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Foreword by Chairm

This comprehensive review of public library policy progress for all our people. We also see an enthusi-
could not be more timely. Two of the key priorities asm on all sides to respond flexibly and constructive-
among the Government’s overall policy objectives ly to ensure that the opportunity is taken.
are:
| am pleased to commend the report to the Minister
e to ensure that Ireland moves rapidly to embrace for the Environment and Local Government and to
the opportunities of the Information Society so as all those whose responses to its recommendations
to support economic and social progress as well will determine what contribution the public library
as a more participative democracy;and system ultimately makes to the achievement of a
more inclusive society which can fully exploit the
e to establish an inclusive society in which all citi- benefits of the Information Age.

zens can participate fully in the social and eco-
nomic life of the country.

Our report demonstrates that the public library sys- gn O_M‘é
tem has the potential to make a major contribution

to furthering both of these important objectives. It Tom O’Mahony

is a service that is already widely-used,is widely- October 1998

appreciated but whose merits are somewhat taken
for granted. Library infrastructure,although not com-
plete,has over 1000 service points throughout the
country. Also,the training and expertise of library
staff is particularly suited to the responsibility of
guiding citizens of all backgrounds through the
learning,enlightenment and public information
opportunities that are now available.

In our report, we identify what is necessary to
enable this potential to be achieved,both in terms of
completing the infrastructure and in terms of a range
of measures to improve the availability, accessibility
and quality of the services provided.

In relation to infrastructure, we pay particular atten-
tion to the necessary investment in information and
communications technology in public libraries,
which will complement the Government’s current
programme of similar investment in our schools.

From our own discussions on the project team,from
our consultations with interested parties and from
the submissions which we have received, we see a
clear recognition on the part of library professionals,
local authority members and officials in local and
central government that there is now an opportunity
to position the public library service to make a very
substantial contribution to economic and social
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CHAPTER TWO - DESCRIPTION OF METHODOLOGY & SCOPE

2.1 Background

This report has been prepared by a project team spe-
cially established by the Minister for the
Environment and Local Government to review public
library policy in Ireland.

The Terms of Reference for the project are:

The Project Team will submit to the Minister for
the Environment and Local Government,a report
on Public Libraries in Ireland within twelve
months of its establishment.

The report will address the following issues:
e The current position of public libraries

e The evolving role of public libraries in the areas
of information provision and cultural/heritage ser-
vices

e The roles played by the Department of the
Environment and Local Government, An
Chombhairle Leabharlanna and Local Authorities in
the development of public library services.

< Financial arrangements for library infrastructure
and services.

» Recommendations to the Minister for the devel-
opment of the public library service.

The Project Team shall co-operate with other pro-
jects engaged in similar research.

The Project Team shall consult where necessary
with interested parties.

The Project Team consists of representatives from
the bodies most concerned with managing and deliv-
ering the public library service in Ireland. The team
comprises:

Mr.Tom O’Mahony (Chairman),
Mr.Tim Mawe,

- representing the Department of the
Environment and Local Government;
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Mr. Liam Ronayne,Donegal County Librarian,
Ms.Deirdre Ellis-King, Dublin City Librarian,
- representing the Library Association of Ireland;

Norma McDermott,Director,
- representing An Chomhairle Leabharlanna;

Mr. Eddie Breen, Waterford City Manager,

Mr. Brian Johnston,Cavan County Manager,

- representing the City and County Managers
Association;

CllIr. Frank Prendergast,Limerick

ClIr. Ita Fox,Sligo,

- representing the General Council of County
Councils;

Clir. Michael Joy, Tramore,Co. Waterford,
- representing the Association of Municipal
Authorities of Ireland

The Secretary to the Project Team is Ms. Veronica
Healy, Department of the Environment and Local
Government.

The Project Team held its first meeting on 10
September 1997 and met a further 10 times. The
final meeting of the project team was held on 8
October 1998,when this report was agreed.

2.2 Scope

The scope of the review and the methodology used
to carry it out was agreed by the project team fol-
lowing discussions on where the library service is
today, the context in which it operates and the
impetus that exists for change.

The project team agreed to structure the review as
follows:

Prepare a comprehensive analysis of the existing
library service which looks at:
e Obijectives and priorities of the public library
service
* Range and quality of services provided
e Accessibility to the service (including opening



hours,social barriers, charges,physical access for
disabled)

e Accessibility to library material (including loan
periods, overdues,inter-library loans)

e Marketing of library services

e Staffing (including numbers, grading,training and
development)

e Infrastructure (including buildings,mobiles,ICT
other equipment and stock)

< Organisation (including roles played by
Department of the Environment and Local
Government, An Chomhairle Leabharlanna,
Library Authorities, Institutions of the EU and
other international organisations,Public
Representatives,Users and Non-users)

< Funding (including the distribution of capital allo-

cations to the library service by the Department
of the Environment and Local Government and
funding allocated to the library service by local
authorities)

e A synthesis of Library Development Programmes
prepared under the Local Government Act 1994.

Prepare an analysis which compares the existing
situation with relevant other countries and other
sectors.

Describe the needs that a public library service
should meet. This will include:

e Public Information

e Cultural and Heritage Resource

e Educational Resource

* Community Resource/Public Space
« Local Authority Interface

This analysis will also include a projection as to how
the needs described are likely to change over the
next 5-10 years.

Prepare a description of what the library service
should be like in 5 years time. This will be a high
level description that outlines the services that
should be available,the standards that should be
attained in terms of infrastructure and how they
should be organised.
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Set out the measures required by all the players to
enable the needs for the library service to be
realised. These measures may be of a financial,organ-
isational or legislative nature. They must be feasible.
The scale and scope of the measures will take into
account the level of funding that is potentially avail-
able for library developments in coming years. A
subset of the measures required will be addressed to
the Minister for the Environment and Local
Government as recommendations. They will be spe-
cific,costed,affordable and programmed.i

2.3 Methodology

The Project Team operated within this scope and
made some adjustments to its approach as the
review progressed. The work of the project team has
been carried out in five stages. These were as fol-
lows:

Stage 1: Project initiation

A Project Outline and Discussion Paper was present-
ed to the project team for discussion. These docu-
ments set out the methodology and the scope of the
project respectively.

Stage 2: Research

The project team sought submissions from interested
parties in relation to public libraries and consulted
with a number of key players in delivering the public
library service.

The project team considered research carried out in
the field of public libraries,both in Ireland and in
other countries. It also considered other initiatives
that impact on public libraries,such as Ireland’s
response to the Information Society and the Strategic
Management Initiative within local authorities.

