through access to national markets

For libraries: strengthened bargaining position by negotiating as a consortium, more affordable for libraries, and offering standard conditions that are vital for Australians to access the services such as remote access, use of virtual enquiries. The broader Australian community would become more aware of the benefits of electronic resources and so make more effective and profitable use of them.

The focus is on Australian full text content.
Phase 1: 
In 2008 we reported that 9 products were available. Approximately 6,750,000 Australians were served by libraries that subscribe to resources through ERA. In total there were 485 libraries and consortia from all sectors subscribing to products through ERA.

Phase 2: 
In 2009, the consortia had increased to offer access to approximately 8,500,000 Australians through 1,193 following libraries 

Includes Australians served by public, academic, school, TAFE, special, state and national libraries 


[image: image1.emf]
Impact
Across the nation Australians can now use encyclopedias, consumer health information, Australian journals online – however many Australians do not yet have this access.
Indications of its importance

The Implications of Poverty on Children’s Readiness to Learn Focusing paper prepared for the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (http://www.aracy.org.au/cmsdocuments/REP_the_implications_of_poverty_on_childrens_readiness_to_learn_2009.pdf) assessed research on readiness to learn:
“readiness to learn” is defined broadly as the ability of children to develop and learn at each stage in life. Learning within this conception is viewed as an ongoing and multi-faceted process, incorporating children’s physical wellbeing and motor development, social and emotional development, language development and cognitive development.

There find that is strong evidence that preventive programs – put in place before problems start – can make a real difference when they are of high quality, intensive and easy to access, and offer services to children and parents simultaneously at home and at childcare or school.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has found that illiteracy is a significant issue. Their study Adult literacy and life skills survey (http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4228.0Main+Features12006%20(Reissue)?OpenDocument) found that approximately 7 million (46%) Australians aged 15 to 74 years had scores below the level regarded by the survey developers as the "minimum required for individuals to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work in the emerging knowledge-based economy" for prose. Results for document literacy were similar to prose

Compared to other countries Australia ranked in the middle of each scale with 57% of the population achieving minimum required for individuals to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work in the emerging knowledge-based economy" or more on the prose scale, 57% on the document scale, 50% on the numeracy scale and 32% on the problem solving scale. Of the seven countries, Norway ranked highest on the prose scale (66%), document scale (68%) and on the problem solving scale (39%), with Switzerland ranking highest on the numeracy scale (61%).

Those with literacy scores on or above “the minimum required for individuals to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work in were more likely to have used the Internet. 79% of this group used the Internet for email at least a few times a week compared to 40% of people with scores below this level.
Key issues and barriers
Connectivity 
As noted above the lack of broadband access and affordable Internet access remains a very significant issue in Australia – both for individuals and the libraries that support them. The National Broadband Network represents a major commitment by the government that we hope will enable the majority of the population to overcome this barrier.

Content
While great strides have been made in achieving quality content to many Australians, the current model is very fragile and only serves less than half the population. For a real digital citizenship to be achieved:

· funding models need to be implemented which would allow all Australian to access reliable content – it is much more cost effective to take a national approach than having every library subscribe;

· online government content is require that is comprehensive, easy to find, easy to use, supported by access through libraries and consistent – a recent ANAO report found that parliamentary document from commonwealth entitles were not all online (http://www.anao.gov.au/uploads/documents/2008-09_Audit_Report_37.pdf) – a national archive could be built within Pandora, the National Library’s Australian archive;
· research funded by Australian government also needs to be made freely available to build the real and digital economy.

Capability
Australians need to have skills to be able to effectively use the Internet including the digital resources available:
· public libraries need to be supported to provide training and support to the community to access government services and information including Gov2.0 services;
· online services need to be user focused and easy to use;

· digital services and resources need to be accessible to those with disabilities.

Overall a clear, targeted strategy is needed to deliver social inclusion in the digital environment. A digital economy can only be built by a community with digital access, digital content that supports their lives, and digital skills.
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