Empower, Inform, Enrich – The modernisation review of public libraries: a consultation. Response from “The Network – tackling social exclusion …”
The Network
 was formed in May 1999 as a legacy of the then Library and Information Commission-funded research project, "Public Library Policy and Social Exclusion", the report of which was published under the title, Open to all?
 The Network’s mission is “to assist the cultural sector, including libraries, museums, archives and galleries, heritage and other organisations, to work towards social justice.”

We made a submission to the Review in December 2008, as a result of the original call for comment, and, whilst are pleased to have a further opportunity to comment, are also disappointed that so much time has passed with very little to show for it. We consider that, maybe, enough “considering” has taken place, and what we now need is some action!
We would add that, to be frank, this set of essays does not take us very much further. For example, there are (as instanced below) some excellent pieces written by library leaders, showing some of the range of excellent work that public libraries are undertaking, yet it almost appears as though these are being ignored in the search for something else. And why is there such a fixation on the commercial sector, when public libraries are much closer to – and could valuably learn from – the Third Sector?
As we demonstrate below, one of the major contributions of the public library service is in working towards social justice (again evidenced in some of the essays), yet this is almost wilfully ignored in the set of questions. Public libraries have a long history of playing a strong role in the community (not just as the ‘heart’ of the community – whatever that means exactly), and this needs nurturing and supporting, rather than this endless quest for some new grail.

Finally, the set of questions is repetitive, and, as we shall demonstrate, often seem to miss the point. For example, in Q11, there seems to be an assumption that public libraries are there to be visited if only people knew about them, rather than challenging, for example, whether providing library services via static buildings is even the best approach, and looking at how libraries can best meet local needs where they arise, rather than necessarily thinking ‘library building’ every time.
Q1. Does every library authority have to share a common purpose? Are these purposes complementary and relevant? Are some more important than others? Are there other purposes we should consider? 

The introduction to this question, ‘Role for Libraries’, outlines three broad areas (Providing books etc; The library at the centre of the community; The library as an education resource etc). 

We support these as being important contributions that public libraries make, but, at least in the wording used in the consultation paper, they come across as passive, almost reactive.

We see the public library as incorporating these three roles, but in a much more dynamic and active way, working locally and nationally for social justice and social inclusion. This is stressed in the essays by, for example, Roy Clare, Miranda McKearney, Bob McKee and Fiona Williams – as Bob McKee puts it libraries being “central to our strategies for literacy and learning, digital inclusion, regeneration, equality of opportunity, and personal well-being”.
This should be the public libraries’ common purpose, and, we would argue, should therefore be obligatory for every library service in the UK.

Q2. Do you think the current roles as defined for central and local government are still appropriate? Is the 1964 legislative framework still appropriate or does it need review? If so what changes would you like to see? Is there any value in central government having a more direct role in setting the vision and objectives for the library service or is the service better managed entirely at local level. 

As indicated in our response to Q1, we consider that there has to be a strong national framework within which public libraries operate. Of course, they also need to be fully responsive (and responsible) to local people too, but this ‘balancing act’ needs to be finely managed. For example, a library service – with local community support – may propose closing some library buildings, or relocating them, only to have this thwarted by local politicians who do not want to see service closures in their Wards. 

To counter this, the 1964 Act does need to be overhauled, and the relative roles of local and central government redefined, but the statutory nature of the public library service needs to remain. 

Q3. Could (a) central government departments, and (b) local authorities better use the public library service to communicate initiatives and contribute to other public services? Do you have any ideas on how this might work?

As noted above, two of the core roles of the public library are to be a hub at the centre of local communities and to provide the path through “a morass of information”. Yet, still, these roles are often overlooked, and it is very common for local authorities – and other agencies – to try to disseminate information and/or carry out local consultations without recognizing the key role (in terms particularly its ‘reach’) that the public library can play. 

As Fiona Williams notes in her essay, public libraries already do contribute heavily to other local public services, but their role is often undervalued (this is, we would argue, partly an issue with public libraries too, which we shall address more fully in Q21 & Q22.

Again, there needs to be a balance struck between assisting central government departments to disseminate information and not overwhelming the key local, community needs with national campaigns.
Q4. A recent report by the All Party Parliamentary Group on Libraries, Literacy and Information Management concluded that central Government structures complicate the delivery of library funding and policy. The Report also called into question the suitability of the MLA and ACL and recommended a Library Development Agency. 

• Are there benefits in changing the structures in government? 

• Are there benefits in changing the structures or roles of the public bodies? 

• Is there a value in a greater central function around particular issues? Eg Marketing and publicity, digital services? 

