Response to Northern Ireland’s Libraries a Framework for Change
LISC (NI) welcomes the consultation document Northern Ireland’s Libraries a Framework for Change, and the opportunity to respond. In what is in any case an environment of impending and necessary administrative change in the context of the Review of Public Administration, it is essential that a clear vision of the existing and potential role of the public library service is available, both with regard to its core statutory responsibilities and its wider and less easily defined prospective impact. The Framework document represents a significant advance in this respect.
We do note that the creation of a unitary library service, as already foreshadowed, prospectively changes the context in which the objectives of the Framework will have to be fulfilled, and indeed may create new possibilities. Although the existing Boards will continue to manage libraries for the next two years, you may want to amend specific reference to them in the light of what lies beyond. The document may in any case have to be considered a continued work in progress until the new structural developments are further advanced. Nonetheless we believe that working with a blueprint now is essential.

This first formulation of standards for the service is particularly welcome, though we are disappointed that these are less extensive and demanding than those proposed by LISC in September 2003.

More broadly we have reservations as to how far the document adequately comprehends the full range of public library resources and services, the changing environment in which they will have to operate, and the developing cross sectoral cooperation which is now a feature of library and information services in Northern Ireland.
Particular areas of concern in this respect are as follows:
While the emphasis on front-line delivery and branch services is appropriate, it is at the expense of a proper understanding of how this should link with the major reference services and collections. Certainly libraries have a special role to play in enabling disadvantaged sections of the community, and this is a particular strength, but the document almost wholly underplays the role of the public libraries as serious contributors in the high level fields of research, invention, and creativity.

We very much welcome the emphasis on the importance of increased book funds, but feel that a clearer awareness of the needs to be met here is needed. New books are clearly needed in an era in which the book in traditional form still flourishes, and more books are published than ever before. At the same time, however, the public libraries will have to do more than invest in IT systems and train users in internet access – they will have to pay for many of the digital resources which should be accessed in this way, otherwise we risk a two tier society in which universities provide maximum access to their students for free while public libraries provide a lower level of access.
We also have concerns with regard to the inadequacy of the basis on which it is at least tentatively concluded that public libraries in Northern Ireland under perform, and on which it is suggested that funding in real terms is increasing. In both areas it is essential that the baseline for any programme of change is clearly and authoritatively established.  

LISC, which remains the best available sounding board across the whole library and information sector in Northern Ireland, and especially in the continued absence of a library advisor, will be happy to offer further advice as policy develops. We do genuinely recognise the effort that has been made in reaching the welcome Framework stage.    
John Gray

Chair

Commentary on main text.  

1. Introduction.
1.6. In suggesting a real terms 20% increase in funding the Department takes no account of the impact of job evaluation and increased pension costs. To clearly state the true position the Department should also specify the precise impact of this factor. 
2. Current picture.

Broadly pars 2.1 to 2.10 provide a valuable statement, with the following marginal points only arising. 

2.1. The IFLA definition is a good one. It might be marginally amended for our own purposes and as follows:

The public library is the local gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for lifelong learning, independent-decision making, the cultural development of the individual and social groups, and the wider civilisation of society as a whole.

2.2. This paragraph is prefaced by what libraries are ‘repositories’ for rather than a combination of resources and services providing access. 2.3 is better on the latter aspect.

If 2.2. is to refer to service it should refer to access to ‘information and knowledge’ rather than ‘information’ only, with knowledge arising from the more complex use of resources, rather than the more simple ‘What is the answer to?’ pursuit of information. 

As matters stand the only reference to the professional service in this paragraph is to the school library service. Greater emphasis should be given to the added value that professional expertise gives across the range of services.
Electronic resources deserve a sub-heading of their own.

Current Trends
2.11. Is insufficiently analytical on the issue of access to books. There is an implicit assumption here that public libraries are inevitably losing out to the book trade and other specialist libraries.

The question needs to be posed and answered: who buys books or can buy books or can use academic and professional libraries? Hardly the disadvantaged! Even the relatively affluent serious reader is not going to buy all the books he or she is interested in, and cannot buy rare or out of print books. Evidence on UK public libraries where new facilities and adequate book stock have led to increased loans is available.   
UK Comparisons (2.14 – 2.15)

2.14. It is not adequate on the basis of the simplest of comparative statistics, which also exclude book fund per head of the population, to conclude that ‘on the face of it’ Northern Ireland public libraries are underperforming, and by implication in relation to the resources available to them. It is a fairly crucial question in future policy formulation, and particularly as it relates to funding. All progress from here needs to be evaluated against a firm baseline!
Amongst factors that need to be taken into account are:

· Book fund per capita.