Two members of the project team also participated
in the Working Group which oversees the prepara-
tion of the National Policy for Libraries and
Information Studies. The Chairman of the project
team is also Chairman of the Consultative Council of
that project.
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CHAPTER TWO - DESCRIPTION OF METHODOLOGY & SCOPE

Stage 3: Policy options

The project team examined and discussed the policy
options flowing from Stage 2 and have agreed a set
of proposals that are specific,costed, relevant,desir-
able and achievable.

Stage 4: Report
The project team has prepared this report. It con-
tains:

a vision of the public library service.

< an analysis of the public library service,including
a review of the roles played by the Department of
the Environment and Local Government, An
Chombhairle Leabharlanna and Local Authorities in
the development of the service;

e asummary of the views expressed to the project
team on the development of the public library
service;

= an account of the policy issues involved and the
project team’s views on those issues;

e recommendations to the Minister for the
Environment and Local Government for the
development of the public library service. The
report also contains recommendations addressed
to other key players in delivering the public
library service,notably library authorities, An
Chombhairle Leabharlanna,the Minister for
Education and Science and the Minister for Arts,
Heritage,Gaeltacht and the Islands.

Stage 5: Post-report

The project team now submits this report to the
Minister for consideration by him and by other
Ministers. The project team understands that the
report will be published by the Department of the
Environment and Local Government.

The project team makes some proposals in Chapter

8 of this report concerning the implementation of
the recommendations made by the project team.

~AA~A- O
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CHAPTER THREE - REPORT SUMMARY

The recommendations can be categorised as
Strategic, Financial and Service-delivery.

The strategic recommendations include:

The project team recommends to the Minister
that the public library infrastructure and ser-
vices be developed to form a key component of
a society that appreciates and understands the
value of information, knowledge and learning.
The library service should, therefore, be an
important participant in government initiatives
to develop what is known as an Information
Society.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that the investment in library infrastructure
and services should enhance equity of access to
information and that it should form part of the
Government’s National Anti-Poverty Strategy.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that there should be a national commitment to
information access through public libraries.
This should link to issues relating to informa-
tion technology access, public information and
freedom of information. It might take the
form of a charter whereby the State guarantees
that every citizen should be able to access all
information at, or through, the local public
library.

The project team recommends to the
Government that the public library service
should be put at the heart of public delivery
initiatives of electronic government.

If Ireland is to move successfully towards elec-
tronic government that is equally accessible to
all, it is essential that the necessary infrastruc-
ture is put in place through the public library
system.

In order to promote equality of access to the
public library service, the project team recom-
mends that each library authority should devel-
op and implement a strategy to improve access
to the library for everybody. The strategy
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should seek to overcome physical barriers to
library use, social barriers to library use and
financial barriers to library use.

The project team recommends that An
Chomhairle Leabharlanna should work closely
with the Information Society Commission to
ensure that the public library service is an inte-
gral part of measures to develop awareness of
the information society.

The project team recommends that the
Department of Environment and Local
Government and An Chombhairle Leabharlanna
should have a formal relationship with the
Department of Education and Science centred
on arrangements for life-long learning.

The project team recommends that An
Chombhairle Leabharlanna accepts the role of
marketing public libraries at national level.
The project team clearly sees this role as being
different to running national advertising cam-
paigns or other promotional activities. It
should focus on the contribution that the
library can make to issues such as ICT aware-
ness, literacy and lifelong learning.

The project team recommends to library
authorities that they develop a library co-opera-
tion strategy. The strategy will develop an
approach to resource sharing and better ser-
vice provision that will embrace co-operation
with other libraries and also with a wide range
of groups and organisations operating locally.

The project team recommends that library
authorities move rapidly towards implement-
ing a network for resource-sharing. As a first
step, a nation-wide sharing of catalogue data,
using the measures recommended for ICT
development, should be put in place.

The project team recommends that a national
focus should be placed on co-operation.
Accordingly, the 32 strategies for each library
authority area should be incorporated into a
national strategy which can be used to agree



appropriate measures with all players at
national and international level.

The project team recommends that the remit,
composition and services of EuroFocus on
Libraries be expanded to embrace all levels and
sectors of international library co-operation.
EuroFocus should be seen as a pro-active ele-
ment in an overall advisory service provided to
library authorities.

The project team recommends that a local
strategy for developing co-operation with other
educational services should be incorporated
into the library co-operation strategy. An
Chombhairle Leabharlanna, in association with
the Department of Education and Science,
should support and assist this process.

In order to accelerate the development of
schools libraries, the project team recommends
to the Minister that he facilitate a dialogue
between library authorities, An Chomhairle
Leabharlanna, the Department of Environment
and Local Government and the Department of
Education and Science. This dialogue would
consider how best schools libraries might
develop and would take account of the issues
arising for all parties. This dialogue would also
address the development of post-primary
school library services.

With the expansion and diversification of arts
provision, both locally and nationally, the pro-
ject team recommends that a national strategy
on delivering of the arts, in a way that is more
accessible to the wider community than has
been available heretofore, should be estab-
lished. Such a strategy should take as its start-
ing point the report of the Public Libraries and
the Arts project.

The project team recommends that the Arts
Council, in formulating and in implementing
the next Arts Plan, should take account of the
positive role that libraries can play in develop-
ing the full spectrum of the arts in Ireland.
This is particularly important for communities
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that do not have access to any other arts infra-
structure.

The project team also recommends that An
Chomhairle Leabharlanna should co-ordinate a
submission to the Department of Arts,
Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands concerning
the preparation of the National Heritage Plan.
The project team also recommends that library
authorities participate fully in the preparation
of the National Heritage Plan.

In order to improve the research climate and
by implication to improve the quality of library
services, the project team recommends that a
co-ordinated approach to Irish public library
research should be undertaken. This should be
formalised as a Public Libraries Research
Programme, with specific terms of reference
and an identifiable budget.

The Financial recommendations include

The project team recommends to the Minister
that a revised programme for investment in
library infrastructure and services be put in
place. The revised programme would address
all the issues necessary to provide a compre-
hensive library service.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that at least £55 million should be provided
directly by the Exchequer, in the period 1999
to 2006, for a revised programme of invest-
ment in library infrastructure. This comprises
just under 60% of the funding necessary to pro-
vide a level of infrastructure, including ICT
infrastructure, which will allow equitable
access to library services.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that a cap on funding of individual projects
should be set at 75% of the agreed cost of the
project.