• Do you see any benefit in establishing new national/local structures as set out in Margaret Hodge’s essay? 

We agree with the APPG report’s analysis of the issues surrounding central Government structures. It really does not make any sense to have policy-setting, funding and monitoring of public libraries carried out by different Government departments – as we frequently see, it can lead to a culture of ‘passing the buck’.

In relation to MLA, in our original response, we said:

“It remains to be seen whether MLA in its new form will be able to deliver the strategic leadership (and massive levels of support) that public libraries require, but it is already clear that there is likely to be a lessening of focus at national and regional level on social justice issues, and we would urge DCMS (and MLA) to ensure that social justice, tackling social exclusion, community cohesion and engagement are all built into MLA’s core policies and work-plans.”
There is a vital need for a national body to coordinate policy creation, advocate libraries at every level, ensure that social justice is at the heart of every library service, create effective marketing campaigns, and so on – possibly some kind of National Library Agency?

At the same time, given that The Network is also an example of the Third Sector organisations that you mention, there needs to be scope for the continuation of a range of organisations, not just having them all combined into one new mega-agency. 
The exact role of the ACL (particularly in its current reincarnation) is very unclear; having this body, MLA and the Society of Chief Librarians all advising makes for even more confusion!

Q5. In 2007 the Department for Communities and Local Government published Developing the Local Government Services Market: New ways of working and new models of provision within the public library service but only a handful of local authorities currently deliver libraries through a trust or private company. The case studies show that alternative delivery models can be effective so how might we best encourage Local Authorities to explore the opportunities they offer? What other governance models might be suitable for library services or are there barriers to introducing these models? For instance: 

• What could libraries learn from other sectors including the private sector? 

• Would other models of delivery and funding – eg the academy model for schools, social enterprise models or Foundation Trusts for hospitals – be appropriate for library services? 
Q6. How can we prioritise investment in libraries, especially at a time of financial constraints? You may like to consider: 

• How we might ensure that all libraries are able to develop successful funding models which are based on a diversity of funding streams. 

• How could we help open new and more revenue streams for libraries, 

• What could libraries learn from other sectors? 

• How do we effectively spread best practice?
Experiments with different governance models would seem valuable, provided that there really is applied learning once the experiments are over, and provided that the different models do not detract from what we have described above as public libraries’ core roles. (For example, were a bookselling chain to become heavily involved in co-running public libraries, and insisted that, as part of this, libraries focussed more-or-less entirely on current best-sellers, then we would see this as detrimental to the core function of libraries.)

Public libraries do need to look at and learn from a wider range of successful enterprises than at present. 

Q7. Digital Services: What is the future of library services in a digital environment? What changes do you envisage as a result of changes in technology over the next 5-10 years? You might like to consider – 

• How can we use the digital revolution to extend access to library resources? 

• Should virtual lending (ie lending downloads to the home via the internet) be the future of the public library service either generally or in some areas? What challenges would virtual lending present? 

• What digital content should libraries provide? For example should all libraries make subscription online services available to users? Should this be a free service? 

• Web 2.0 enables people and communities to contribute web content? Do you think that there is a role for libraries in Web 2.0? If so, what? 

• Is there other content or technology which you think should be guaranteed to users? 

• How can libraries support the Digital Inclusion agenda? What are some of the potential obstacles to greater digital engagement within libraries, and how might these be overcome? 

• What other opportunities does new technology present for libraries? Do you have ideas for innovative ways in which new technology could be applied in local libraries? 

The Network worked with CILIP last year in its response to the DCLG consultation paper, Delivering digital inclusion: an action plan for consultation. The response is very full, and covers much of the same ground as this – we recommend that DCMS and the Review Team use this as a starting point. It is available at: http://www.cilip.org.uk/sitecollectiondocuments/PDFs/policyadvocacy/deliveringdigitalinclresponseFinal0109.pdf. 
Q8. Digital technology is already helping with the back office and administrative functions of many libraries 

• How can we spread best practice and maximise those opportunities? 

• Self service and return technology is intended to free up library staff to deal with more complex customer enquiries. Should this technology be available in all libraries? 

We do need to find ways of making the most of the advantages that office technology can bring. These include:
· More sharing of best practice

· Deciding on some nationwide approaches, and then implementing them across all library services (rather than allowing the service-by-service approach as now)

· Exploring urgently the benefits of unifying admin functions, eg across London, maybe on a regional basis (as in LibrariesWest)

We need to ensure, as a matter of urgency, that the introduction of self-service and return technology really is freeing staff for other work, and bringing the claimed benefits. For example, anecdotal evidence shows that staff are actually dealing with a lot more queries about the system itself, so the benefits may not be as great as proclaimed. In any event, and more seriously, there is a strong view that the use of touch-screen technology prevents use by many visually impaired people – this allegation also needs to be taken on board as a matter of urgency.

