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AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC LIBRARIES SUMMIT
Towards a policy framework for the Australian public library system
This working paper for the Public Libraries Summit has been developed by the Public Libraries Interest Group of Friends of Libraries Australia (FOLA). It is available at www.fola.org.au, and is complemented by FOLA’s January 2008 paper Investing in Australia’s future through its public library system – why, who, how. This is also available at www.fola.org.au. 
Friends of Libraries groups across Australia are increasingly the voices of their communities about public libraries.  With a vision of Better, more accessible, libraries for all in Australia, FOLA in turn is a national voice for the 60% of people of all ages and circumstances who use and value the Australian public library system, and for the 13% of people who the major research study Libraries/Building/Communities
 found would also use them if that system were more accessible.
OVERVIEW

The paper focuses on the second key goal of the Summit, which is ‘to engage with all three levels of government to develop a framework that supports libraries across Australia’.

It emphasises the importance of carrying forward from the Summit a consensus on the need, and the mechanisms, for the endorsement by the three levels of Australian government of a strategic policy framework for the Australian public library system 2010-2020. This framework is required to convey to the nation why and how the three levels of Australian government are committed to partnership in a better, more accessible, public library system for all in Australia.  It is also required as an authoritative reference point for all public library funders and stakeholders.
The framework should precede and inform consideration of responsibilities for how better, more accessible, public libraries for all in Australia are to be funded. That debate should follow.
In the economic downturn, even more demands are being placed on Australia’s public library system. Now is the time to commence planning the overall national response to improving that system to a level which emulates best international practice.  It is therefore suggested that the Summit formally
1 
Recognises that the contribution of the Australian public library system is essential to the nation’s public good, and to the community capacity building, families, educational, literacy, lifelong learning, health, life quality and other agendas of the three levels of Australian government.

2 
Recognises that an Australian public library policy framework endorsed by the three levels of Australian government is needed to affirm that contribution, and to enable its improvement.
3 
Identifies the convener/chairperson and membership of a small working party – representative of the three levels of Australian government, the Australian public library system and of its 12 million users – to develop a draft policy framework 2010-2020 by mid 2009.
4  
Proposes a second smaller public libraries summit in the fourth quarter of 2009, comprising senior representatives of the three levels of Australian government, the Australian public library system and its users, to
· finalise and endorse the framework

· recommend how it is to be communicated to the Australian people, and specifically to funders and other stakeholders
· construct an action plan, with timelines, for the three levels of Australian government to consider  public library investment needs, and their respective responsibilities for that investment.
CONTEXT
Australia is a longstanding and well regarded member of UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation.  The UNESCO Public Library Manifesto
 states

The public library, the local gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for lifelong learning, independent decision making and cultural development of the individual and social groups.