The project team recommends that the balance

of funding should be provided by library
authorities and where appropriate should be
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raised from other sources such as corporate
sponsorship.

The project team recommends that the Minister
for Finance should provide tax-relief in respect
of donations made to library authorities from
individuals and organisations in respect of
library development. The relief should be in
line with that available for gifts for education

in the arts.

The project team recommends to the Minister,

that a national approach be taken to ICT provi-
sion. The ICT provision will be aimed at mak-

ing ‘content’ available to everybody by:

= giving access to the human record in what-
ever form it might be stored, in electronic
formats as well as printed materials and
multi-media;

< giving access to all government services,
local and national;

= giving nation-wide access to all public
library catalogues;

= making local business and community infor-
mation accessible on-line;

= using ICT to offer full text, images, sound etc.;

= providing electronic document delivery;

= providing access to networks and support
for net-navigation and info-searching;

= providing workstations for the public to cre-
ate their own content;

= providing open learning and training
opportunities;

= creating interfaces between the internet and
on-line catalogues;

= digitising local studies materials;

The project team recommends that up to 75%
of the cost of the investment should be avail-
able from the Exchequer. The proposed invest-
ment will cover connectivity, hardware (new
or upgraded), maintenance, training and up-
skilling for staff and training and tutoring for
the public.

The first steps to be taken are to provide
Internet access to the public through all public
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libraries and to complete the automation of
housekeeping functions of libraries.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that the Department of the Environment and
Local Government should co-fund the provi-
sion of optical scanners at a rate of 50% in
respect of 125 scanners over 3 years.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that he makes a small allocation available to
pilot some innovative solutions in delivering
library services to isolated communities. The
sum available might be £100,000 over two
years. The pilot projects might be carried out
and co-funded in association with other gov-
ernment departments which are trying to tack-
le similar problems in respect of their services.

While recognising the general difficulties faced
by library authorities, the project team strongly
recommends that a programme of bookfund
increases be undertaken by each library
authority. The project team also recommends
that a national target should be agreed by all
library authorities. It is proposed that the tar-
get would be that by 2002, each library authori-
ty would invest at least £2.50 per capita in
bookstock annually.

In order to help library authorities achieve the
necessary increase, the project team recom-
mends to the Minister he should allocate a
national book grant totalling £3.6 million over
four years from 1999. This should be struc-
tured as follows: 1999: £1,000,000; 2000:
£1,000,000; 2001: £800,000 and 2002: £800,000.

The project team recommends to the Minister
for Education and Science that the per capita
increases for general bookfunds implemented
by library authorities should be matched by
increases in the per capita bookfund grant for
primary school libraries made by the
Department of Education and Science.

The project team also recommends that the
Minister for Education and Science should con-



sider providing a specific bookfund grant in
respect of post-primary schools where a school
library is in operation.

The project team recommends that a review of
library charges should be undertaken by each
library authority during 1999. This review
should focus on:

= the structure of charges

= the scale of charges

< the cost of administering charges

= the level of service provided in respect of
charges

= the equity of membership charges taking
into account ability to pay.

The service delivery recommendations include:

The project team recommends that library
authorities should immediately commence
work on developing a programme of
enhanced opening hours. These should begin
to be implemented during 1999.

Library authorities should recognise the long
term commitment of their staff in a concrete
way and devote the investment in human
resources needed to take the library service
into the new century.

The project team recommends that library
authorities should carry out a fundamental
review of how it serves isolated communities,
whether rural or urban. Library authorities
should be prepared to use innovative solutions
to meet identified needs.

In order to address the need to provide access
to library services to people with disabilities,
the project team recommends that library
authorities should include in their access strat-
egy, measures to bring all of their libraries into
compliance with Part M of the Building
Regulations by 2006.

The project team recommends to local authori-
ties that they maximise the use of public
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libraries in providing access by the public to all
of their services, so that the library becomes a
gateway to government at local level.

In order to market library services effectively,
the project team recommends that each library
authority carry out a programme of research
into what their users and the public in their
area want from the library.

The project team recommends that all library
staff should have a detailed knowledge of cul-
tural resources available. This should be devel-
oped as an integrated part of the Library Staff
Development Plan.

The project team recommends that library
authorities put in place a staff mobility policy
aimed at extending public access to specialist
knowledge throughout the library area of
responsibility. This policy may include place-
ments or staff-exchanges with other cultural
institutions such as museums or archives.

The project team recommends to the Minister
that he request the Minister for Arts, Heritage,
Gaeltacht and the Islands to initiate a national
programme on the digitisation of library collec-
tions of high cultural value.

The project team recommends that An
Chomhairle Leabharlanna, in association with
a selection of Library Authorities and broad-
casters, should research the costs and benefits
of generating a greater public library presence
in the mass media, focused on providing
greater access to cultural resources held in the
public library.

Chapter 8 of the report proposes to the Minister, to
An Chombhairle Leabharlanna and to Library
Authorities the next steps each might take in order
to implement the recommendations of this report.
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CHAPTER THREE - REPORT SUMMARY

4.1 Why have a public library service?

The public library is for everybody. It is a resource
for each individual and group in Ireland. It is a multi-
purpose service,meeting different needs in different
ways.

“Libraries do not, however,
2xist as an end in themselves.
The project team believes that
ibrary services in Ireland
should be judged, not by what
hey are, but by what they do.”

The project team sees the public library not as a
building or an institution,but as a resource to be
used by people,one that is built on three pillars of
equal importance:

e itis aresource for Information and Learning
e itis aresource for Culture and the Imagination
e itis a resource for Children and Young people.

Libraries do not,however, exist as an end in them-
selves. The project team believes that library ser-
vices in Ireland should be judged,not by what they
are,but by what they do.

The project team believes that there is a public need
for open and democratic access to the world of
information,whether in written,spoken or electron-
ic formats.

The project team believes that there is a need for
locally-based support services to life-long learning.

The project team believes that there is a need for a
service which provides access to the accumulated
sum of human thought and imagination.

The project team believes that there is a need for a
community-based service to support literacy and
reading,particularly amongst young people.

The project team believes that the public library ser-

vice,properly resourced and managed can most
effectively meet these needs for the Irish people.
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The project team believes that the library service can
equally meet the needs of all users,whether they are
researching particular subjects,casually browsing
through the available resources or simply using the
library as a quiet place to read or study.