Finally, we support these initiatives – provided that the ultimate purpose of the public library is not lost in the excitement of yet more technology!
Q9. Do Local Authority IT strategies support or impede libraries’ digital innovation? Should libraries have a national web presence? 

Would a national online catalogue covering all public libraries be beneficial? 
Clearly, some local authorities’ IT strategies support libraries’ digital innovation (and may even be leading on this). However, at the same time, there are local authorities with IT strategies (and practices) that do not recognise the ‘out-of-hours’/24 hours role that libraries play, nor the necessity for libraries to engage fully with Web 2.0 (there are still public libraries that do not even allow all staff access to email, never mind blogs, Facebook, Twitter, etc). 

Yes, a national web presence – as some form of gateway to local services – would be extremely valuable (and could be a key part of the role of the National Library Agency).
It would be very useful for DCMS to consult with users and staff of public library services in London to see if they have found benefits in having London library catalogues available to be searched from the same point. 

Q10. Are there any services which you consider should be prescribed across all library services or should services be entirely determined at local level? Is there any value in having a clear national ‘offer to consumers of the library in the 21st century’. If so which elements would be vital components? Besides hard copy books do you think there are other services which should be free at the point of delivery on a national basis? 
We agree that the public library service must continue as a local service shaped by local needs and demands.

Within that, however, as we state in our reply to Q1, we think that the social justice role of the public library (including involvement in learning and literacy, digital inclusion, regeneration, assisting to create equality of opportunity, health and wellbeing, helping people to negotiate their way to finding information they need, etc) is absolutely critical and central, and that this should be prescribed across all library services.

After that, we need to consider the issue of the “national offers”. Again, there is a balance to be struck between introducing a service across all libraries, and the need for local determination. For example, although the Summer Reading Challenge is undoubtedly a great success, nevertheless there were library authorities that were running their own, local – and different – versions; they were asked to join in the national scheme, which, whilst it may be good in branding terms, does mean that local initiatives may get pushed aside.

That said, there are services that should be universal and therefore part of a “national offer”. These include (but this list is not exhaustive!):

· Reading support and activities for under-fives, their parents and carers

· Support for creative reading for children & young people of all ages, targeted particularly towards those who are socially excluded (eg looked-after children)

· Provision of services for older people (such as those outlines in The Network’s recent guidance
)

· Supporting people who otherwise would not have access to ICT

· Working with other agencies to build effective partnerships to support communities that, otherwise, may not access libraries’ services (eg new arrivals, people with basic skills needs).
Q11. How can we widen usage and make libraries more accessible to the public? 
This question conflates a number of issues that actually need to be looked at separately, hence our replies to each sub-question.

For instance: 

• On what basis should library leaders make decisions about opening hours and location? 
As noted below in our response to Q15, these decisions need to be taken following full, open consultation with local people. Opening hours of static buildings may need to change to meet changing local circumstances – too often libraries have remained with a pattern of opening hours which were relevant in a different time, but now do not meet local needs.
As we say elsewhere in this response, such decisions – particularly about location – should be taken with a pan-authority approach to avoid locating a new library close to one in the neighbouring authority.
• Should library joining and membership arrangements be simplified across all libraries? Indeed should library membership be national so that citizens can use any library and borrow and return material anywhere. 
Many public libraries are already simplifying their joining arrangements, and this is a key step to making public libraries more open and accessible. At the same time, it is vital that other local authority departments with a ‘custodial’ role (such as Audit) understand and support these initiatives, and do not try to block them.
National library membership would also open up the service – and would create new opportunities for people to use services wherever they find themselves (eg on holiday, away on business) – but it needs to be recognised that there will be overhead costs in such a scheme, for example for the return of library materials to their ‘home’ library.

• Do you think there are particular services which would encourage more library use? You might wish to consider a universal home delivery service (in addition to the scheme for housebound people), and enabling people to request a book online. 

• Only a third of 16-24 year olds now visit public libraries. How can we ensure that young people who leave full time education remain library users? 

• How can we improve our understanding of the people who use libraries – and of the people who do not – in order to improve services to them? 
In our opinion, these questions come at the issue from slightly the wrong angle! It is less about making libraries more ‘appealing’ and more about ensuring that people see their relevance. So, for example, library staff need to work not just in static buildings but also in the community, making strong, long-lasting connections with community groups and individuals, many of whom may never actually visit a library building, but who are happy to use resources where they are (eg in a playgroup, residential setting, hospital, etc). This approach has been shown to work, but is resource-intensive: there therefore needs to be a real commitment to sustainable, mainstreamed approaches to this work (and not the short-term, project-based, one-year-at-a-time approach which is so prevalent).

