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Library and Information Services Council (Northern Ireland) response to The Review of Public Administration in Northern Ireland (further consultation)
INTRODUCTORY
The Library and Information Services Council (LISC), which is funded by the Department of Culture Arts and Leisure, is the only body in Northern Ireland which brings together all library and information services. It has c.60 member organisations ranging from the existing public service providers to small voluntary sector services.

Its Mission Statement is as follows:

To maintain and enhance the standard of library and information services in Northern Ireland by:

· Providing advice and consultation to the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure and other government departments.

· Providing a representative voice for the library and information sector.

· Acting as a catalyst for progress and development in all areas of library and information provision.
LISC is particularly well placed to provide advice on the Review as it relates to library services because of its representative spread within the sector and because of its specified role. 

RESPONSE TO THE REVIEW
1. General
LISC believes that, as broadly argued in the Review, there is a strong argument for the rationalisation of public administration, and on the proposed two tier basis.

In a context in which any library authority, or number of library authorities, will increasingly have to work across sectors, clarity and simplification in wider public administration structures is of great importance.

We recognise that library and information services are a relatively small element in the context of the total area now under review. We would note, however, that in the era of lifelong learning, they have the capacity to provide pervasive benefits throughout the community environment which public administration aims to serve and benefit.

The capacity of library services to do so is significantly dependent on the provision of an enabling structural environment in which to operate. In a context in which public library services are funded at a level below that obtaining elsewhere in the United Kingdom, the cost effectiveness of any new structure is certainly a major issue.

Equally, while we very much welcome current plans by DCAL to develop library standards and an overall library policy framework for Northern Ireland, the nature of new structures will help to determine whether the standards can be met or whether the policy framework can be implemented.

Because of the relative smallness of the library sector, we are concerned that its placing within the new structure may be driven by other factors, and that libraries may be treated merely as a relatively moveable counter in a wider board game.

Rather, it is essential that the structural arrangements chosen for library services are chosen on the basis of what is best for the service itself    

2. Library and information service desiderata
In respect of the public library service these are:

(a) The provision of a seamless and equitable service.

(b) A cost effective service.

(c) A service meeting regional requirements in respect of reference strength and care for our printed and other heritage collections.

(d) A service responsive to local needs.

(e) A service with appropriate specialist staff and facilities.

(f) A service with the capacity and positioned to maximise the potential of partnership building and working.

(g) A service closely aligned with the education sector.

(h) A service with a unified and effective marketing strategy.

We also see additional needs for:

(i) Increased co-operation and partnership working between the public library sector and other library and information services.

(ii) The availability of expert advisory services to the sector.
While we welcome DCAL’s intention to develop a regional libraries policy and a standards framework, these alone can only be part of the picture. It remains essential to ensure the best possible structural framework for the service itself, and its optimum positioning within the wider reformed public administration. 

3. The options
A. 
Maintenance of the status quo (Education and Library Boards)

We note, as per para 6.10 (p.83), that the abolition of the Education and Library Boards is clearly signalled, and that this is accordingly not suggested as an option.

It should at least be recorded that within the ELB context:

(a) The five library services have managed to achieve common/ seamless working in a variety of key areas.

(b) The close relationship, viewed as crucial by the public library service, between libraries and education has been productively developed.

(c) Local input into the provision of services has been provided for through council representation on the Education and Library Boards.

It should certainly be recognised that alternative options will not automatically produce better results. 

B. 
Integration with education delivery (Annexe B to chapter 4, para 2, p.58)

This option, in so far as it is defined, has the advantages that:

(a) It maintains the close relationship with education seen as a major advantage of the existing Education and Library Board structure, and viewed as almost essential by the public library service.
(b) It presumably implies a single service in line with the proposed new single ‘educational support body’ (paras 6.9 and 6.10 – p.83).

(c) This suggests possibilities for further strengthening the leadership of the library service.

(d) It also suggests possible efficiencies of scale.

There are matters at least of clarification and of possible disadvantage involved: 

(i) The potential relationship of the public library service to the proposed new ‘educational support body’ which will replace the Education and Library Boards is not clarified. We note that Figure 9 (p.82), while indicating the placing of the new proposed ‘educational support body’, and related activities, within the reformed public administration, omits the placing of library services.

(ii) The use of the term ‘integration’ even if referring only to ‘education delivery’ suggests an inappropriately complete subsuming of library services within education, whereas libraries, under any effective new dispensation, require a significant degree of autonomy. As the Annexe notes in para 3 (p.58), even ‘the link with education is broader … than the integration with the delivery of school level education might suggest’. Most obviously this should include linkages with further and higher education and the entire environment of lifelong learning.

(iii) There will be concern at the loss of local autonomy and accountability as at least is currently provided for through the Education and Library Boards, though this concern would apply equally to Option C, or any proposal for a unified service.


We note, however, that this issue is addressed in respect of the new ‘educational support body’ itself, albeit in inadequate outline in paras 6.12 – 6.14 (p.84).   

SUMMARY
While there are strong arguments for maintaining the present strong structural relationship with education, further clarification of what exactly is being envisaged here is necessary before final conclusions can be reached with regard to this option.

C. 
Single library authority (Annexe B to chapter 4, para 4, p.59)

This option, in common with what appears to be intended with Option B, though far more clearly, goes for a unified library service.

