South Western Regional Library Service (SWRLS) Response to Empower, Inform, Enrich Consultation Questions

As a regional, cross sectoral organisation, SWRLS’s comments are made on behalf of its 57 member organisations, consisting of public library authorities, HE, FE, school and special libraries based in the SW region. Individual members will comment independently if appropriate.

SWRLS concurs with the roles identified and defined by the Government for the public library service as being: 
· Providing books, learning, information and entertainment to customers
· The library at the centre of the Community 
· The library as an education resource and proactive provider of information and learning 
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? 
A1

As a charity, one of whose aims is to act as an advocate for libraries and encourage resource discovery and sharing, a common purpose supports the ethos of the group. We believe the purposes stated are equally important and complement each other. 
NATIONAL AND LOCAL LEADERSHIP 
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?
A3

Both Central Government and Local Government could use the public library service better to communicate initiatives, but this would need to be better coordinated than it is now.
Currently a mass of material is sent to libraries by many different organisations, often swamping them and there is no obvious strategy, joined up thinking or indication as to what should have priority. 
The space required to display this material fully, conflicts with the current advice from interior designers, who are intent on tidying up the buildings by ridding them of the clutter of posters and leaflets in order to make libraries more attractive, to new and potential customers. 

One way it might work is to have an agreement, as has been drawn up between the BBC and Society of Chief Librarians (SCL), to promote high profile campaigns. A small regional steering group then coordinates and disseminates information to services about which campaigns are going to be covered and a timetable is issued. In this way, libraries can plan what is coming and when, and choose appropriate means to highlight them.

Central and Local Government should also be encouraged to use digital campaigns which could be run on plasma screens which could also be used for promoting library activities, thereby encouraging more use of the services.

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES, GOVERNANCE AND FUNDING 
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? 

A4
Changing structures will not necessarily assist library services though they should have stronger links with DCSF and BIS. Unfortunately DCMS fails to demonstrate that they are listened to and with no direct funding for public libraries, the perception is that it has little chance of “paying its way” with them.

Wherever public libraries are placed, the relevant department needs professional staff with an understanding of the work of libraries and the necessary political influence
The need for more networking between the staff in different library sectors is also crucial. Those in public libraries rarely network with academic library staff; yet, many of the issues are similar and they would benefit from sharing good practice. Currently the structures within both national government and professional organisations do not encourage this, though regional groups, such as SWRLS, are striving to demonstrate how staff can benefit by arranging cross sectoral regional training. (See A18 for more detail)
Central functions for successful marketing have also failed to emerge and regional networks, again, such as those provided by SWRLS, are taking on the role for specific offers, such as online subscription availability. (See also A7 below).

DIGITAL 
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? 

A7

The challenge of the digital revolution is that the customers have differing needs and their take up of new technologies is at varying speeds. Whilst the People’s Network is (mostly) popular now, when introduced, much time was spent by senior library managers justifying space and cost taken up by computers. At the same time as introducing new technologies, the spending on the old ones does not go away and this causes tension. The analogy in retail might be, the electrical shop would not have continued to stock video machines for long after the DVD came in. In libraries, users expected access to both video and DVD for some time, so both had to be bought, reducing investment for any one of them.
Likewise, virtual lending will be introduced by many library authorities, but, in most cases, slowly, as the cost of the material is high, not being subject to discount as with traditional library book suppliers, so funds need to be diverted from book spending. Essex may feel its download service is successful but 100 new borrowers a month is probably a very small proportion of overall borrowing and will continue to be so for sometime to come.
Digital content, which was previously hard copy and for reference only, should be provided free, but again this could have budgetary implications.
Promotion of the available subscription services, as done collectively by libraries in the SW on www.cyberlibrary.org.uk , should be more widespread to encourage use. SWRLS produced flyers on behalf of members and distributed them via FE Colleges, with one adding it to its induction packs to 2,500 new students.
Obstacles exist in funding the replacement and upgrade of the computers which were originally centrally funded through lottery funds on a non competitive basis. Many authorities believed the funding streams would continue and this was not the case, causing more budgetary stress.
Libraries already support Digital Inclusion with the many drop in and taster sessions they hold on use of the Internet, links to Learn Direct services etc. The contribution is not often recognised or valued outside the service and should be better promoted both locally and nationally. It was not even mentioned in the Digital Divide Report!
Why not utilise the COI for national promotion?
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? 

