
Public access internet 
services in public libraries
P ublic access  internet serv ices  can 

justly be described as core  public 
library serv ices . Australia has e x ­

tensive public  internet a ccess  networks 

in its public libraries, and libraries have 
b e c o m e  key players in addressing the 

need for equitable  com m unity  access  

to online services. Public libraries are a 
location for internet training, a resource 

for e lectronic  acce ss  and providers of 
valuable  online content.

In late 2 0 0 2  ALIA con ducted  a sur­

vey  o f internet use in public libraries as a 
contribution to the public debate on the 

regulation of internet content in Australia. 

The survey demonstrates that libraries 
have developed  use policies and service 

practices  to m anage access  so that using 
the internet is a posit ive and rewarding 

experience for the great majority of users, 
including children.

Ninety-one institutional members of 
ALIA —  local government library services 
in all states and territories, all State and 

Territory libraries and the National Library 
of Australia —  took part in the survey. At 

the time of the survey these library serv­

ices had 4 4 5  branches  and other access  
points that provided services  to more 

than four million registered users and 

with almost 2 0 0 0  public access  internet 

terminals. It was estimated that more than 
5 0  00 0  people  used internet access  serv­
ices each  w eek  in these libraries.

The survey included questions about 
internet use policies, com m unity e d u ca­
tion and training, complaints from users 

about internet content, use of internet 

filtering software and children's  use of 
the internet in libraries.

The survey provides data on the e x ­

periences of libraries in providing public 
access  to the internet and on the impact 

on libraries of the online co-regulatory 

schem e introduced by the Broadcasting 
Service Amendment (Online Services) Act 
1999. The survey gives insights into how 

people  are using the internet and the ways 

in which libraries are promoting com m u­
nity education and assisting responsible  

and effective access  to online content. 

Key findings
Not surprisingly, the survey found that 

internet serv ices  in public  libraries are 

popular, heavily  used and in high d e ­

m and. To meet d em an d  alm ost all the 
library services participating in the survey 

operated booking systems and imposed 
time restrictions on internet use.

Alm ost all participating library serv­

ices had w e l l-pub lic ised  internet use

polic ies  that included user behaviour 

policies

Ninety-seven percent of participating 
library services  provided som e form of 
community education about the internet. 

More than eighty percent offered internet 
training courses; many offered free train­
ing. In terms of com m unity  education 

the survey found a relatively  low  level 
of awareness  of Net Alert, the C o m m o n ­
wealth government's  internet education 
initiative and only  eight percent of par­
ticipating libraries reported actively using 

NetAlert.

Offensive  or il legal on line  content 
and its regulation are issues that attract 
public interest and comment. The survey 

found that the level of com plaints  from 
library users about internet content was 
very low. Most negative com m ents from 

users related to the quality and capacity 
of internet access  services, such as slow 
connection speeds  and serv ice  restric­
tions or concern about the behaviour of 
other users, rather than offensive content 
as such.

Eighteen percent of participating 
library services w ere  using internet filter­
ing software.

The survey found that public  librar­

ies are signif icant centres  o f  internet 
acce ss  by children. M any libraries have 
responded by provid ing  reco m m en d ed  
websites  and links, internet training pro­
gram s sp ec if ica l ly  for ch i ldren  and/or 
parents and som e have  set up separate 
term inals  e s p e c ia l ly  for children . S e v ­
enty-two percent of participating library 
serv ices  required parental con sent  for 
children to use the internet and twenty- 
nine percent required a parent to be 
present w h e n  ch ildren  w e re  using the 
internet. The a g e  up to w h ich  a parent 
w a s  required either to give  con sent  for 
or to be present with a child using the 

internet varied w ide ly  am ong the partici­
pating library services.

What makes high quality internet 
access services?
The key components of a high quality and 

responsible internet access  service are:

•  well-public ised internet use policies 

and internal com pla ints  procedures 
that are able  to deal effectively  with 
inappropriate use

•  provid ing training and skilled assist­
a n c e  in information searching and 

using online resources

« good technical infrastructure, high 
speed connectiv ity, adequate  num ­

bers of internet access  terminals and

maintaining the currency of hardware

and software.

Internet content regulation
The survey findings reveal that there is 

not a high level of com m unity  concern  

or complaint from users of public library 

internet access  services about offensive of 

illegal internet content. From this it can 

be con cluded that the current regulatory 

schem e is meeting the underlying o b je c ­

tives of the legislation: providing a means 

for addressing complaints about internet 

content, restricting acce ss  to internet 

content that is likely to offend reasonable  

adults, and protecting children from con­

tent that is unsuitable for them.

Some issues for the library and 
information sector
The survey has highlighted the range 

of po lic ies  and practices  am o n g  public 

libraries, for e x a m p le  in com m unity  

education and in m anaging internet a c ­

cess by children. It has also highlighted 

the variations in measuring internet use. 

In the quest to im prove serv ices  and to 

establish best practices  these issues are 

worthy of further d iscussion and debate  

am ong libraries.

The survey report recommends that li­

braries and library organisations seek op ­

portunities for discussion and sharing of 

experiences about policies and practices 

relating to internet acce ss  serv ices  and 

that library services internet use policies 

should explicitly cover access by children 

in their internet use.

Given the growing extent and signifi­

can ce  of these serv ices  and their role in 

w ider social and governm ent policy  o b ­

jectives of addressing the 'digital divide'  

in the Australian com m unity  there w ould 

be a benefit in standardising a measure of 

use of internet access  services in public 

libraries

More Information
A detailed report o f the survey is available 

to ALIA mem bers at http://alia.org.au/ 

members-only/advocacy/internet.  access/ 

report.html. The executive  sum m ary 

and a summary report are also generally 

available.

The survey findings have been used 

to update ALIA's guidelines for members 

relating to its statement on online content 

regulation. The gu idelines also  include 

and o v erv iew  of the relevant federal 

and state legislation (http://alia.org.au/ 

members-only/advocacy/internet.access/ 

guidelines.html). *
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