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PLWA SUBMISSION IN RESPONSE TO THE WA INQUIRY INTO LOCAL GOVERNMENT  
 
 
13 September 2019 
 
 
The Select Committee is to inquire into how well Local Government is functioning in 
Western Australia, PLWA response: 
(b) the scope of activities of Local Governments 
(e) the funding and financial management of Local Governments 
 
 
 
1.  Public Libraries Western Australia, Inc 
 
Public Libraries Western Australia, Inc (PLWA) is the peak representative body for Western 
Australian public libraries, providing leadership, advocacy and extensive support to the 
Western Australian public library network.  PLWA actively participates in the development 
and reform of public libraries in partnership with the State Library of WA (SLWA) and the WA 
Local Government Association (WALGA); and works nationally with the Australian Library & 
Information Association (ALIA) and the ALIA Australian Public Library Alliance in advocating 
for public libraries and their associated services.   
 
 
2.  Western Australia’s Public Library Network 
 
Western Australian public library services are provided co-operatively by the WA State 
Government and the WA Local Government Authorities.  The State, via SLWA provides the 
library materials (bookstock), with Local Government providing and maintaining buildings 
and infrastructure, employing staff, and providing library services and programs.   
 
It is estimated that Western Australian Local Governments contribute at least 90% of the 
total funding required to provide public library services to Western Australian residents.  The 
level of funding and support for libraries across the local government sector is highly 
variable, with many local authorities supplementing the SLWA library materials contribution 
with additional local government funding in order to meet public demand for library materials.   
 
As reflected interstate, there has been a noticeable shift with Local Government funding an 
ever-increasing proportion of the cost of running the public library service and provision for 
library materials, as well as increased pressure and expectation by Federal and State 
Government that Local government and public libraries provide technological infrastructure 
and support to assist local communities in accessing online government services.  This has 
increased pressure on WA Local Government finances and the long-term sustainability of 
public library resources and service delivery.   
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3. The Scope of Activities of Local Government 
 
3.1  Public libraries 

 

 Are freely accessible public places that welcome all people.   

 Support freedom of access to information, literacy and lifelong learning. 

 Are more than books by providing safe and welcoming places for social inclusion and 
the exchange of ideas.   

 Embrace and maximise technology and innovation, and provide safe online access 
and digital literacy support. 

 Provide a wide variety of programs and services targeted to local community need, 
including supporting the local community in accessing online government services. 
 

3.2  Effective Partnerships 
 
As more government services and organisations transition to online service models, public 
libraries are becoming an essential service that bridges the digital divide and supports the 
local community access online services.  There are a number of partnerships between 
Federal and State Governments with Local Government libraries that are delivering 
programs to improve the literacy, the digital skills and access to online information to the 
Western Australian community, including: 
 
3.2.1  Better Beginnings Family Literacy Program 
 
Better Beginnings is funded via a tri-partite alliance between the Government of Western 
Australia, including Royalties for Regions, Western Australian Local Governments and Rio 
Tinto.  One of the key aims of this partnership between State and Local Government and the 
business sector is to support the development of literacy in children from birth providing 
them with greater potential to grow, learn and develop, perform well at school and succeed 
in later life.  Improved literacy levels across Western Australia contribute to the creation of a 
skilled workforce and future economic development.  
 
Since its launch in 2005, Better Beginnings has reached over 250,000 families throughout 
Western Australia.  In 2019, the Better Beginnings Program won the IPAA (Institute of Public 
Administration Australia) Best Practice in Collaboration Across Government Agencies 
category recognising ongoing practices that demonstrate a high level of collaboration and 
coordination across organisations to meet priority objectives in the delivery of service to the 
community.   
 
3.2.2  eSmart Libraries 
 
In recognition that libraries play an important role in bridging the digital divide and providing 
cybersafety and digital literacy skills, the eSmart Libraries program was initiated by the 
Alannah and Madeline Foundation.   Designed to equip library users and staff with the skills 
they need to be able to use internet-connected technology in a smart, safe and responsible 
way the program is one of the most significant community cyber safety initiatives ever 
undertaken in Australia.  This highly successful program has seen over 80% of public 
libraries across Australia become accredited eSmart Libraries.  
 
3.2.3  Be Connected  
 
There is a growing digital gap among the elderly and although digital skills are comparably 
high across other age groups those in the 65 or more age group have been identified as the 
least digitally competent.  Public libraries have therefore identified the ‘Be Connected’ 



3 
 

program as extremely important in raising digital literacy levels for this cohort.  Whilst the 
digital divide has narrowed, around 3 million people in Australia are still not online, and 
therefore unable to take advantage of the educational, health, social and financial benefits of 
being connected online.  Public libraries are actively engaged in narrowing this gap.   