These are not new needs and the public library is
not a new response. The public library service has a
long tradition in meeting these needs. From before
the provision of the Carnegie libraries early this cen-
tury through to the current National Lottery-funded
libraries,there has been recognition of the value of
libraries in meeting society’s needs. In a recent sur-
vey, 71% of the public agreed that it is well worth
spending time in a public library.i

However, like many other fundamental services in
Ireland,the value of the library service to the com-
munity is not often explicitly stated.

Nevertheless,the Minister for the Environment and
Local Government,Mr. Noel Dempsey,T.D.,has
already noted the value and the role of public
libraries. Speaking in Co.Roscommon in February;,
1998,he stated that:

“the public library and its learning power is a source
of inclusion.It belongs to us all and everybody is
welcome here.There is no elitism or exclusivity.
Nobody needs to justify their presence in a library...”

If we are serious about developing an economy that
can continue to compete with our neighbours in the
twenty-first century, it is essential that we provide
the tools to enable us to compete. The tools that we
need are information and knowledge.

“Nobody needs to justify their
presence in a library.....”

And,if we are serious about developing individual
citizens that feel at home in our society, it is essential
that we provide the resources and the structures that
allow people to develop. The resources we need
include a common place where we can go and devel-
op ourselves,either individually or as part of a
group. These tools and resources are available...in
the libraryii



This endorsement chimes well with the views of the
former Minister, Mr. Brendan Howlin, T.D. Speaking
in Galway, in January 1997,he noted that:

* it is important [to state the value of libraries]
because we tend to take libraries for granted. In one
way this is a tribute to the place that libraries have in
Ireland. They are a tremendously well-established
cultural network.

The library service has been assimilated into the
community in a way that many other cultural ser-
vices have not. Going to the library is part of every-
day life for many people;whereas going to a gallery
or theatre or museum is still a special occasion.

Our familiarity with libraries is partly due to their
availability. They are to be found in every major
town in Ireland and in many smaller ones. Libraries
are part of the community and are trusted in a way
that other public institutions may not be”.iv

The appreciation of the value of libraries is not con-
fined to Ireland or to the library sector looking at
itself. The Out of Hours Report,v a study of town
centre decline and renewal in Britain,published in
1991, found that the library was perceived to be
important because:

“ it was used by a wider cross-section of the local
population than almost any other public,commercial
or retail institution in the town centre;it was an
important resource for the elderly, both for book-bor-
rowing and newspaper-reading;it was a focal point
for children and parents,and for school use;...it was
felt to be a safe environment in which to meet peo-
ple,sit and browse,or use without payment or pres-
sure (an increasingly rare use of space in the modern
town centre)”

More recently, Better Local Government: A
Programme for Changevi referred to Irish public
libraries in the context of more general reforms of
local government. It stated that:
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“ The role of libraries continues
to evolve. The library service
now acts as an information and
educational resource, runs pro-
grammes of outreach and par-
ticipates in partnerships with
other groups.”

“The role of libraries continues to evolve. The
library service now acts as an information and educa-
tional resource, runs programmes of outreach and
participates in partnerships with other groups.”

The public library service is also seen internationally
as being a part of broader social policy. The former
President of the European Commission,Mr. Jacques
Delors has pointed to the crucial relationship
between employment, exclusion and education in an
article entitled “Social exclusion:what governments
can do™vi, He states that the challenge facing society
is to:

“ strike a balance between collective and individual
responsibility against a background of economic,
technological and geopolitical upheavals which have
turned social policy upside-down. The most obvious
answer is to transform and improve our education
systems...High skills and jobs mobility make the avail-
ability of training for adults indispensable”

The improvement foreseen by Delors would make
life-long learning and adult education part of a seam-
less system which would equip everyone with four
types of learning:

e learning to know:a general background provides
the passport to lifelong education, giving people
a taste,but also laying the foundation for learning
throughout life;

e learning to do:learning to move from traditional
jobs by acquiring more general skills will help
people adapt to the changing workplace, reinforc-
ing their employability;
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« learning to be:the need to exercise a greater
independence combined with a stronger sense of
personal responsibility. None of the talents in
every person should be left untapped. This is one
of the most efficient weapons against exclusion;

« learning to live together:this means creating a
new spirit of common understanding, fostering a
desire to participate actively in society and reject-
ing all forms of racism.”

These four aspects of learning,crucial to a system of
life-long learning which in turn is necessary to main-
tain economic and social development,are all facili-
tated by the resources,services and activities of a
vibrant public library service.

4.2 The public library service in broader
public policy

The previous section of this reports sets out the
value of public libraries. However, the project team
sees the library as a component of a broader-based
approach which gives everybody access to informa-
tion,learning and culture as well as providing sup-
port services to people who need them.

This approach interacts with other public policies,in
particular that of creating an equitable “Information
Society”

It is a cornerstone of policy making for the Ireland of
the twenty-first century that we must embrace the
opportunities of the Information Age or be left
behind economically, socially and culturally. The
Information Society is much discussed but little
defined. In essence,it will mean a society and an
economy built on the creation,storage,and multi-
faceted use of information using the most modern
information and communications technologies,
implying the widest possible access to that informa-
tion.

The Irish government’s vision for the Information
Society is that:
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“Ireland is a unique community, rich in culture,learn-
ing and creativity where the Information Society is
embraced:

= to support the talents of our people;

* to create employment, wealth and vibrant,inclu-
sive communities;

and where citizens participate more actively in gov-

ernment”.vii

This echoes the sentiments of similar statements
elsewhere; for instance the Canadian Government’s
view is that:

“In the new global economy, where knowledge is the
key resource,the quality of the nation’s human
resources is critical to ensuring competitiveness. The
key to prosperity in the knowledge economy is for
workers to make intelligent use of information.
Learning must span all our working lives.”ix

The European Union has also embraced the social
aspect of the Information Society. The European
Commission’s opinion on the social and labour mar-
ket dimension of the Information Society was pub-
lished earlier this year.x It emphasises that the
Information Society is for all and that public policies
can make the difference. It notes in Chapter Il that:
“Modern infrastructure,applications and services
should be available at affordable prices....The avail-
ability of personal computers and Internet access in
the home remains predominantly the preserve of
those with higher incomes and educational attain-
ment levels. This rapidly changing technological con-
text means that universal service is a dynamic and
evolving concept which must be kept under review
if it is to respond to people’s needs and expecta-
tions. Access to advanced services and applications
through public access points such as libraries,
schools and other community meeting points is
regarded by some as a proxy to universal services”

“The Information Society is not
just about Information and
Communication Technology. It
Is about social change”



The Commission concludes this section by declaring
as its objective: “Ensure access for all by promoting
availability, affordability, accessibility and awareness”.