By meeting and working with people in their own spaces, libraries can learn at first-hand what the barriers are to take-up of services – and then do something about them!
• How might library users have a greater voice in decision making? 

Using the community-based approach outlined above will involve ensure that libraries engage people who would not normally visit a public library, and these voices can then be heard as part of the decision-making process.
Q12. Do we do enough to market library services? If not, what more could/should be done to promote or explain the benefits of libraries? 

It is undoubtedly true that libraries are, generally, poorly marketed. However, it is our view that, until libraries have a unified, core approach, marketing is going to be difficult. The following analysis is rough-and-ready, but it could be argued that public libraries are caught between a number of opposing views (eg that there need to be more books; that libraries should return to some form of core book-related service; that there is a lot more to libraries than books), without a real sense of direction (eg are libraries meant to be ‘all things to all people’? Doesn’t that run the danger of their becoming ‘nothing to nobody’? If they focus on a particular target group – or marketing segment – who decides what these priorities are?). If social justice were to be the core aim of a library service, then some of these dilemmas become much easier to resolve.
Q13. Commercial partnerships through libraries are not common. How might we bring more private funding into the public library service? 

• What commercial activities should we encourage libraries to operate? (Examples of commercial activities or partnerships might be book selling or partnerships with bookshops, provision of coffee shops, rental of certain materials, contracts with local business, national partnerships with private companies?) 

• What benefits do you think these might bring to the library service? 

• Are there any commercial activities which you think are not appropriate for libraries to undertake? 

Q14. Where can libraries learn from the commercial sector and what private partnerships can you think of which have been useful for library services? 

• How can we better spread good practice here? 

Previous partnerships with the commercial sector have not always proven fully successful, so any new ventures would need to be very carefully assessed. Given the general public view of banking and commercial “fat cats”, however, care would need to be taken to ensure that libraries do not become tarnished. 
However, the commercial sector could well help public libraries to introduce some improved working practices (such as budgeting, staff management, ICT, marketing).
More importantly, in our view, is the role that the Third Sector could play, where their aims, roles and relationships with communities are often very closely allied to those of public libraries. For example, some successful work has been undertaken by public libraries with refugee community organisations, to the benefit of both, and the learning from this good practice needs to be spread more actively. 
Q15. What are the circumstances in which a Local Authority would be justified in closing a library? 
There are certainly circumstances in which a local authority would be justified in closing a library, for example if the building’s fabric was in such poor repair that it was not cost-effective to repair it; or where a library is located close to another in a neighbouring authority, and the two authorities agree to close one and leave one (this raises again the issues around governance, as, clearly, it would make sense to have a view of service provision, which is beyond the boundaries of single local authorities). 
However, any decision to close a service point has to be made after exhaustive and proper consultation, taking into account the views of the local community (and politicians using their political skills and judgment to decide, for example, whether a particular lobby group is actually speaking on behalf of the community it purports to represent). 

Q16. Co-location of libraries with other public services, schools and colleges or business is becoming increasingly prevalent. When is co-location successful and what factors should LAs consider in making co-location decisions? 

There is a growing number of examples of successful co-locations, for example not only with schools and colleges, but also with medical centres (eg in Salford) and a range of other Council services (as in Tower Hamlets).
Provided any risks and new barriers are carefully assessed – and mitigated – then this would seem a highly successful way forward.
Q17. There is a mixed economy of library buildings including large central libraries, smaller local libraries and mobile libraries. What should library leaders consider in making decisions about 

the make-up of their library service? For instance: 

• What kind of customer information should library leaders have in deciding where to locate libraries? 

• How should Library leaders make decisions about library buildings’ accessibility and fitness for purpose? 

• How should the library service be provided in small rural communities? 

• Are there benefits from unstaffed mini-libraries, library machines and self service check out of books? 

• How important is it that libraries should be housed in dedicated buildings? 

Public library services should maintain a mix of sizes of service points, co-located where possible, plus a range of other access, such as mobile libraries, community-based services, and, of course, online provision. 
As colleagues in Lincolnshire have said in their response:

“The type of library service provided in small rural communities should depend on the local circumstances. For example, where the library is the only local service, it could remain in a building which is then shared by other local groups. Where other local services exist, the library could be co-located with one of these services. Mobile provision is another possibility, ranging from large ‘libraries on wheels’ to more personalised delivery-van type services.” 
There may be benefits to be gained from unstaffed mini-libraries and library machines – provided these are not introduced as cost-cutting exercises, but are, instead, seen as ways of creating greater access and choice.