· Condition of the library estate and location of facilities in relation to population.

· Relative deprivation.

· The effects of sectarian division on optimum use of inner city facilities in particular.

· The rural/ urban split.

We recommend that rather than reaching tentative and potentially damaging conclusions on the basis of inadequate evidence, DCAL should commission LISU to undertake a detailed comparative study of the effectiveness of the service as compared with the other home countries.

3. Meeting the challenge

Suggest ‘books, electronic resources, and other media’, this rather than singling out music and film as extras (though they have their part to play).

Customer focus
3.2/ 3.3. We strongly support the overall customer focus.

Staff
We strongly support the emphasis on improved training and skills development at all levels within the service. LISC itself has played a significant part in securing the new arrangements for professional training and qualification at the University of Ulster (3.3.5).
3.3.3. The possibilities of movement from administrative and back room roles to front line service are far too easily assumed to offer potential major net service gain. After years of funding difficulties library services have substantially exhausted their possibilities in this direction. 
Gains in this respect may be made in the context of centralised backroom functions in a unified service, and new technology may offer other gains  

However, other areas will make greater demands for behind the scenes work vital for the delivery of a more effective service, including:
· The development of wide ranging partnerships.

· The development of wider ranging cultural programming.

· The development of a dedicated marketing function.

· A greater emphasis on local studies and heritage collections which are particularly dependent on back room care.

· Increased provision of interactive on-line enquiry services.

· Continuous training needs across a wider range of fields.

Access (3.3.7 – 3.3.11)

3.3.10 Opening hours
We strongly agree with the general proposition that extended opening hours outside the normal working week and at least for major libraries is highly desirable.

In the present funding environment we believe that this can only be achieved either through a trade-off with morning closures and/ or some closures of service points. In these circumstances achieving a balance which nonetheless improves the overall service becomes very much more difficult. We would also note that, especially in a service which is at the same time suffering closures, there will be issues to be resolved with staff.   

Stock (3.3.12 – 3.3.15)

3.3.12. We view the proposed increase in book funds as essential to the health of the public library service. Put very simply if library services do not have new books they are simply deficient in the commodity that still remains central to their place in the market.

It needs to be recognised that some share of an increased book fund will have to be spent on securing access to additional digital resources where these are only available on a subscription basis.

The new target may, however, be either unrealisable or at the expense of other aspects of the service e.g. maintenance of an adequate library network, if, as we fear, an over-optimistic gloss is being put on the overall funding outlook.
The £3 target should presumably relate to the financial year of 2007/8, not the calendar year 2007.

3.3.14. We understand from our Vision Panel that the assistive technology aspect of ELFNI has not been a success. This requires resolution.

3.3.15. At issue is more than the question of special collections. In the absence of a National Library there is the question of major in depth reference collections.
Reference should be made to Northern Ireland Publishing Resource and its role in archivally collecting and recording all Northern Ireland publications
The otherwise isolated paragraph on Belfast Central Library at 3.5.5., in so far as it relates to collections, should be referred to here. The proposed review of the role of Central can only sensibly be undertaken with a clear prior understanding of the importance of in depth reference collections. The same consideration should apply to the other ‘headquarters’ collections and their changing role in an increasingly electronic age.     

Buildings (3.3.16 – 3.3.19)

We broadly agree with the points made.

Within this section more reference should perhaps be made to the location of libraries otherwise briefly referred to at 3.3.7. The broad proposition about access made there is correct, but it has direct implications for the building programme and in particular the provision of libraries in new centres of population.

There is insufficient differentiation between major town libraries and other branch libraries. Reference to any plans for Belfast Central Library might be made here.

Reference might also be made to the mobile library service in this section and the standards required for this.

Targeted interventions (3.4 – 3.4.3)

3.4.1. The vision impaired and disabled should be specifically mentioned here.

3.4.3. We strongly support in principle the policy emphasis on addressing social exclusion and disadvantage, and an increased direction of resources to those areas most affected.