Amongst its key actions, the Commission “urges
Member States to ensure that access is a key objec-
tive of their information society strategies”.

Installing the technology is not the major issue. The
Information Society is not just about Information and
Communication Technology. It is about social
change. To make full use of the opportunities before
us and,at the same time,to make Ireland a fairer and
more inclusive society, we must build a society
where lifelong learning becomes the norm.
Continuous enhancement of the skills needed to nav-
igate the maze of information will be an essential ele-
ment in lifelong learning.

Most people will be impeded,as individuals,from
access to information and access to Information and
Communication Technology (ICT),not only by cost
but also by a lack of awareness of the possibilities
offered by the information society and by a lack of
information-handling skills.

“rich in culture, learning and
creativity”

Public libraries,locally organised and locally account-
able,are very well placed to provide the access and
support that people will need in a Learning Society.
Which other agency is better equipped to be the
vehicle for communities “rich in culture,learning and
creativity”to embrace the Information Age?

With its tradition and ethos of universal access to its
collections,the thrust of public libraries’input to this
new society will continue to be to ensure that we do
not have people who can be classed as information
rich and others who can be classed as information
poor.
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Libraries need to be ready, however, to adapt them-
selves to the opportunities and requirements of this
new society. Though libraries are ICT literate agen-
cies,they are not fixated on ICT for its own sake.
Libraries are concerned with the uses of information,
with access and with democratic participation and
countering social exclusion,and with placing ICT at
the service of people.

4.3 The pillars of the public library service

There are three pillars to the public library service.
It acts as a resource for Information and Learning,as
a resource for Culture and the Imagination and as a
resource for Children and Young People.

4.3.1 Public libraries as a resource for
Information and Learning.
The public library bridges information gaps by pro-
viding accurate and up-to-date information for every-
day living and problem solving and by providing a
continually updated collection of reference works,in
print and electronic form. It assists the development
of its local community by providing information for
business,and for community development,linking
up,where relevant,with national and international
information providers.

The library meets the public’s right to know by pro-
viding information for dealing with everyday prob-
lems and citizen action information.

The library supports adult learners and education
generally. In particular it supports action for adult lit-
eracy, supports adult independent learning,and sup-
ports persons undertaking distance education in
practical ways by providing information,course
materials and study space. It also assists people to
develop the skills they need in a fast changing world,
enhancing reading skills,ICT literacy, and general
self-directed learning.

“Libraries need to be ready,
however, to adapt themselves
to the opportunities and requir-
ements of this new society”
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Snap Shot: Libraries and the Information Age

Tipperary Libraries Web site [www.iol.ie/~tip-
plibs] has now been live for well over two years.
It was described as “a splendid on-line resource”,
by Telecom Eireann when awarding the site a
three star award earlier this year.

The main thrust of development has been
focused on the County Tipperary Historical
Society part of the site as this is the most heavily
visited area. The Society’s Web presence was
specifically targeted at the foreign market,espe-
cially those with Tipperary roots in North
America and Australia. Although the library helps
out visitors as much as is possible from its Local
Studies Department and refers them to the nec-
essary sources in Ireland,the mail can,at times
be overwhelming. Thus the site has developed,
through necessity, into a central bulletin board
where visitors post their genealogical research
queries with their e-mail address and help each
other out.The Web site has publicised the Local
Studies Department extensively and visitors who
are travelling to Ireland make a point of visiting
the library as first port of call.

Future developments of the site will focus on
developing the relationship with local education-
al facilities as they go on-line,both through the
Schools and Children’s Library Services and Local
Studies in conjunction with the branches which
will have public Web access.

4.3.2 Public libraries as a resource for Culture
and the Imagination

The library promotes interest in literature,books and

reading,and provides the materials for creative recre-

ation by providing a continually updated collection

of fiction and popular non-fiction books for lending,

as well as audio-visual and multi-media materials.

“The library acts as the collec-
‘'ve memory of the community”
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The library acts as the collective memory of the
community and the county/city by comprehensively
collecting and making available local studies material
of all types and by acting as a centre for local stud-
ies.

The library acts as a focal point of the living commu-
nity, for social and cultural activities,being a point of
contact for information on the arts,and providing
space and assistance for literary, visual arts and com-
munity arts events.

The library supports literature in Irish,and Gaelic
culture generally, providing a bi-lingual service to the
public and promoting awareness of literature in
Irish. It encourages reading in Irish amongst both
children and adults and provides space and assis-
tance for Irish language events.

Snap Shot: Promoting Reading

For a number of years,Cork City Library has
organised activities for older people to broaden
their reading experience. Such activities include
establishing book clubs in most branch libraries,
organising activities for older people and estab-
lishing contact with organisations involved with
older people.

Adult book clubs add a new dimension to the
pleasure of reading. They facilitate the coming
together of older people with a love of reading
and where literary activities can be organised by
the members of the various clubs. There are six
book clubs for older people in Cork City Library.
The idea of a bookclub for older people originat-
ed in 1991 when a club was started in the
Central Library. It was so successful that a sec-
ond bookclub started in the Central Library and
in a number of our branch libraries.

Initially, a member of library staff acts as a facili-
tator to organise the group but the underlying
philosophy is that each club will determine what
books,authors,themes they wish to discuss and
what activities they wish to organise. Library
staff act as facilitators and to support.



Membership is usually limited to 18 members
and meetings are arranged on a monthly basis.

The activities of the bookclub include:

Review of books - all categories of material are

included. It is for the members to decide.

< Discussion on writers - these can include
local,national or international writers past or
present.

« Talks and readings by writers either local or
national. The Library co-operates with The
Munster Literature Centre in organising talks
and video presentations on Munster writers.

< Visits to places of literary or historical inter-
est. Tours in the past have included Frank
O’Connor’s,Cork;Elizabeth Bowen country;
Blasket Island wvriters;and the Irish Writers
Museum.

« Social activities involving other book clubs.

e Interaction and exchanges between members
of the bookclub and teenagers. This would
include reminiscence sessions and activities
such as table quizzes.

