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A L IA  has a long-standing and ac tive  interest in the p u b lic  debate 

on the regu lation  o f in ternet content in A u stra lia . In pa rticu la r, 

the A sso c ia tio n  has an interest in p o licy  and leg is la tive  issues 

re la ting  to the p rov is ion  of p u b lic  a ccess in ternet se rv ice s in 

p u b lic  lib ra rie s .

T h is  area  is d ire c tly  related to A LIA 's first ob ject: to prom ote the 

free  f lo w  of in fo rm ation  and ideas in the interests of a ll A ustra lian s 

and  a th riv in g  cu ltu re , econom y, and d em ocracy . A L IA  b e lieves 

that freedom  can  be protected in a d em o cra tic  soc ie ty  o n ly  if its 

c it iz e n s  have unrestricted  acce ss  to in fo rm ation  and ideas.

T h e  su rvey  report dem onstrates h ow  p u b lic  lib ra rie s  p ro v id e  

v ita l in frastructu re  for A u stra lia 's  d ig ita l fu tu re , and h ow  they are 

ad dressing  the need for eq u itab le  co m m u n ity  acce ss  to o n lin e  

in fo rm atio n .

About the survey
In June 2 0 0 8 , A L IA  invited  p u b lic  lib ra ry  se rv ice s in A ustra lia  to 

p a rtic ip a te  in a su rvey  of internet a ccess in p u b lic  lib ra rie s  by 

co m p le tin g  an o n lin e  su rvey  form . The  su rvey  fo llo w s up e a rlie r  

su rveys by A L IA  in 2 0 0 2 , 2 0 0 5 , and 2 0 0 7 .

Th e  2 0 0 8  su rvey  w as con du cted  under the d irectio n  of A L IA 's  

O n lin e  Co nten t and Regu lation  A d v iso ry  C o m m ittee , and w ith  

inpu t from  the A L IA  P u b lic  L ib ra r ie s  A d v iso ry  C o m m ittee . The  

su rve y  w as  m ade p o ssib le  by the vo lu n ta ry  p a rtic ip atio n  of a 

s ig n ifica n t num ber of p u b lic  lib ra rie s  across A u stra lia .

Th e  2 0 0 8  su rvey  report an a lysed  responses from  p u b lic  lib ra ries 

in a ll states and territo ries acro ss A u stra lia . O ve r 2 0 0  p u b lic  

lib ra rie s  responded to the su rvey. The  lib ra ry  se rv ice s w h ic h  

p a rtic ip ated  in the su rvey  represent 6 9 2 0  4 7 6  registered users 

and  have over 147 0 0 0  peo p le  acce ss in g  in ternet se rv ice s in th e ir 

lib ra rie s  each  w e e k .

Results
P u b lic  lib ra rie s  p rovide  the m ain  m eans by w h ich  p eo p le  can  

a cce ss  the internet outside  hom e, w o rk , and sch o o l. T h e y  offer 

a cce ss  for m any peo p le  w h o  do not have acce ss  o n lin e  in 

o ther w ays , and p rovide  an en v iro nm en t that is recogn ised  as 

trusted , frien d ly , so c ia lly - in c lu s iv e , and non-th reaten ing . P u b lic  

lib ra ry  users are g enera lly  happy w ith  the se rv ices they re ce ive . 

O v e rw h e lm in g ly , th e ir issues re late  to shortage, ration ing , 

and  reso urce  lim ita tions -  p u b lic  lib ra ry  users have fe w  o ther 

co m p la in ts .

Th e  key find ings in c lu d e :

Usage (in responding libraries)
• Increasin g  and im p rov ing  acce ss  to the in ternet rem ains a 

p r io rity  for p u b lic  lib ra ries .

• The  num ber o f p u b lic  acce ss  in ternet te rm ina ls  has m ore 

than doub led  s in ce  the 2 0 0 5  su rvey.

• A n  estim ated 147 4 7 4  users acce ss  the in ternet each  w e e k  

-  an in crease  o f 91 %  o ve r the 2 0 0 5  users.

• P u b lic  dem and  and exp ecta tio n s for in creased  n um b er of 

in ternet te rm ina ls in p u b lic  lib ra rie s  co n tin ues to g row .

• O f  the negative feed b ack  re ce ive d , 7 7 %  relates to requests 

fo r a ccess to m ore te rm ina ls , faster co n n ectio n  speeds, 

m ore d o w n lo ad s , and in creased  b and w id th .

