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   1.    Sector Definition and Overview.
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The UK public library sector consists of almost 5000 libraries of varying sizes.   These facilities provide many types of information for the general public, including the following:  hard-copy and electronic material, academic and educational resources, official reports and statistics and material for the purposes of entertainment and culture.     

According to the government policy document,  New Library: The People’s Network (1997),  the public library sector provides information services to over 24 million adults in the UK.  The 1998 Audit Commission report on public libraries suggest that this sector provides a vital national service:

‘Over half of the population are library members, drawn from all social classes, and all age groups...  there were 460 million issues of books in 1995/96....’    (The Audit Commission  1998)

In ‘People, Politics and hard Decisions’ (Public Library Journal, 14, 1), Richard Proctor defines the public library service as an important educational focus and information provider for the community:


      ‘The local library is a community information junction. The contribution of local libraries to community life and individual well being is far reaching, distinctive and irreplaceable.’    






     (Proctor 1999)


According to the Audit Commission report, public libraries provide the following four community services:

Recreation, Learning, Social welfare and Economic development.

The public library is important to a wide range of people, including all ages and all kinds of social background.

Additionally the public library serves an important educational function for the young, and in 'life-long learning' for the public as a whole.

Traditionally, public libraries have provided access to the following:    

· Books, videos, cassettes and other electronic media,

· Inter-library and joint library loans,

· Microfilm, microfiche, reference books and directories,

· Journals, newspapers and other periodicals,

· Local authority, social service and recruitment information,

· Community activities.

Public libraries also provide some specialist services:

· Educational resources and school liaison services,

· Housebound deliveries and Mobile Library  services,

· Large print books and ‘talking' (cassette) books.

Other services are also offered in only a few libraries:


Public networked library catalogues (OPACs),


Global Network (Internet) availability,



Architectural support for disabled users,

Specialist 'reading' technology for the blind and partially sighted (eg: kutzweil text synthesiser and Braille printers).

Despite the fact that Public libraries are one of the most popular services provided by central and local government, they account for only a small fraction of government expenditure.  The 1998 Audit Commission has considered the levels of library funding in detail:

'On paper, the library service is one of local government's minor activities: total expenditure represents  just over one percent of overall council spending. But it is one of the most popular services.’  

(The Audit Commission  1998)

        In England and Wales,  24 million adults are library members, and 

12 million use a public library at least once a fortnight, but the annual cost of service provision for users comes to just £13 per user.


Despite apparently modest funding, the importance of the public library is now highly recognised.  In the government’s policy document, The New library: The People’s Network, the government acknowledges the importance of developing this popular and vital service:

‘58 per cent of the population hold library membership - 33,865,000 out of a total UK population of 58,388,000. There were 377,000,000 visits made to libraries in 1995/96.’


    (The New Library: The People’s Network  1997.)

2.   Identification of Current  Issues
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(i.)     The changing role of the public library.


Since the early Nineteen Nineties, the proliferation of sites on the World Wide Web and increased availability of Internet technology has brought radical changes to the information industry, and to the role of information professionals themselves.


In The End User Revolution, Richard Biddiscome discusses how information professionals can work with the end user in harnessing the potential of enhanced technology and resources on the World Wide Web, and in other electronic formats.   Biddiscome’s emphasis is on the need for adequate IT and ICT (Information Communications Technology) training in libraries:


‘There is a new role for what we must increasingly refer to as the information professional. … Training is one of the most pressing needs at the present time…’  

 (Biddiscombe  1997.)

Today, with greater availability of Internet access in the home and university, public libraries are under pressure to participate in the provision of digital information available on the World Wide Web. 

Similarly, public libraries have also been criticised for failing to harness internet and local network technology to improve and develop library services for the user.    The possibilities for local and global network use in public libraries include the following:

· Provision of user awareness information via a library web page.

· Availability of a library OPAC circulation system for public use,  (An interactive library catalogue allows users to renew books and carry out similar routine tasks themselves, reducing staff workload on issue desks.)

· Use of network sites to provide links and resources for schools and other organisations in the community.

· Use of a local network (LAN) to provide local PC workstations for users,  and to provide CD-ROM and other networked applications.

· Access to online indexing and citation databases, such as BIDS, OCLC and IGENTA.

· The possibility of home access to library services, especially advantageous for the disabled and infirm.