“The library acts as a centre for
literacy and information skills,
sharpening reading skills and
assisting children to gain infor-
mation through reading;”

4.3.3 Public libraries as a resource for
Children and Young People

The library acts as a gateway to the world of knowl-

edge for children, by providing books, multi-media

materials and ICT resources to stimulate and

improve their minds and imaginations;

The library acts as a centre for literacy and informa-

tion skills,sharpening reading skills and assisting chil-

dren to gain information through reading;

The library acts as a seedbed for culture by introduc-

ing children and young people to the world of arts
and to the oral and material culture of their commu-
nity.
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Snap Shot: Libraries and Children

Cork City Library actively encourages children to
become involved in reading from a very early
stage.This is done in a number of ways:

e By organising special activities to draw atten-
tion to reading and books,and to build upon
reading experiences. These include author
visits,displays,library publications.

e By providing a forum for discussion on books
and writers with children.

= By linking to schools and community groups.

e By making all children’s libraries as aestheti-
cally pleasing as possible and conveying a
warm, welcoming atmosphere.

e By providing a wide and varied collection of
reading material supplemented with non-
book material such as talking books and CD-
ROM packages.

Activities,displays and exhibitions designed to
encourage and promote the skills of reading and
writing among the younger community include:

< Recommended reading lists and book
displays

Book displays on particular themes for different

age groups are organised and in-house reading

lists are compiled.

= Storytime

Weekly storytime and activity mornings are

organised for younger readers.

= Competitions

Competitions are run on a regular basis either on

a literary theme such as poetry, design a book

cover, cartoons etc.or as part of special events

such as World Book Day, National Tree Week etc.

= Exhibitions

Exhibitions are organised including selected

authors,environmental issues and historical

events such as 1798.

= Library publications

A number of children’s libraries produce a

library magazine at regular intervals. The maga-

zine is compiled from material submitted by chil-
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dren in the branch and includes articles,stories,
poems,illustrations,book reviews and puzzles.

= School visits

Class visits are during school terms and include
borrowing books,tours of the library, special
events such as author readings.

= Library skills course

A library skills course is a recent innovation
which is proving to be very popular with school
visits. A specialised workbook accompanies the
course with sections on fiction,non fiction, refer-
ence material,computer searching etc. The exer-
cises also include demonstrating the facilities in
specialised areas such as the local history collec-
tion.

= Festivals

A number of annual festivals are celebrated each
year, including Children’s Book Week where an
extensive programme of events is organised each
year.

4.4 From vision to results - the impact of
the library service

4.4.1 Introduction

The public library service delivers vital services to a
broad spectrum of people. It has done so for a long
time and is in a strong position to continue for many
years to come. It has had a strong social impact to
date. With the growing importance of information
and learning in society, coupled with the dangers of
fragmentation, exclusion and marginalisation,the
library service is in a strong position to have a
greater impact into the future as it provides oppor-
tunities for everybody in society to make use of
information,learning and culture to maximise their
potential.

Again,this not something that has been confined to
Ireland. All across the world,the value of public
libraries is appreciated and its beneficial impact
understood.

In 1997,the British Library Board published the

results of research into the social impact of public
libraries.xi This report notes the historical back-
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ground of public libraries. It states that “the found
ing of public libraries in the UK in the mid-nine-
teenth century was justified by the argument that
they would have a major impact on social (or rather,
anti-social) behaviour and attitudes. In particular
they were seen as an effective way of luring workers
away from public houses,criminal activities and the
vice generally associated with urban industrialisation.
Simultaneously, workers were expected through
exposure to culture,to increase their skills and
hence the overall level of skill in the labour mar-
ket.... The two sides of public libraries are seen here:
hand-in-hand with their controlling, civilising role,
public libraries also performed a liberating function
by providing the fast-expanding working and middle
classes with self-instruction literature. Both aspects
performed important social functions,hence
Muddiman and Black’s comment that : ‘From its
inception,therefore,the public library was called on
to perform economic,tangible,utilitarian tasks’.

Regardless of its Victorian origins and the laudable,if
patronising, values which suffused early libraries,it is
undeniable that public libraries today continue to
have a significant social impact. This was defined by
the UK Department of National Heritage in the fol-
lowing terms:“Public libraries provide opportunities
for learning,self-improvement, for business,the local
community and in developing young people”.xi

4.4.2 Scope of impact
The impact of the public library service is seen in
many ways:

e The library acts as a point of access to new
sources of information,particularly by allowing
more equitable access to the Internet. The impor-
tance of equitable access to ICT resources is
growing. As an increasing number of facilities:
banking,shopping,using office equipment - rely
on some level of ICT skills,a degree of ICT litera-
cy is necessary in order to be able to participate
in the mainstream of society. The role of the pub-
lic library in providing access to ICT and to pro-
viding basic ICT literacy skills cannot be under-
stated and free Internet access has recently been
introduced to a small number of Irish public
libraries.
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e Public libraries act as a support to business
Snap Shot : Libraries-On-line development. They are in a position to provide
information to all businesses but are particularly

Together with library sites in Limerick and Mayo,
Dublin Corporation’s branch library in
Ballyfermot has become the European starting
point for Microsoft Corporation’s LIBRARIES-
ON-LINE programme. The programme is a
partnership that provides public internet and
multi-media access in American and Canadian
public libraries - and which is aimed particularly
at redressing the problem of potential exclusion
from the fast developing Information Society in
areas of high unemployment and social depriva-
tion.

LIBRARIES-ON-LINE in Ballyfermot provides
free public access to an 8 PC LAN, equipped
with internet access via ISDN lines,and a range
of CD ROM based multi-media programmes.
Since its launch by the Taoiseach in September
1997,public usage of the facility has consistently
run at approximately 95%. The facilities provide
hitherto unavailable free public access to a wide
range of materials and information services for
adults and children alike.

Apart from simply ‘surfing the web’and access-
ing multi-media programmes,users in the library,
construct their own web sites and set up their

own E-mail addresses. This creates a real commu-

nity awareness of the Information Society at the
most accessible local level,in the public library.
Perhaps most importantly, an opportunity is now
in place whereby libraries and librarians can
exercise a leading role in both developing ,and
in providing access to the Information Society.

Dublin Corporation regards the Ballyfermot
LIBRARIES-ON-LINE facility as a model on
which it proposes to base future library based
developments as a key element in its strategy of
empowering the citizens of Dublin through its
information services.

valuable to small,new businesses and to rural
businesses. A survey of small businesses in the
UK in 1996 identified that one of the main rea-
sons that 75% of new companies fail is lack of
information. New businesses are rarely in a posi-
tion to buy information from private sources.
Hence the need for public libraries to meet the
need and make a direct contribution to economic
development. In Ireland,this requirement is
being met by the development of the South West
Action Project (SWAP).

