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COTA ACT thanks the Standing Committee on Environment and Transport and City Services 
for the opportunity to make a submission to the Committee’s Inquiry into ACT Libraries. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
COTA ACT is the peak organisation in the Australian Capital Territory concerned with all 
issues related to ageing. It is an independent, non-party political and non-religious 
organisation working to protect and promote the well-being, rights and interests of all older 
people in the ACT irrespective of socio-economic, ethnic, religious or cultural background. 
 
COTA ACT is a member of an Australian wide organisation – COTA Australia – and 
contributes to the development of national policies and agendas. 
 
COTA ACT has a close working relationship with ACT Public Libraries, who are an important 
outlet for issuing ACT Seniors Cards and Seniors Discount Directories, a program 
administered by COTA ACT on behalf of the ACT Government. 
 
COTA ACT sought COTA ACT members’ views on ACT libraries via the COTA ACT monthly 
e-newsletter.  Twenty one responses were received.  The majority of responses were 
received from regular users of the ACT libraries, many of whom have been using the library 
for decades.  The responses were overwhelmingly in support of the ACT Libraries and their 
importance in the lives of older Canberrans and the broader community.  People felt 
strongly that that the ACT libraries should be valued, supported and protected. 
 
Comments against specific Terms of Reference are outlined below. 
 
COMMENTS 
 
1.  The role of libraries in the ACT 
Public libraries are an extremely important resource for older members of the ACT 
community, providing a source of information and entertainment, a hub for access to 
communications technology, and a venue for the delivery of community programs.  COTA 
ACT members responding to our survey indicated they made extensive use of the wide 
range of services on offer at the libraries and were very satisfied with the services provided. 
 
The traditional role of the public library as a lender of books and other material, such as 
CDs, DVDs, and magazines, remains important to older Canberrans.  Many survey 
respondents indicated that they also regularly used online resources.  Respondents 
generally felt that the libraries provided a good range of materials. 
 
Only two respondents indicated they did not use the ACT public libraries as the materials on 
offer did not meet their particular needs.  One of these respondents accessed materials 
through the university libraries. 
 
Canberra’s public libraries provide a hub for much needed technology education for seniors, 
as well as access to computers and Wi-Fi for those who cannot afford to purchase these 
devices and services. Approximately 25 to 30 percent of library computer users are 



3 

 

estimated to be seniors1.  A number of the survey respondents indicated they made use of 
computers, printers and internet access at the libraries. 
 
All nine ACT public libraries have adult programs which are open to seniors. Seniors book 
clubs are operating successfully in library branches and online book clubs cater to house 
bound or remote seniors.  These programs were welcomed by the survey respondents.  One 
respondent suggested that the libraries offer conversation classes for people who would like 
to learn a foreign language. 
 
The Home Library Service provides a very important role for older Canberrans who are 
isolated and unable to access services outside their home due to health or other issues.  In 
addition to providing them with reading material, the service may provide one of the few 
interactions an isolated older person has in a week.  Several survey respondents recognised 
the importance of this service. 
 
Many survey respondents found libraries were an important place to congregate, and feel 
part of the community.  Many appreciated the opportunity to be in a relaxing environment 
to read books, magazines and newspapers or meet friends.  They commented on the 
benefits of being in an environment where children, families and other older people are 
able to participate in difference programs and to interact with each other. 
 
Through its responsibility for the ACT Heritage Library, the ACT Public Library Service helps 
tell the stories of Canberra and its people. This is an important resource for the increasing 
proportion of older ACT residents who were born in Canberra, or have lived here long 
enough to consider it their home. 
 
Many respondents found library staff to be very friendly, competent, helpful and sensitive 
to seniors.  They highlighted the need to ensure staff are adequately supported to continue 
to do their job.  
 
Overwhelmingly, survey respondents did not wish to see any reduction in the range or 
availability of services currently offered by ACT libraries.  Many respondents expressed 
concerns that libraries could be closed or their physical presence reduced to a solely online 
presence in order to reduce costs. 
 
COTA ACT members have expressed concerns about the possibility of library closures to 
allow for residential development, particularly in relation to the Belconnen Library.  They did 
not support closure of the library.  However, were this to proceed, it was felt that any 
development applications should not be approved until the library services were relocated 
to another appropriate or improved site in that local area. 
 
5.  The extent to which ACT Libraries are accessible to the community, including opening 
hours, locations and disability access. 
Respondents to the COTA ACT survey indicated that many would appreciate longer opening 
hours, especially an earlier opening hour e.g. 9.00am.  Increasing hours outside of the 

                                                 
1 ACT Ministerial Advisory Council on Ageing Report on Implementation of the ACT Strategic Plan for 

Positive Ageing 15 November 2011 
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standard work day was also suggested.  People felt strongly that current opening hours 
should not be reduced. 
 
A few respondents commented on the physical accessibility of some libraries.  Concerns 
about parking was identified as an issue for some libraries, particularly for people who were 
unable to walk long distances. 
 
It was also suggested that the library cards of couples could be linked so that they were able 
to collect books on behalf of their partners. 
 