Whilst many problems exist in providing enhanced, network-based services in public libraries, it is vital to develop the public library service to fulfil the educational and information demands of modern society.   The 1998 Audit commission report discusses uses of new technology in academic and other major library sectors.  The report suggests that public libraries should harness new technology, thereby strengthening and affirming the viability of the public library sector:

‘Although the needs which motivated the creation of the library service persist, the service is under greater pressure now than at any previous time.   Other agencies, are potentially in competition with libraries...’  

(The Audit Commission  1998)


Whilst it is essential to develop public library services, there are many problems facing information professionals in the provision of new services.  These include the following:

· Installation of new equipment and systems.

· Training staff to use new equipment and software.

· Developing sufficient new policies on the uses of new systems.

· Funding and budget management.

(ii.)    Recent public library legislation.


A number of recent parliamentary acts have influenced the provision of public library services.  The 1972 Library Act  attempted to establish standards in public library service provision, but requirements were mainly permissive.  One key aspect of the bill enabled the government to directly intervene in failing libraries.

More recently, the 1985 Access to Information Act  defined libraries as key providers of public, official and government information to the public. In particular, the act required libraries to provide information on the performance of public organisations, such as hospitals and other services.

(iii.)    Recent government policy and independent reports.

A number of independent and government-related bodies have published articles, reports and policy documents on the issues affecting public libraries in the past few years.  What follows is a brief summary of the most influential of these documents:

(a.)   The Joint Funding Council’s Libraries Review Group.

The Follett Report, 1993   

Available at:  http://www.iprs.ed.ac.uk./reports/follett/frame.index.html
The Follett Report demonstrated the problem of under funding in academic and public libraries, and identified the following key aspects:

· The increased cost of running and maintaining libraries.

· The increasing demands of new technology.

· The need for increased IT literacy and training in library staff.

In particular, the report suggested that central government should

 address falling public library revenues, as a consequence of increased costs:

 ‘Over the last decade, libraries have faced new demands,  in particular, as a result of rapid inflation in the costs of printed materials, and the added costs  to which information technology (IT) has given rise. The scale of these developments has been such that funding has not kept pace with them. These difficulties must be tackled with additional resources…’   

 (The Follett Report 1993.)

(b.)  The Widening Participation Committee (W.P.C.) and the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education  (NIACE.)
http://www.niace.org.uk

The Widening Participation Committee was established by the government’s Further Education Funding Council (FEFC), to make recommendations on how participation in learning might be increased and improved. 

In particular, the Committee aims to address those currently left outside the current system:

 ‘We define ‘further education’ broadly as all provision made within sixth forms, colleges, LEAs, voluntary and community organisations… further education provision made in the higher education sector, by employers and trade unions and by independent training providers.’






(The WPC   1999.)

The W.P.C  report, Pathways to Success (’97), made two recommendations to the FEFC for immediate implementation:

· A new partnership scheme between industry and educational/ information sectors, funded by the Department for Education and Employment.

· A ‘New Learning Pathway for Adults’ scheme, to provide learning facilities via local services, schools and libraries.

Another recent report from the  WPC. and NIACE is  The Kennedy Report: Learning Works  (1997.)

Available at:

http://www.niace.org.uk/Organisation/advocacy/kennedybriefing.htm


The Kennedy Report recommends a number of incentives to increase the participation of all ages in learning and education.  The role of the public library is pivotal to the aspirations of the report.   The report contains the following key recommendations for central government:

· The creation of a national strategy for post-16 education,  by establishing new National Learning Targets for individuals.

· Development of a consistent policy framework for publicly funded further education.

· Promote learning at work through the establishment of learning centres.

· Recognise the inadequacy of corporate sponsorship and funding.

· Creation of a national system of partnerships to facilitate collaboration between public services and private industry.

· Demand that corporations contribute to the information needs of the local community


·  A Learning Nation Fund (from the National Lottery) to provide training for the long term unemployed.

· A major review of student financial support, and the grants system.

· Developing  a national credit framework for measuring learning gain (value added) across all post-16 learning
· A national policy to provide community information, advice and guidance.

(c.)    The Library and Information Commission  (L.I.C.) Report:

Building the New Library Network  (1997.)
Available at: http://www.lic.gov.uk/publications/policyreports/building/index.html

The LIC was set up in 1995, by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. It is a national source of expertise, advising Government on all issues relating to the library and information sector.   The Library and Information Commission published  their report, Building the New Library Network in 1997, setting out a strategy for the radical transformation of public libraries.   

The report recommended the establishment of a national information network compatible with the ‘National grid for learning,' to provide a structured national repository of cultural, academic and political information accessible through the public library.