In rural areas,where enterprise is a vital component
in maintaining the fabric of rural society, the role of
the public library in providing access to information
is even more vital.

Snap Shot: South West Action Project in
County Cork

The South West Action Project (SWAP) com-
menced in 1995 and offers electronic access to
business information to local SME’s,local busi-
nesses and to individuals interested in enterprise.
Many of these had previously probably not seen
their local public library as being a relevant
source of the specialist information they
required.

The project was developed by Cork County and
City Library services in partnership with An
Chomhairle Leabharlanna, Forbairt and the
County Enterprise Board.

Before SWAP, the provision of business informa-

tion (almost exclusively in printed form) had

proved to be:

e expensive - the initial and annual updating
costs of books and directories;

< inefficient - the currency of information was
always a source of suspicion in the case of
printed sources;

e under-utilised - as part of the general refer-
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ence service,it was not marketed as a distinct
service or specifically targeted at a potential
clientele.

Budgetary considerations meant that a compre-
hensive business reference collection could only
be maintained at Library Headquarters in Cork
City and in a county as large as Cork this had
serious consequences for the potential user in
peripheral regions of the county. The advent of
information technology opened up new
approaches to the delivery of business informa-
tion services and SWAP has provided a new
means of service provision.

The benefits of SWAP to both the library and the

user can be summarised as:

* On:line availability of a wide range of infor-
mation that can be accessed on demand.

e Searches can be tailored to the particular and
specific needs of the client.

e The prompt delivery, by fax where applica-
ble,of the information being sought.

Because the South West Action Project represent-
ed a new departure and a fresh start in business
information provision by Cork County Library; it
allowed the library to target new potential users
and to market the service to a targeted audience.
This marketing exercise has introduced to the
public library a range of clients who would not
have considered their local library had any
potential to benefit or assist them in terms of
their business enterprises and would only have
seen it as providing recreational reading material
or perhaps local history information. Such
clients have been pleasantly surprised to discov-
er that the public library can provide hard infor-
mation as current as they could obtain elsewhere
and with a rapidity of response equal to commer-
cial information services. They have also been
appreciative of the assistance that experienced
library staff can provide in focusing their
enquiries and in identifying likely avenues of
information.
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Library staff have played a key role in the imple-
mentation of the SWAP programme to-date. The
introduction of new technology required the
development of new skills and new approaches
to the traditional ‘reference interview’and the
commitment and enthusiasm of staff have been
essential components in selling the services and
in its success. A complementary benefit of the
SWAP programme has been its effect on users
and on library staff in furthering the introduction
of information technology in other areas of the
library’s reference service. Access to the Internet
and to CD-ROM databases,an aspect of informa-
tion provision introduced via SWAP, have become
part of the library package in many centres,their
introduction greatly facilitated by the experience
gained by staff on the SWAP programme.

SWAP has proved a vehicle for advancing public
library into a new era of service provision and
for the user has offered a new perspective on
the potential benefits that the library can pro-
vide,particularly in areas of service once consid-
ered beyond the scope of all but the largest
municipal reference libraries.

After a pilot phase in County Cork,on-line busi-

ness information services have now been imple-
mented in counties Longford,Mayo,Roscommon,
Waterford,Clare and in Dublin and Limerick City.

By providing relevant information in an accessible
manner, public libraries can form part of an anti-
poverty strategy. A report on Russian libraries
noted that “public libraries are now about the
only places to offer free access to self-education
and a pleasant pastime with cultural and intellec-
tual treasures. Theatres,concerts,cinemas, muse-
ums,cultural centres,tourism - all these are hardly
affordable for too many’xii The UK Comedia
Report concurs on the value of libraries for peo-
ple in poverty and focuses on literacy: “In provid-
ing materials and events which encourage litera-
cy, public libraries contribute to economic pro-
ductivity. In this way, they are cheaper than
policemen” xiv



A 1994 report on US literacy amplifies this point:
“As a nation [U.S.A.], we spend billions on educa-
tion but even more on unemployment, welfare,
police,prisons and jails. What we fail to provide
for in the emerging literacy needs of our children,
we pay for tenfold in the resulting myriad of
social and educational problems directly relating
from,or related to,the school failures of youth.”x

The public library provides a source of continu-
ity. Changes in the structure of the population are
often accompanied by increased poverty and a
sense of dislocation. Over the last decade, many
parts of the world have seen increases in the pro-
portion of elderly people, people from ethnic
minority groups,unemployed people and people
working in a flexible working market. The impor-
tance of public libraries in maintaining the quality
of life in periods of social change has been noted.
The library acts as an island of order, quiet and
cleanliness, a haven in threatening times of change.
The library meets a need for maintaining a sense of
continuity, community and identity by sustaining
and organising such activities as storytelling
events, local literature competitions and providing
material relevant to the local population.

The Comedia Report argues that investing in peo-
ple who underpin a community is critical in
maintaining morale in contemporary society and
is cheaper and more effective than anti-crime pro-
jects,custodial sentences and dealing with the
effects of family breakdown.

Public libraries contribute to the development
of town centres. The location of libraries has a
beneficial knock-on effect on surrounding com-
mercial enterprises. The Comedia Report record-
ed that the importance of a new library opening
went largely unnoticed by retailers,although
there were many instances where local shops
noticed increases in foot-fall and turnover. It also
noted that property developers are increasingly
aware of the potential of libraries for assisting
struggling shopping centres. This is backed up by
some evidence of libraries being included in gen-
eral development proposals at peppercorn rents,
a situation which also exists in Ireland.
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Public libraries have a direct impact on the
book-selling trade in Ireland. Expenditure in
excess of £4 million annually means that public
libraries are the largest single purchaser of books
in Ireland. Given that the range of books pur-
chased is broad,the impact of library purchases
on more specialist titles and on smaller, Irish,pub-
lishers is even more significant.

The library acts as a cultural meeting point. In
an increasingly multi-cultural society, libraries can
provide cultural products for all sections of the
community. Examples of important work in this
area are to be found within the New Zealand
public library service where services to the
Chinese community have been developed and in
Australia where improvements to collections have
resulted in greater use of the library by Australian
Aboriginals. As Irish society, and in particular
Dublin society changes,the library can provide
vital support services to individuals and groups
from minority ethnic groups.

In a wider definition of culture,the library also
provides space for cultural works from,and for, a
range of groups such as radical and minority
political groups,minority lifestyles, minority
interests,and people with disabilities.