7.  The Comparative Analysis of ACT Libraries with library services in other jurisdictions 
and community take-up of these services 
A 2017 report2 for National and State Libraries Australasia contains 2015-16 statistics 
comparing public library costs and service uptake across the Australian jurisdictions.  A 
summary of this data is at Attachment A.  This report shows that: 

 the ACT has the lowest per capita expenditure on public library services of any 
Australian jurisdiction – the figure of $34.06 is substantially lower than the national 
average of $49.11 

 the ACT figure for total circulation transactions per capita of population, at 7.2, is 
higher than the national average of 6.9 

 the ACT figure for customer visits per capita of population, at 5.0, is higher than the 
national average of 4.7. 

 
On this basis, the ACT public library service compares favourably with those in other 
jurisdictions. 
 
A 2018 report3 assessing the socio-economic value of Victoria’s public library service 
concluded that it was extremely cost-beneficial. This assessment could reasonably be 
applied to ACT public libraries, as our service uptake statistics are comparable on a 
per capita basis with Victoria’s, and our per capita costs are lower. 
 
9.  Any other relevant matters – Implementation of the ACT Seniors Card Program 
 
COTA ACT appreciates the valuable service provided by ACT Libraries as an outlet for issuing 
ACT Seniors Cards and Seniors Discount Directories.  Older people often prefer to apply for 
Seniors Card at their local library as it is convenient, there is usually no waiting time and 
staff seen to be very helpful.  COTA ACT would like to see this relationship with the ACT 
Libraries continue and strengthen. 
 
COTA ACT has experienced some administrative issues with ACT Library outlets issuing 
Seniors Cards, which have a direct impact on the card holders.  COTA ACT is hopeful that 

                                                 
2 Australian Public Libraries Statistical Report 2015-16 – compiled for National and State Libraries Australasia, 

2017 accessed at https://www.nsla.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/nsla.aust-pub-lib-stats_2015-16.pdf  
3 Libraries Work! The socio-economic value of public libraries to Victorians commissioned by State Library 

Victoria and Public Libraries Victoria Network, May 2018 accessed at 

https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Libraries-work.pdf 

https://www.nsla.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/nsla.aust-pub-lib-stats_2015-16.pdf
https://www.slv.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/Libraries-work.pdf
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these can be addressed with Libraries ACT in the near future.  The issues are primarily relate 
to: 

 omitting important information from the application forms that are sent to COTA 
ACT for registration.  This leads to delays in registration of the card and as a result 
the Senior Card holder’s ability to access concessional travel on public transport. 

 mistakes in determining eligibility for the Seniors Card, particularly in relation to the 
age criteria.  This leads to people being incorrectly issued with a Seniors Card when 
they do not meet criteria. 

 communication breakdown due to constant changes in staffing and upper 
management at Libraries ACT. 

 inability to contact individual libraries directly by telephone to quickly resolve issues.  

Currently COTA ACT has to contact Access Canberra or Libraries ACT which leads to 

delays in addressing issues. 

 
In conclusion, COTA ACT would very much welcome the opportunity to meet with you to 
discuss this important topic. 
 
 
 
Jenny Mobbs, Executive Director, COTA ACT    September 2018 
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ATTACHMENT A 
 
 

COMPARATIVE STATISTICS ON LIBRARY EXPENDITURE AND SERVICES – 2015/16  
(source:  Australian Public Libraries Statistical Report 2015-16 – compiled for National and 
State Libraries Australasia, 2017 accessed at 
https://www.nsla.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/nsla.aust-pub-lib-stats_2015-
16.pdf) 
 
TOTAL EXPENDITURE PER CAPITA ON LIBRARY SERVICES – 2015/16  
 

ACT NSW NT QLD SA TAS VIC WA AUST 

$34.06 $47.72 $46.10 $51.51 $62.37 $57.04 $43.01 $55.27 $49.11 

 
CIRCULATION TRANSACTIONS – 2015/16 

 ACT NSW NT QLD SA TAS VIC WA AUSTRALIA 

Items 
loaned 

2,514,615 39,682,947 801,643 32,522,721 14,530,324  3,813,248  45,062,254  15,351,023  154,278,775  

eBook loans 83,191 861,377 3,378 1,299,763 368,723 139,974 2,366,448  601,255 5,724,109 

Downloads 259,169 1,634,330 6,331 2,275,538 264,233 179,653  713,690 5,332,944  

Total 
circulation 
transactions 

2,856,975 42,178,654 811,352 36,098,022 15,163,280 4,132,875 47,428,702 16,665,968 165,335,828 

Circ. per 
capita of 
population 

7.2 5.5 3.3 7.5 8.9 8.0 7.8 6.4 6.9 

 
 
CUSTOMER VISITS – 2015/16 

 ACT NSW NT QLD SA TAS VIC WA AUST 

No. 
visitors 

1,964,398 34,790,223 1,098,172 21,670,013 10,269,439 2,947,437 29,880,870 10,519,089 113,139,641 

Per 
capita 

5.0 4.5 4.5 4.5 6.0 5.7 4.9 4.0 4.7 

 

https://www.nsla.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/nsla.aust-pub-lib-stats_2015-16.pdf
https://www.nsla.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/nsla.aust-pub-lib-stats_2015-16.pdf
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