The report also  suggested the creation of a task group to implement the new network, and co-ordinate its development across the public library sector, through training and technical support:

‘...a framework for defining, creating and managing the resources available on the Network. Libraries will offer access to educational and cultural material and take on an important new role as creators and developers of new digital content.’      (LIC  1999.)

National treasures, galleries and rare texts will be digitised for free universal access via the public library network.   Government policy would also be made available via this new media.

The report also suggests that the availability network access and end-user training will allow users to manage information themselves, increasing staff efficiency in public libraries by reducing workloads: 

‘By connecting to the National Grid for Learning, easy access to a high-performance network will, in addition, encourage adults to use libraries for self-directed and informal learning and for re-skilling…’









(LIC  1997.)
(d)   The National Advisory Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning  (NAGCELL.)

http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/nagcell

The Secretary of State for Education and Employment established the National Advisory Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning in June, 1997.   Its first task was the preparation of a ‘White Paper’ on Lifelong Learning.  The resulting report was entitled: The first report of the National Advisory Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning, or The Fryer Report.

· The Fryer Report,  November 1997.  

Available at:

http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/nagcell/part4.htm
The Fryer Report is an extensive set of recommendations on the necessity for developing ‘lifelong learning’ in the community.  This report influenced subsequent government policy, in the form of the later Green Paper, The Learning Age (1998), and the White Paper due to become policy in June 1999, Learning to Succeed.

The report proposes a set of  initiatives for creating a culture of lifelong learning for Britain:  

‘It is our view that the Government should now seek to construct a popular and coherent vision of a nation-wide learning culture for the many and not the few….’          (The Fryer Report  1997.)


A number of key proposals are discussed in the report:

· The need to expand funding devoted to supporting ‘lifelong learning.’ 

· Encourage employer investment for all employees in all sectors of the economy. 

· Create a regulatory and funding regime where institutions are    

  

 responsive to the needs of lifelong learners. 
(e.) The government’s 1997 policy document:  New Library: The People’s Network.
Available at:

http://www.dfee.gov.uk/post16/br_white_index.shtml

In 1997,  Tony Blair's government responded to the L.I.C. report, Building the New Library Network, with this policy document, outlining methods for the implementation of many L.I.C. recommendations.

Central to the report is the focus on public libraries as the medium for the new information network:

‘The government signals its commitment to an information policy with a strong emphasis on a central role for public libraries...’

(New Library: The People’s Network  1997.)

Another key emphasis is training.  The report promised that 27,000 library employees will receive training in the public library sector to improve I.T. standards. 

 Recently, a considerable amount of  money has been allotted to the 'People's Network':

· In 1998  - £200 Million was allocated to the 'Lifelong learning' project to enhance the educational role of public libraries.

· In September 1999 - £20 Million was allocated for the 'New Opportunities Fund' to  train Public Library Staff in I.T. skills.

· £50 Million has been allocated recently to the 'New opportunities Fund' to digitise educational and cultural material for inclusion on this new network.

(f.)   The Audit Commission Report, 1998.

Due for Renewal: A Report on the library service.

This report identified many areas of concern in public libraries.  In particular, the report identified reduced access to libraries (opening hours) between 1996-1997, and a decrease in funds available to libraries during the same period.

Several key issues were highlighted:

· Declining usage in public libraries,

· Reduced access (opening hours) to public libraries,

· Increasing costs in running public libraries.

The report identified a 6% overall national reduction in opening hours between 1985 and 97, and a national drop in book issues from 5.6 million (1986) to 5 million (1997):

‘The number of books issued for loan shows a steady decline over the past ten years. Over the same period, one third of libraries that were open for more then 45 or more hours a week have reduced their hours to below this level.’

(The Audit Commission  1998)

The report also identified a lack of I.T. and I.C.T.  initiative in public libraries, and  recommended the development of new policies in I.T. for library administration.  The following improvements were recommended:

· Adoption of automated circulation systems (eg. INNOPAC) as standard in all public libraries.

· Public access to the circulation system catalogue, to reduce staff workloads.

· Adoption of self-service issue terminals.

The report also suggested that I.T. and  I.C.T. can provide enhanced services to some client groups, including:

· The housebound, disabled and infirm, 

· Institutions,

· Remote and inaccessible areas.

The report suggested the necessity of extending existing services to the disabled in public libraries, including the use of equipment such as 'Kutzweil' text synthesisers, Braille printers and  Braille VDU displays..