A8

Regional networks already exist via SCL and other support organisations such as SWRLS, which share good practice via local conferences, meetings and consortium activities. This should be encouraged in all regions.

Self service technology should be provided to free up staff, but not, as many are using it, to reduce staffing to meet budget targets. This will result in lack of knowledgeable staff to carry out the very work libraries are good at, mediated information provision and evaluation for its users.

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?
A9

Many Local Authority IT strategies can impede libraries if the relationship is not carefully nurtured. Frequent complaints from librarians are:

· Not seen as a priority department

· Firewall and security problems

· Lack of funding for replacement hardware
· Not supportive of provision of non standard software

· Conflicts with staff and public access requirements on the front line as against what is permitted in the back office

This could be overcome by the appropriate Central Government department giving Local Authorities guidance (through SOCITM?) on what IT support might be provided usefully for library services and the underlying reasons why.

SWRLS have negotiated a consortium approach to providing a regional online catalogue via WorldCat Local. This will allow access to, and more efficient use of shared stock, by providing the public with the ability to set direct placement of online reservations anywhere in the region. This, and eventually the expansion to a national catalogue, could provide the means of shared procurement decisions, thereby reducing duplication and expanding the overall breadth of stock coverage, in the knowledge that material of lesser demand will still be available to all.
WHAT SERVICES SHOULD BE AVAILABLE TO USERS? 
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? 
A12

No not enough marketing is done on libraries, though it has been promised in the past by various agencies, including MLA. Some of the best recent coverage has been achieved by SCL with the universal membership using editorial rather than paid for adverts.
More use of marketing in a positive light would be welcomed. It is interesting to note how many people, when interviewed on TV are seen sitting in a library! Why not get the interviewer to acknowledge this as it is obviously considered a neutral, user friendly location. 

Target the marketing to specific groups, as SWRLS has done with the online subscriptions. (See A7)

TRAINING, LEADERSHIP AND SERVICES FOR STAFF 

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? 
A18

Most senior managers already recognise the need for a greater skill mix, regularly supporting front line staff through NVQ’s in Customer Service rather than just the ones for Library and Information Assistants.
The more important issues are:

· persuading potential staff of the positive benefits of seeking work in libraries to ensure the right people are attracted to vacancies.
· provision of training in locations where staff can attend without the employer incurring high travel costs and absence cover.

Many of the relevant courses currently provided by MLA, CILIP, etc, whilst good, are in London, and staff in regions such as SW cannot afford to attend.

SWRLS has linked with JISC RSC SW and others, to offer relevant courses to its members in the region, meeting identified needs. This has attracted delegates from all sectors, public, HE and FE and, as well as making them viable, encourages networking between the different sectors.
The split between the governance of the sectors misses opportunities because the central government departments do not work in a joined up way.
HOW SHOULD WE MONITOR LIBRARY PERFORMANCE AND WHAT SHOULD 

WE ASPIRE TO?
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? 

A20
It should remain a statutory obligation to safeguard it for the public at a time when any non mandatory service in local government is under threat.

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?

A22

Whilst the Public Library Standards may not have been universally popular, it is generally agreed that they had the effect of improving library services because the local authorities were mindful that to fail them affected the overall authority assessment under CPA.

The fact that very few authorities have adopted NI9 in their improvement PI basket for CAA is a reason why so many authorities now feel justified in trying to reduce library service budgets.

What are needed are impact indicators so that libraries can agree to use relevant ones for their authority to prove that they contribute to authority targets. These were abandoned with the introduction of CAA, after which only voluntary standards remained, many of which are output not outcome based.