This Manifesto proclaims UNESCO’s belief in the public library as a living force for education, culture and information, and as an essential agent for the fostering of peace and spiritual welfare through the minds of men and women.
UNESCO therefore encourages national and local governments to support and actively engage in the development of public libraries.
On 15 March 2008, as a consequence of local government restructuring in Queensland the last local authority in Australia not to support a public library service, the Shire of Fitzroy, was amalgamated. Australia, a late developer of public libraries, can now claim a nationally available public library system. This is a major achievement in less than 50 years, largely as an outcome of state/territory and local government partnership. That achievement needs to be built on, for the benefit of all people and communities throughout Australia for the next 50 years and beyond.
Australia is currently far from world’s best practice in public library policy, investment and provision.  Significant aspects of its public library system are impoverished, and second-rate in terms of locations, buildings, hours of opening, staffing levels, collections, programs, information technology, online access, and services. Australia should, and can, do much better. What is holding it back is not, regardless of more difficult financial times, the overall national capacity to increase the investment in the public library system.
The main hurdle is the lack of connected comprehension at the three levels of Australian government about what the Australian public library system provides; how much it is used and valued; its present limitations; what it has the demonstrable potential to provide; and the very high return on investment in it. 
· Australia does not have a national public libraries policy, and there is effectively no engagement by its national government in the development and condition of public libraries as specified in the UNESCO Manifesto. There is a significant cost shifting tension in the state and local government policy and funding partnership which currently largely determines the   performance of the Australian public library system.
· Australia invests very sparingly and unevenly in its public library system, at about 9c per Australian per day. This is one-third the annual per capita level of countries such as Denmark. The state/territory governments and local government have generally underinvested in the Australian public library system, and continue to do so.
· Some children, young people, adults, families, and older adults in Australia have ready access to public libraries with modern spacious buildings and high levels of staffing, collections, services, programs, technology, websites, hours of opening, and innovation in community capacity building. Many others do not. At the present level of investment in the system, many never will. The economic downturn means that even more people are turning to their public libraries – where they have ready access to them.
· What is required is acceptance by the three levels of Australian government – national, state/territory, and local – of their responsibility for a transparent policy and investment partnership towards a better, more accessible, public library system for all in Australia.
A catalyst for this acceptance can be the Summit if agreement in principle is reached by its delegates of the need for, and mechanisms to achieve, a policy framework for the Australian public library system 2010-2020 conveying why and how the three levels of Australian government recognise the value and importance of the nation’s public library system, and are committed to partnership in improving it. 
Without such a partnership, the Australian public library system will continue to be impoverished, inadequate and inequitable across Australia.  This is because
· Australian local government perforce now generally provides at least 80%, and in three states more, of public library funding. In NSW it provides 93%. Overall, in 1999 local government contributed 78%, and in the 1960s about 50%.  It has been unable to counter what is perceived as cost shifting to it by the states. It is unlikely to be to be able to increase the investment in public libraries to bring Australia’s per capita investment significantly closer to international best practice levels.   Many smaller regional and rural councils, in particular, are cash-strapped. This is in a context where only 2.3% of Australia’s GDP is attributable to local government compared with 12.9% in the EU, and 8.5% in the USA.
· State/territory governments are in a weak position to hold local government responsible for the needed greater investment in Australia’s public library system, due to their own poor investment in it. The larger states in particular are spending much less relative to local government, and as a percentage of their own total budgets, than they were 30 years ago. Victoria, for example, in 1978 spent 0.26% of its operating budget on public libraries. In 2009 the percentage is 0.09%. Queensland in 2000/1 committed 0.173% of the state’s budget to its public library grant. In 2006/7 it was even less, 0.06%. 
· The Australian Government is apparently unaware of the severe underinvestment in the Australian public library system by the states in particular, and of its consequences. If it is aware, it has yet to ask the states/territories and local government why this underinvestment continues, or explored solutions to it. 
BACKGROUND
Most people in Australia do not know how very little is spent on their public libraries by local and state/territory governments, or that Australian Governments have to date displayed little interest in the Australian public library system. The major exception was the 1976 Horton Report
 on Australia’s patchy public library system, commissioned by the Australian Government.  That report acted as a wake up call to those states/territories and local governments without, or poor, public libraries,and as a catalyst to their provision or improvement. Without the Horton 
Report, Australia’s public library system would be even less developed than it is in 2009.
Another less productive exception and political dead end occurred in 1993, when the Australian Cultural Ministers Council established a libraries working group, with seven terms of reference to address over three years. These were to 

· explore opportunities for the most effective contributions by the national, state and public library sectors to meeting the information and cultural needs of Australians.
· identify patterns of information seeking behaviour and recreational reading by library users and nonusers

· examine the use of state and public libraries by all types of students

· determine the future impact of IT on service delivery

· consider the needs of governments to establish a minimum level of service on a national basis in the interests of social justice and equity

· evaluate the extent to which state and public libraries can generate funding from sources other than state and local governments.

In response, the working party produced four reports, the last of which was the 2020 Vision – towards the future library: a strategic agenda and policy framework for Australia’s state and public libraries
. This received mixed reviews in the professional media, and negative reviews in the general media where it was described as ‘a shallow document, largely lacking any new insights, or challenging discussion of, the future of the public library sector in Australia’.
 It sank with little trace or follow up, and provided no foundation for identifying and addressing the policy and investment needs of Australia’s public libraries. It does not serve as a model for the national public library policy iteration which is now needed.
Many other countries, from Ireland to Singapore, have recognised the need to profile and address the developmental needs of their public library systems by promulgating national frameworks for them. This includes the UK’s 2003 Framework for the Future: libraries, learning and information in the next decade
 and more recently New Zealand’s 2006 Public libraries of New Zealand: A strategic framework 2006 to 2016.
 Australia has time to make up. 
The Australian CONTEXT