The report also suggests more scrutiny of financial and library stock management, suggesting that libraries observe the following:

· Monitor trends in resource usage to enable forward planning, and should... 

· Work with other libraries and organisations to share resources.

(g)   The Government Green Paper on ‘Lifelong learning’: The Learning Age,  1998,  (Published by the DFEE.)

Available at:

http://www.cti.ac.uk/links/lifelong/

In the recent Green Paper, The Learning Age,  ‘Lifelong learning’ is defined as:

'…the continuous development of the skills, knowledge and           understanding that are essential for employability and fulfilment.' 

(The Learning Age  1998)

This government paper emphasises learning for its own sake and for active citizenship within local and wider communities, as well as to develop a 'well-educated, well-equipped and adaptable labour force.'   The report  highlights the necessity of involving local business in learning in the community.  This report did not become legislation, but is elaborated and developed in subsequent official policy, such as the report, Further Education for the New Millennium.  One key aspect of this report is its promise to establish a ‘University for Industry’ to facilitate earlier policy on links between the information services and industry.  This particular aspect has become legislation following the Learning to Succeed White Paper, due to become legislation in July 1999. 

(h)   The Government policy document: Further Education for the New Millennium, a response to the Kennedy Report. 1998.   (Published by the DFEE.)

Available at:

http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/kennedy/index.htm  

This report reaffirms the government’s  commitment to the establishment of a learning society in which all people have opportunities to succeed.     In particular, the report emphasises the need to build strong links between information providers and industry.  

‘…strong partnerships are now needed to develop efficient local strategies for learning’      

(Further Education for the New Millennium  1998.)
The report promises that the government will consult independent bodies, like the WPC, to set up an ‘Adult and Community Learning Fund.’  This body will liaison with public libraries in providing a variety of courses for the public, including courses in basic numeracy and literacy.  The report also promises to make £5 million available next year to support this new project.  The report comments:

‘…a radical vision to engage and draw back into learning those who have traditionally not taken advantage of educational opportunities.    …the prospect of breaking out of a cycle of economic and social exclusion.’

(Further Education for the New Millennium  1998.)

In particular, the government aims to provide funding for an extra 500,000 people in further and higher education by 2002.   The following features will also be implemented as part of the new scheme for next year:

· The introduction of Individual Learning Accounts (ILAs) which will help those with low skills or low pay, and who may not qualify for automatic course fee exemption.

· The introduction of  a new improved system of support for further education students to replace the system of Local Education Authority (LEA) discretionary awards. 

(i.)    The Government White Paper:  Learning to Succeed: a new framework for post 16 learning.   Due to become legislation in June 1999. 

(Published by the DFEE, September 1999.)

Available at:

http://www.dfee.gov.uk/post16/br_white_index.shtml

This White Paper outlines a number of issues affecting the public library service.  In particular, it defines forthcoming legal requirements for co-operation between public libraries and industry, in providing a broad further education system for the general public.  The report defines the blueprint for a ‘Skills Council’ to decide policy in developing future ‘lifelong learning’ projects, this will consist of independent bodies,, such as NIACE, the WPC, business and commerce, and information providers.  This society will exist at a national and local level, with local organisations and libraries deciding ‘lifelong learning’ projects in the community .   

‘…equal access to education, training and skills opportunities should be a priority.  Learning Partnerships will be at the heart of these new arrangements.  This will ensure that the system is fully responsive to local partners and community needs.’



(Learning to Succeed: a new framework for post 16 learning  1999)

(j.)   The University for Industry.   (UFI)

http://www.ufiltd.co.uk/  

The University for Industry (UfI) is central to the Government’s vision for lifelong learning. It will be a public-private partnership to boost the competitiveness of business and enable individuals to improve

their employability through local information and education services.   The UFI will consist of ‘information hubs’ throughout the UK.  These will be consortiums formed by business and the information professional community to enhance the skills of employed and unemployed people.

The UFI has two strategic objectives:

• To stimulate demand for lifelong learning amongst businesses and individuals.

•   To promote the availability of, and improve access to, relevant, high quality and innovative learning, in particular in the use of information and communications technologies through the public library and other key service providers.

· The Government policy document on the ‘University for Industry’:  

The Path Finder Prospectus.   March 1998

Available at:

http://www.ufiltd.co.uk/  

This report outlines specific proposals for the government’s ‘University for Industry.’  The report predicts that by 2002, 2.5 million people will be using the ‘UfI’ range of information services and over 600,000 a year will be pursuing programmes of learning organised through the UfI.  The report also promises £15 Million pounds to establish the ‘UFI’ between 

1998-99:

‘By the year 2000, the University for Industry will be launched nationally, open for business to serve individuals and companies alike.’