There are a number of advantages in respect of this proposal:
(a) It should give library services a direct line of communication with government.

(b) It would establish a clear identity for library services.

(c) It would enable the further development of strong and cohesive library leadership.

(d) It would greatly simplify the decision-making process across the public library service, and accordingly would facilitate the more rapid rolling out of new initiatives. 

(e) As a relatively powerful and coherent body, the new authority would be better placed to develop a wide range of partnerships both with smaller organisations that would be attracted to it, and larger organisations that would respect it.

(f) It might be better placed to develop such partnerships beyond the field of education. 

(g) It would be able to strengthen relationships right across the library and information services sector and beyond the public library service.

There are, however, a number of areas of potential concern with this option:

(i) It does not automatically provide the linkage with education that is viewed by the public library service as crucial. We do note that it is suggested that the proposed authority ‘would be well placed to build on existing links within the education service’, but no explanation of the structural basis for this is given. 

(ii) There will be concern at the loss of local autonomy and accountability as  currently provided for through the Education and Library Boards, though this concern would apply equally to Option B, or any proposal for a unified service.

(iii) There are potential extra costs involved in that a new autonomous library authority would have to provide its own support services and infrastructure without being able to rely on the use of services and facilities provided by a larger partner as with other options.

(iv) There is some concern that a new stand-alone authority, contrary to the suggestion in (e) above, would in fact be a relatively weak body, and in particular in relation to other more powerful bodies in seeking adequate levels of funding.

SUMMARY
While there are some strong arguments for this option, the essential relationship with education would have to be clarified and confirmed before it could be considered as strongly in contention on a purely stand alone basis.  

D. 
Local government (Annexe B to chapter 4, para 5, p.59)

There are certainly some arguments for this:

(a) It would fully provide for local and democratic accountability.

(b) This could have positive benefits in the area of front line service delivery, and particularly through the branch library network and lending service.

(c) There are some synergies between existing local government responsibilities and the role of libraries, and notably in areas such as leisure services, arts and cultural activity, and tourism.

There are also strong arguments against this option:

(i) All the options proposed in Chapter 4 for the rationalisation of local government, would still leave some authorities with populations of less than the 250,000 which we view as the minimum for a library authority based on recent English experience (Midwinter et al). Even the most radical seven council model suggested here would leave at least one with a population as low as 165,000 (para 4.32. – p.40).


As the current existence of five library authorities (Education and Library Boards) is viewed by many as over provision, a move to seven or more authorities would appear to be a retrograde step. No rationale is offered here as to why, if there is an overwhelming logic in moving to a single education body, and in a much larger field, there should at the same time be a logic in recommending a new Balkanisation of library services?

(ii) Following on from this, the local council solution is likely to prove less cost effective than the existing five Board solution.

(iii) As the proposals involve no transfer of education to the local authorities, the location of library services there, would break the crucial link with education that they currently enjoy in the context of the Education and Library Boards.

(iv) This option, on its own, would lead to a relatively weak leadership of library services in Northern Ireland as a whole.

(v) It would render the provision of a seamless province-wide service more difficult.

(vi) It would increase the difficulties of effective co-operation across the public library service and with external partners on a regional basis.

(vii) It could not, on its own, provide for regional specialist expertise in areas where dedicated staff in seven or more authorities could not be justified.

(viii) It could not easily provide for strategic reference facilities, and key heritage collections of regional rather than local importance.

(ix) Even on the basis of seven authorities, very major problems in respect of the sharing, division, and/ or re-location of existing major assets would arise. While it is reasonable to assume that the major library resources in Belfast would remain there, on the seven authority model, there would then be four existing library headquarters outside Belfast and their significant resources would have to be shared by the six remaining authorities!

SUMMARY
The problems of the local authority option appear to be so far-reaching that it cannot be viewed as viable or reasonably be proceeded with unless it is combined with provision for a strong regional authority with responsibility for the strategic/regional direction envisaged in the single library authority model discussed at C above.
Under this hybrid model the regional library authority would have to be responsible for:

· Regional strategy matters.

· Specialist library services and expertise.

· Key regional reference and heritage collections.

· ICT.

· Specialist contract negotiations, and centralised purchasing in library specific areas.

The regional library authority would, as far as possible, contract with individual local authorities to undertake functions on its behalf, and local authorities would more generally have full responsibility for the delivery of front-line services.  
4. Conclusion.

Our two preferred options, and in that order, are:

· Integration with education delivery.

· Single library authority.

Both provide for a single regional service, though this is not made explicit in respect of the ‘integration’ option. LISC favours a single service provided through either of the options, though, in each case, one operating through a significantly localised and devolved structure. 

In respect of both options, the issue of democratic accountability remains to be more fully resolved. The ‘integration’ option as described here provides insufficient reassurance on the necessary distinctive identity of a library service within the wider education sector, while the ‘single library authority’ option, as outlined, fails to detail how the crucial relationship with education would work.

Both remain preferable to the local authority option, which, as described, has to be viewed as close to unworkable. We understand that there are, nonetheless, strong pressures in this direction that arise from considerations and pressures beyond those of the specific needs of library and information services in Northern Ireland.
If these prove overwhelming, then we would view a hybrid model with a single library authority with regional responsibilities, and working with and through local authorities in service delivery as essential.      
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