Unlike, for example the UK, there is no legislation or national or state/territory government policy that ensures the provision and development of public libraries. Ultimately, apart from perhaps in the centralised system in Tasmania, if a local government authority in Australia decides to opt out of public library provision, it may do so. It is a mark of the strong support by communities for public libraries, that it is unlikely that any authority would attempt do so. State governments have implicitly taken advantage of this in ‘negotiating’ funding arrangements for public libraries.
It is also the case that progressive local authorities are recognising the iconic contribution which their libraries can make to a wide range of their community policies and agendas, in the same way as public libraries contribute to a wide range of national and state/territory policies and agendas, particularly in the education, digital access, health, legal and social cohesion areas.

The extent to which local government meets the developmental needs of public libraries depends on the understandings and priorities of its decision makers. Funding, however, often appears to be historically based, rather than on a regular reassessment of need, performance and return on investment to the community. Expenditure on public libraries still represents only 3% of total Australian local government expenditure. This is modest for what is invariably, even when they are deficient, by far a local authority’s most heavily used and valued community provision – its iconic ‘window’ to the community.

There is a case for local government to review how it funds public libraries, and on what objective basis it does so. Much stronger, however, is the case for state/territory governments to do likewise.
In 2009, there is also a requirement – as stated in the  UNESCO Public Library Manifesto – for the Australian Government now ‘to support and actively engage’ in the development of Australia’s public library system. In no small measure this is because public libraries already contribute to numerous national policy agendas and priorities, and properly funded can do much more. This does not necessarily imply a role for the Australian Government in the needed  increased recurrent  investment in the Australian public library system – unless the states/territories and local government can demonstrate that they are unable to do so. Rather it suggests that the appropriate partnership role for the Australian Government in the improvement of the Australian public library system is one of monitoring of investment, evaluation of performance, research, and targeted infrastructure investment.
Australia now has two major research reports which confirm numerous international studies about the unique scope, very high usage, and return on investment in public libraries. Those reports also highlight the chronic public library underinvestment within the two largest Australian states.
One is the Victorian Libraries/Building/Communities.
  This observes that

…a large library with 150,000 registered borrowers would be adding value of about $730 million pa and a small library with about 20,000 users somewhere in the order of $10 million. This far exceeds the annual expenditure on Victorian public libraries, which varies from a minimum of $350,000 to a maximum of $11million.
The other is the NSW Enriching communities: the value of public libraries in New South Wales.
 This highlights, using conservative methodologies, how NSW public libraries sustain communities in social, cultural and environmental terms, and that 
…they generate at least $4.24 of economic value for each dollar expended, and $2.82 of economic activity for each dollar expended.
Libraries/Building/Communities found that 60% of Victorians use public libraries. It also identified that 13% of the community are not using them, but would have much to gain as individuals and communities if they could do so. It tells a story of achievement and innovation in some of Victoria’s public libraries, but concludes that 

The libraries have very different levels of funding and staffing which impact on the ways they can meet their community’s needs. 

This conclusion about public libraries in Victoria applies to Australia’s public library system as a whole. Ready access to enough, and good, public libraries in Australia depends too often on where a person lives, or a child is born, raised and educated, with those in lower socioeconomic parts of the major cities, and in regional and rural Australia particularly disadvantaged. 
Public libraries are early childhood literacy developers, school and homework support providers, and lifelong learning agencies – an essential complement to formal education, but to date an overlooked investment in the Australian Government’s Education Revolution. 

As Germany’s Bertelsmann International Foundation for Public Libraries
 asserts

The classroom is not the only place where learning occurs. To be successful in today’s information society, people need access to individual educational options that suit the diverse learning needs we encounter throughout an entire lifetime. 
One place that reflects the diversity of human knowledge exceptionally well is the public library.

Australia’s public library system already – and from the research demonstrably – contributes to community connection, capacity building, governmental agendas and the public good, in more ways than any other public agency. Its potential contribution is so much greater.
This is why Australia needs a transparent and strategic policy commitment to its public library system, as a partnership of its three levels of government – local, state/territory, and national.
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