Internet content complaints
• The  percentage o f lib ra rie s  w h o  have rece ived  co m p la in ts  

about in ternet con tent co n tin u e s to red uce  from  5 5 %  in 

2 0 0 2 , 5 0 %  in 2 0 0 5 , and 4 3 %  in 2 0 0 8 .

• C o m p la in ts  about in ternet con tent w ith in  p u b lic  lib ra ries 

are e x tre m e ly  rare rep resenting  0 .2 %  of users; 9 9 .8 %  of 

in ternet use is co m p la in t-free .

• M ost in ternet con tent co m p la in ts  co n ce rn  se x u a lly  e x p lic it  

m ate ria l.

• C o m p la in ts  about ad u lts ' a cce ss  represented  6 4 %  of a ll 

co m p la in ts  and  3 6 %  co n ce rn e d  ch ild re n .

Filters
• P u b lic  lib ra rie s  filte r not o n ly  illeg a l and o ffensive  m ateria l 

but a lso  so c ia l ne tw o rk in g  sites, gam es, ve ry  large file s , 

and file  sharing .

• The trend is tow ards an in c re ase  in the use of filte ring  

so ftw are  in p u b lic  lib ra rie s : 3 6 %  of respondents in 2 0 0 8  

com p ared  w ith  3 0 %  in 2 0 0 5 .

• U s in g  in ternet filte rin g  does not stop co m p la in ts .

• F ilte ring  m e ch an ism s vary  s ig n ifica n tly  from  lib ra ry  to 

lib rary , and no s ing le  co m m e rc ia l filte rin g  p roduct is used 

by m ore than 1 0 %  of resp ond ing  lib ra rie s .

• E xam p les o f o ther types o f filte red  sites w e re :

- g am b ling  sites

- secu re  sites: patrons are  u nab le  to co n d u ct secu re  

tran sactio n s such  as taxation  returns w ith  the A TO , 

bank in g , a ir lin e  bo oking s, e tc .

Children
• O n e  th ird  of resp ond ing  lib ra rie s  p ro v id e  separate  te rm ina ls 

for a cce ss  by ch ild re n .

• M ore than h a lf o f the resp ond ing  lib ra rie s  p ro v id e  sp ec ific / 

targeted in ternet con tent or lin ks for ch ild re n  and young 

ad u lts .

• The req u irem ent for co m p u lso ry  parenta l consent for 

in ternet use has in creased .

• The age lim it fo r parenta l co n sen t has d ropped in som e 

lib ra rie s  from  1 8 to 1 6 years .

Access
• A cce ss  d isp a rity  b etw een  lib ra ry  se rv ice s is s ig n ifican t and 

the a cce ss  va r ie s  s ig n if ica n tly  w ith in  states, reg ions, and 

a lso  w ith in  m etrop o litan  a reas . Som e lib ra ry  se rv ices are 

o n ly  ab le  to o ffer on e  te rm ina l to e ve ry  7 0 0 0  registered 

users w h ile  the average is one to 1 5 0 0 .

• The q u a lity  of a cce ss  to the in ternet a lso  va r ie s  s ig n ifican tly  

w ith in  som e states, reg ions and w ith in  m etrop o litan  areas; 

som e lib ra rie s  are  ab le  to o ffer high speed broadband  and 

w ire le ss  acce ss  w h ile  o ther lib ra rie s  o ffer d ia l up access 

w ith  lim ited  up lo ad  and  d o w n lo ad .

Internet policy
• Internet use p o lic y  in p u b lic  lib ra rie s  is d eve lo p ed , im p le ­

m ented , and regulated  w ith in  a t im e ly  m anner.

• P u b lic  lib ra ries respond c lo se ly  to the ir o w n  co m m u n itie s ' 

exp ecta tio n s w ith  in ternet m anagem ent d ec is io ns and 

p ractices .

• P u b lic  lib ra rie s  u tilise  p o lic y  in fo rm ation  from  A L IA  to 

support the ir m anagem ent d e c is io n s .

• A  range o f m od e ls o f in ternet p o licy  m anagem ent exists 

w ith in  the p u b lic  lib ra ry  sector.

For the 2 0 0 8  su rvey  report and  for m ore in fo rm ation  about A LIA 's

position  on o n lin e  content reg u la tio n , v isit http://www.alia.org.
au/advocacy/internet. access/
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