3.2.4  My Health Record 
 
ALIA’s Australian Public Library Alliance (APLA) has partnered with the Australian Digital 
Health Agency (ADHA) to boost access to consumer health information through public 
libraries.  Recognising the unique role public libraries as providers of information to 
communities, families and individual, ADHA has provided grant funding for libraries to 
support staff training, and to provide quality resources that focus on provision of health 
information.  Several WA libraries are currently piloting this new initiative which will help build 
the confidence and knowledge of library staff in supporting clients access the ‘My Health 
Record’ online portal. 
 

 
4.  The Funding and Financial Management of Local Governments 
 
WA Public Library Strategic Reform 
 
Research and consultation conducted in 2014-2015 highlighted the need for significant 
transformational change at both state and local levels, to deliver more efficient and flexible 
public library services to meet diverse community needs.  The WA Public Libraries Strategy 
(Strategy) (2017)1 has been the impetus for the work currently underway led by the Public 
Libraries Working Group (PLWG) to establish a shared strategic vision for public library 
development in Western Australia.  
 
The Strategy includes the ALIA Guidelines, Standards and Outcome Measures for Australian 
Public Libraries (2016)2, and aligns with recommendations of the State Government's 
Service Priority Review aimed at reforming the way public library services are delivered to 
the Western Australian community.    
 
Several recommendations from the Strategy have been achieved, however the ongoing  
reduction in adequate State Government funding and support for the State Library of WA 
(SLWA) has severely limited SLWA’s capacity to support WA public library services and 
deliver new initiatives as recommended by the Strategy.  PLWA strongly advocates for 
renewed State Government support and funding for SLWA.    
 
PLWA supports recommendations within the Strategy including: legislative reform of the 
Library Board of WA Act (1951); review of the current funding model to increase flexibility 
and autonomy for Local Government; increased support for regional and remote libraries; 
feasibility study for a one library card system; and a state-wide marketing campaign.   
 
The Strategy also includes the recommendation to establish a separate Public Library 
Infrastructure and Innovation Fund as a new funding stream to support public libraries foster 
innovation and function as contemporary places for social and digital inclusion, without 
placing untenable pressure on an already stretched library materials budget.  PLWA strongly 

                                                           
1
 WA Public Libraries Strategy (2017).  https://www.slwa.wa.gov.au/about-us/corporate/wa-public-libraries-

strategy 
2
 ALIA (2016). Guidelines, Standards and Outcome Measures for Australian Public Libraries.  

https://www.alia.org.au/sites/default/files/20160714%20Guidelines%20Standards%20and%20Outcome%20Meas
ures%20for%20Australian%20Public%20Libraries%20-%20MANUSCRIPT%20VERSION_0.pdf 

https://www.slwa.wa.gov.au/about-us/corporate/wa-public-libraries-strategy
https://www.slwa.wa.gov.au/about-us/corporate/wa-public-libraries-strategy
https://www.alia.org.au/sites/default/files/20160714%20Guidelines%20Standards%20and%20Outcome%20Measures%20for%20Australian%20Public%20Libraries%20-%20MANUSCRIPT%20VERSION_0.pdf
https://www.alia.org.au/sites/default/files/20160714%20Guidelines%20Standards%20and%20Outcome%20Measures%20for%20Australian%20Public%20Libraries%20-%20MANUSCRIPT%20VERSION_0.pdf
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recommends that this funding be implemented as soon as possible, and in addition to the 
current expenditure on print, electronic resources and other shared materials. 

 

 
5.  Conclusion 

Western Australians highly value, and expect their public libraries to provide a wide range of 
resources and deliver contemporary and innovative library services.  In 2017-18 more than 
850,000 active library members borrowed more than 14 million physical items and over 1.4 
million eBooks and audiobooks across WA’s 233 public libraries.  
 
The Western Australian public library service is accessible across a wide section of the 
community including parents, children, adults, seniors, teens, students, migrants, and people 
living with disabilities, business people and refugees.    
 
With this level of reach, public libraries with adequate funding and resources have the 
potential to position themselves as the centre for community engagement and a 
disseminator of information for all levels of government, by providing an inexpensive and 
highly effective way of reaching a wide cross-section of the community.   
 
PLWA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Inquiry into Local Government in WA.  
Our main concerns are: 
 

 Ongoing support and funding for the provision of library materials and resources for 
Western Australian public libraries, including a return to annual CPI rates as a 
minimum. 

 The establishment of a Public Library Infrastructure and Innovation Fund as a new 
funding stream to support public libraries foster innovation and function as 
contemporary places for social and digital inclusion, in addition to the current 
expenditure on print, electronic resources and other shared materials. 

 Renewed support and funding for the State Library of WA in order to progress the 
WA Public Libraries Strategy and recommendations.   

 
 
 
 
 
PLWA Contact: 
 
Viv Barton 
President, Public Libraries Western Australia, Inc 

 
 

 