Where possible, libraries should no longer be housed in dedicated buildings, but should be located in multi-use, one-stop-shop type settings.
Q18. How could we encourage a greater skill mix beyond traditional librarianship in the library service? 

• Do you think library courses have the relevant content and teach the right skills to equip the library workforce? 

• How can we ensure that the library service attracts and nurtures leaders with the ability to drive improvement, engage in partnerships and innovate services? 

• What other skills and/ or qualifications are required to staff a modern library? 

Public libraries need to attract – and retain – staff with a wide range of skills and experience (not just what have been seen as ‘traditional’ library skills). For example, we need more staff with highly developed ‘people’, IT, marketing, and entrepreneurial skills, in addition to information-handling skills.
There are already leaders within libraries, who demonstrate the abilities outlined in the question – the issue often is whether they are allowed to use them! Unfortunately too, where library managers show a high level of leadership qualities, they are often quickly recruited to elsewhere in the local authority. This reflects, in our opinion, that the leadership issues are not actually solely libraries’, but are also being faced across local government as a whole. This is obviously a much wider issue, but it is worth noting that local government is altogether risk-averse and uncreative – so it’s no wonder that many library staff either follow their peers’ lead or find themselves stifled by the bureaucracy. 
Q19. Do you think that volunteering is a useful component of the library workforce? How can we ensure that volunteering arrangements are used to best effect?

There are huge benefits to engaging with volunteers (eg to assist libraries in building bridges into particular communities; to help libraries with, for example ICT support and mentoring) – and the work experience that the volunteers gain is valuable to them too (eg Leicester and Camden’s work with refugee volunteers).  
The roles of volunteers need to be clearly delineated, and we also need to make sure that they don’t feel they are being exploited.
Q20. Is it important that libraries remain a statutory obligation for local authorities? 

• What might be the advantages and disadvantages? 

• For instance, would the removal of statute allow greater flexibility for fundraising or different modes of operation currently off limits? 

Provided that this really does mean that local authorities (and the Government) take the provision of library services seriously, then ‘yes’! Until the recent Wirral Inquiry, it has been unclear exactly how or when the Minister of State might intervene – this recent case should give the Government, local authorities and libraries an opportunity to refresh their thinking on this, and ensure that, in maintaining the statutory duty, its purpose and function are strengthened.
Rather than removing the statutory duty, would it not be possible to move towards introducing different fund-raising and operational methods within the current framework?
Q21. Is the obligation to provide a ‘comprehensive and efficient’ library service the correct one? 

• Does it need further definition or guidance around what that means or should the interpretation be left to local authorities? 

• For instance, should there be more prescription around opening hours, web presence, service provision, staff skill mix? 

• Is there a need for less, more or different local or national monitoring? 

• Are visits and books borrowed still relevant? 

• What else should we consider and measure when determining the efficiency and effectiveness of our libraries? 

• Would an accreditation scheme for libraries be beneficial or are there other systems which might incentivise libraries to deliver more effectively? 

• Is the Secretary of State’s power to intervene still appropriate? 
Q22. How should we measure performance?

You might like to consider:

• Is there a need for less, more or different local or national monitoring?

• Are visits and books borrowed still relevant?

• What else should we consider and measure when determining the efficiency and

effectiveness of our libraries?

• Would an accreditation scheme for libraries be beneficial or are there other systems which might incentivise libraries to deliver more effectively?

• Is the Secretary of State’s power to intervene still appropriate?

As noted above, the 1964 Act – and especially its “comprehensive and efficient” obligation – need complete overhauling. This obligation really is meaningless, and, taking on board points we made above on the core roles of a public library, we consider that these activities should be set and monitored at a national level – with the Secretary of State’s power to intervene remaining. 

Visits and “books” issued are not useful measures. We need to see the speedy introduction of impact measures that will take libraries towards the useful “Model of Impact” included in the Review document. 
We would prefer not to see the introduction of anything that could be interpreted as ‘library league tables’, but there does need to be robust monitoring (and follow up) of performance, perhaps by the proposed National Library Agency.
Q23. What research do we need to do to best demonstrate the benefits of the library service to local and national leaders? Who would be best placed to initiate this research? 

We are not convince that any fresh research is required. As the excellent work by the Society of Chief Librarians has shown, there is a mass of good practice and different models ‘out there’, they just need to be evaluated and disseminated. If the National Library Agency were to be set up, then this dissemination role should be its first major task.
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