We would note that application of a new formula is likely to be less problematic in the context of a unified service where boundaries between five providers will not be an issue, but recognise that there may in equity be a case for proceeding within the existing framework.
In the existing context it is evident that there are disagreements between the Boards as to whether implementation of a new formula should proceed now, or await the creation of the unified service. This is a matter on which LISC is not in a position to arbitrate. 

Partnerships (3.4.4.) - 3.4.7)

A major gap in this section is the failure to mention any of the DCAL family including other significant cultural players such as arts organisations, the museums and the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. No mention is made of other library and information services as represented by LISC and ranging from the universities to the very many smaller information services represented on LISC’s Association of Information Managers panel. The voluntary sector, including, for example, local history societies is also omitted.

Mention might be made here of Culturenorthernireland and RASCAL major web projects in which libraries have been involved with other cultural players. 

Efficient Delivery (3.5 – 3.5.2)

The additional efficiencies referred to here can now be more effectively pursued in the context of a unified service.

Marketing and Promotion (3.5.3.) – 3.5.4)

We agree that this is an area manifestly requiring improvement. Key considerations here are:

· A clear vision for the public library service.

· The creation of a strong overall identity for the service.

· The creation of a dedicated and adequately funded marketing resource for the service.

· Undertaking appropriate research on existing user and non-user perceptions of the service. 

· The encouragement of a pro-active marketing culture throughout the service.

· The encouragement, support, and co-ordination of local and grass roots marketing initiatives.  starting with the creation of a strong identity for the library service as a whole. 

4. Standards

See more detailed comments in as appended. Broadly we view these as a starting point and agree that they should be subject to review and development within three years.

We note that they are less detailed than those recommended by LISC in 2003.

5. Performance measures 
We support continuation of the CIPFA measurements (5.1).

As to other proposed measurements (5.2) those suggested may be of some value though the number of events in each category and the number of participants is needed.

It should be noted that the comparative impact of events in relation to resource inputs is often inherently difficult to measure. It may, for example, be relatively easy to arrange class visits to a local branch library for local primary schools, and this indeed may have lifelong significance which is inherently difficult to measure. At the other end of the scale a major exhibition of regional significance displaying historic resources may take a vastly greater resource input with a disproportionately low direct visitor impact but with enduring wider cultural significance, again inherently difficult to measure.    

Other possible measurements might include:

· Number of books or items consulted for reference purposes.
· Number of requests for books.

· Number of enquiries received by letter and E mail.

Impact measures (5.3 – 5.5.)
We agree that there are difficulties in measuring the impact of library use, and in particular its qualitative assessment. We have no doubt that libraries assist all those from individuals struggling with literacy problems to those who use them to research the books or inventions of the future.

Defining in what respect libraries provide a unique service may be easier than defining its impact.

We agree that it would be sensible to await and review approaches being taken by MLA in this area, before seeking to re-invent the wheel.

With regard to public surveys again there may be other valid UK or Irish models to follow.

6. Formula for resource allocation.

We are broadly supportive of measures to increase allocation to areas of highest social need and to sparsely populated rural areas.

We note that the creation of a unified library service will enable targeting without reference to Board areas.

As already noted, there is disagreement between the Boards as to whether these changes should be implemented now or should await a unified service.

ENDS

Answers to Questions

Q.1. Yes.
Q.2. It does matter. Books remain at the core of libraries in an era when more books are being published in traditional form than ever before and despite the internet, indeed the internet has become a major route of access to books in their traditional form as via Amazon, and meanwhile bookshops are expanding.

Libraries are failing to keep up with this marketplace primarily because of their failure to buy new books, but also because of limited opening hours, variable facilities, and lack of effective marketing.

The disadvantaged cannot buy their books. The serious reader cannot normally afford to buy all he or she wishes to read and especially out of print books or expensive reference books.

Q.3. We believe that the reference to a ‘network of libraries and mobile libraries’ is appropriate, and perhaps best described as a mix, the crucial point being that no very large rural area should be entirely dependent on mobile libraries.

Length of stay of mobile libraries at each location and full internet access from them are important considerations.

Other measures including 24/7 access to the service web site, use of volunteers to assist with transport to and from libraries and service points etc etc. may help but should not be viewed as a susbstitute for adequate fundamental service provision.   
Q.4. Continuous training across a wider range of fields, and internet access at all service points. Partnership working with other agencies leading to learning exchanges.