   (The Path finder prospectus   1998.)

            3.  Evaluation.
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(i.)     Recent statistics and trends.

In a recent article: 'People, politics and hard decisions' (The Public Library Journal   14. 1  1999),  Richard Proctor discusses his investigation into public library statistics between 1997-1999.

Proctor discusses the relationship between financial cuts in the public library sector and falling standards in provision of services, despite recent government commitments.   Proctor comments that a quarter of all local authorities expect to close libraries this year:

‘We found out that nearly a quarter of authorities were expecting library closures to be on the budget agenda for the next financial year...’        (Proctor 1999.)

Richard Proctor’s investigation into public libraries has defined the following trends between 1997-1999:

· Library access time has shrunk by a national average of 5.5%

· There has been a 40%  reduction  in evening opening hours.

These statistics demonstrate a decrease in public library services over a long period of time, but cannot show us how libraries are being affected at the present, under the government’s new policies and legislation.   Despite poor indicators on service provision in previous years, there does seem to be a huge shift in emphasis to the public library sector, and the provision of information services to the general public by central government.

This assignment has attempted to illustrate the concerns of independent and government advisory bodies on the situation in the public library sector, and the degree to which the government has responded to concerns through policy and legislation.


We have seen that the government has addressed the basic problem of under-funding by promising increased financial support to libraries over the next few years.  In particular, £20 million pounds was allocated to the ‘New Opportunities Fund’ for staff training in public libraries in September this year.

Similarly, the government announced this month that public libraries and other public services will be entitled to a 50% exemption from the telecommunications industry to reduce internet access costs in public libraries. 

This scheme seems to prove that the government has developed the necessary links with industry to improve services in important areas.  Internet service provision costs are presently a major obstacle to internet access provision for public libraries.


This plan is discussed in the December issue of the Library Association Record:

‘Thanks to BT, NTL, Energis, Telewest and Kingston, 500 FE colleges, 4000 public libraries and 700 citizen’s advice bureaux can save more than 50 percent on standard charges…’  

(Library Association Record  1999)

In addition, discounts will also be extended to fixed telephone network and ISDN services.  The entire set of proposals will be implemented by BT in April 1999.   The Library Association Record comments:

‘This deal brings the government nearer to its goal of bringing the People’s network to fruition with all libraries connected and content created by 2002.’      (Library Association Record  1999)

(ii.)   Personal reflections.  

So far, there are 152 public libraries with online access to services, out of a total of 5000 public libraries in the UK.   (Shelia Harden’s Public Library Reference Page  1999.)


Similarly, just over 130 UK public libraries have an online OPAC available for public use.


However, these statistics may be misleading, since many public libraries do have local network circulation systems, but do not provide this service for users.  In addition, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of public libraries providing and publicising local services on the Internet.  In 1995 only one public library had any documentation on the World Wide Web (Surrey County Library).   That figure has risen by over 100% in less than 5 years.


I am personally optimistic about the development of the public library sector.  I believe that recent government legislation and investment will prove important in providing enhanced services for the local community, particularly in the field of education.. I also believe that the various independent and advisory reports preceding the government’s ‘People’s Network’ policy has been important in influencing government emphasis on public libraries and the provision of quality information services for the public.


In addition, I concede that there will be huge problems facing public libraries in the near future, both in harnessing the technology available and providing quality services in what is in effect the first stage of a transitional and consequently difficult period.   New forms of expertise will need to develop in translating traditional public library services to a network base.  In particular, circulation and record systems may need to be updated or even replaced entirely using new software.

perhaps the greatest problem facing libraries is, not perhaps training, but meeting the requirements of central government on an uncertain budget.   

Libraries must bid for the ‘New Opportunities Fund,’  and a potion of the new fund is not guaranteed for many libraries.   Despite limited funding, all libraries are required to implement new systems for inclusion in the ‘National grid for Learning’ by 2002, which may be impossible for many smaller or less well funded libraries.

In conclusion, therefore, I personally welcome all the government initiatives, and am optimistic about the future of  the public library sector.  

However, I recognise the discrepancy between library funding, expenditure and public expectations, and the incredible task that public libraries must carry out in becoming sophisticated information providers for the future.
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