Q.5. Historic collections have great strength but are not yet all catalogued on line, and also face major conservation problems. Lending stock suffers severely from lack of refreshment by new titles and those likely to be in particular demand.

Q.6. New investment is beginning to make a difference, but many libraries are outdated, less than ideally located in the light of population shifts, too small for the communities they serve, and often poorly maintained.

Q.7. There is a clear need for increased opening hours outside normal working and school hours, and in particular at weekends when whole family use is easier. The implementation of the overall policy must however take due account of local needs and circumstances.
Q.8. Favour in principle, but other trade offs that may be required to achieve it an important consideration.

Q.9. Favour in principle as with 8, but lower priority.

Q.10. No. Many people still have a very traditional and in fact outdated view of what libraries offer, or even of the way in which they provide their services.

Q.11. A committed budget and staff resource for marketing is essential. A clear overall identity for the public library service is a vital starting point. Importance of marketing the full range of services – that every service point provides potential access to a wealth of resources. Importance of developing a more user friendly, informative, and helpful front end to ELFNI. If a coherent top level marketing strategy is in place local initiatives can feed off it and inform it.

Q.12. Basic.

Q.13. On the face of it relatively modest, but in a context of over optimistic assumptions about the adequacy of funding and the potential of re-allocation of existing resources may in fact prove very difficult to achieve.
Q.14.
· Footfall.

· Membership.

· Use as a percentage of the population, and with adequate sub-definition by age, gender, religion, ethnic origin, and relative disadvantage.

· Loans.

· Number of books or items consulted for reference purposes.

· Number of web-site hits.

· Number of requests for books.

· Number of enquiries received by letter and E mail.

· Number of events held and attendances. 

Q.15. We agree that there is a major gap in respect of measuring impact, in itself a difficult area. Best option to await further evidence from MLA before determining a forward route.

Q.16. Securing new and detailed data on customers and latent customers (non-users/ lapsed users) is essential, and an important pre-requisite for planning strategy and in particular to inform pro-active marketing.
Q.17. Yes in principle, but we note disagreement between the existing Board as to whether changes should proceed now or await a unitary authority.
Q.18. As 17.

Q.19. As 17.

Q.20. No comment.
Q.21. Information on minority ethnic group use.

Q.22. Broadly positive effect.

Q.23. Strategies for taking services out to those who do not enter libraries preferably in partnership with organisations or individuals, including volunteers, who have the confidence of the communities/ individuals not otherwise being reached.

Q.24. The equality impact of the public library service should be made more widely known across the range of other public and voluntary service providers. 

Q.25. Inadequate definition of rurality.

Q.26. No.

Q.27. There is a potential negative effect if pars F.14 and F.15 are applied without adequate definition of rurality and if all or most small libraries in these areas are threatened with closure. 

Q.28. Shared facilities and use of library space offer the best way forward.

Q.29. No.     

Comments on Standards

D.1.

PLS 1. Agreed. Provision for survey of discrete disadvantaged groups e.g. the visually impaired should also be made.

D.2.

PLS 2. Agreed, but note that in respect of mobile provision this could be achieved by stops of inadequate length, a matter of increased concern when internet access to mobiles comes fully on stream. Suggest that, to be included in measurement, a minimum duration of service at a particular location should be included

D.3. Better would be:

Boards must provide a full range of reference and lending stock, electronic resources, and other materials, and in a range of formats to meet the needs of local communities including ethnic minorities and the visually impaired.

PLS 5. Agreed, but seriously aspirational in the context of the actuality of budget provision. The numerical target, as opposed to the spend target used elsewhere in the text, could be achieved by buying cheap books only. Amendment to the preamble as at D.3. above would provide some protection against this.
The numerical target takes no account of the need to increase spending on digital resources
PLS 6. Agreed, but seriously aspirational in the context of the actuality of budget provision.

PLS 7. Agreed.

PLS 8. Agreed.

PLS 9. Agreed.

PLS 10. Difficult to achieve without an actual increase in library hours instead of mere re-arrangement or reduction.

PLS 11. Agreed. Provision for survey of discrete disadvantaged groups e.g. the visually impaired should also be made.
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