The library supports the lifestyles of those
not employed in the labour market. The per-
ception of the library as a safe,free space opens it
up as a place for social interaction for those
excluded from other areas.

This means it is able to provide vital emotional sup-
port to groups such as women carers, volunteers,
middle-aged unemployed men and elderly people.
These groups are likely to be isolated and suffer
financial hardship, hence their exclusion from other
meeting places such as pubs, theatres, shops etc.

Hartlepool library in the UK works extensively
with unemployed people,providing information
about job vacancies, offering basic literacy
tuition and help with writing CVs. In the first 26
months that the service was offered,it resulted in
147 people being offered jobs.
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Snap Shot: Adult Literacy in Offaly and to play in the teaching of basic skills such as lit-

Limerick eracy and numeracy. It was also felt that involve-
ment with information technology within the

In 1994 the Department of Education and general library environment would provide a

Science agreed to fund an action research pro- boost to the students self-confidence and would

ject aimed at the promotion of literacy through encourage further interaction with other library

the public library service. Part of the project services.

was based in Offaly County Library, the other in

Limerick City Library. Limerick City Library also provided a computer
learning facility - although neither facilities are

The project seeks to develop meaningful partner- limited to basic skills tuition.

ships between the libraries and other stakehold-

ers - literacy students,tutors,local literacy organ-

isers and the National Adult Literacy Agency « The library acts a gateway for health informa-

(NALA). The project presents the library as an tion. Some health information is available from

active agent in literacy provision,promotes read-
ing and makes a wide range of relevant books
and audio-visual materials available to adult litera-
cy students and their tutors,and generally pro-
motes a reading culture.

Central to the success of the project has been
this concept of partnership.

Many of the programmes were developed jointly
by Offaly County and Limerick City Libraries,in
conjunction with their respective literacy course
organisers. The programmes include:

library staff awareness training courses aimed
at raising their awareness as to the problems
literacy students face when contemplating
joining the library;
= literacy tutor induction courses aimed at pro-
moting the stock and services of the library
to tutors and,through them,to their students;
« literacy students induction courses aimed at
introducing the library staff and services to
students and encouraging use of the library;
< advertising and promotion of the library ser-
vices and literacy schemes.

Offaly County Library established a computer
learning facility in Tullamore Branch Library with
a number of multi-media based literacy aids (e.g.
the New Reading Disk).It was recognised that
multi-media applications have an important part
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public libraries. This may be related to specific
illnesses or diseases or in the form of a health
directory, aimed at sign-posting how to find
health information. The Help for Health project
in the south-west of England estimates that
around 30,000 enquiries were received during
1995/6 from a catchment population of 6 million.
In Ireland,a survey carried out by the Library
Association of Ireland in 1995,in co-operation
with the Department of Health and Children,has
shown that there are serious deficiencies in
access, awareness and availability of information
for both healthcare staff and patients in Ireland. A
simultaneous study of international best practice
has shown that professional library and informa-
tion services have the ability to provide cost-
effective and timely access to relevant informa-
tion in the required format.

To remedy the deficiency, a 1998 Consumer
Health Information research project=i has recom-
mended that public libraries should form partner-
ships or co-operative agreements with health sci-
ences libraries. In addition,a designated librarian
should be responsible for Consumer Health
Information in each library authority and should
develop more formal co-operation with the volun-
tary sector and improve access for those with
special needs.
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4.5 A future for the public library service “The project team believes that

the library service has been sti-

The project team believes the case for public
libraries has been proven many times and in many
countries. It is happy that the public library service
is delivering a valuable service in Ireland to-day.
However, the project team is in no way complacent.
It recognises that there are serious deficiencies in
the Irish public library service.

The project team believes that the library service has
been stifled in delivering the best service it can by a
lack of investment in infrastructure,stock and staff.

It has also been hampered by a lack of awareness by
the public of the range of services available through
the library. This lack of awareness has been allowed
linger too long by librarians taking a timid approach
to marketing their services.

In some areas too,the library service has not been
oriented to meet the needs of library users as it
should be. This is evidenced in areas such as unsuit-
able opening hours and inflexibility. A fuller picture
of the current state of the service is outlined in the
next chapter of this report.

The project team believes that the time has come for
a sea-change in the approach of local and central
government to the public library service,which must
be accompanied by a renewed sense of purpose by
the library service itself.

This report sets out the first steps that must be taken
to implement such a change. If implemented proper-
ly, the library can retake its place as a central and
dynamic public service which contributes to the wel-
fare and development of the entire community. The
library service has the potential to become a centre
of light and learning in every community in Ireland.

The project team believes that the commitment is
there to realise this potential and that a renewed
partnership between all the stakeholders in the pub-
lic library service will start to build the library ser-
vice of the future. The project team envisions the
future library service as having the following charac-
teristics:

fled in delivering the best ser-
vice it can by a lack of invest-

ment in infrastructure, stock anc

staff.”

e It will have a clear vision of its own future.

< It will be a repository for cultural materials of all
kinds - books,CDs,CD-ROM’s,periodicals, multi-
media etc..

< It will be a welcoming space,equally accessible
to all social groups.

< It will have extensive and versatile opening
hours.

< It will be staffed by suitably qualified and trained
personnel.

« It will be a gateway to other local authority and
government services.

e It will be a supporter of education and learning at
many levels.

< It will be a centre for cultural activities.

« |t will be an active partner of the community and
a centre of community awareness and activity.

< It will operate from a purpose-designed building
in urban areas,designed from the inside out. Its
form will follow its function.

e It will be fully-equipped with information and
communication technology, providing access to
ICT for the public.

< It will have on-line access 24 hours per day.

< It will raise part of its own funding.

4.6 Conclusion

The public library serves the public well. Its role,
although unsung,is important.Changes in society, in
demography and in information provision underline
the continuing importance of libraries. Nevertheless,
there is a need for libraries to change and improve
their services. The changes and improvements will
be designed to serve the customer and the communi-
ty better and must focus on giving greater and more
equitable access to an enhanced service.
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CHAPTER FIVE - LIBRARIES TODAY

5.1. Introduction

This chapter sets out a high-level assessment of
where Irish public libraries are today, in the opinion
of the project team.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a template
for the analysis of the issues set out later in the
report and to provide a background for the recom-
mendations that are made. It can also be used as a
basis for comparison with other sectors and other
library services.

5.2. What services do public libraries
provide?

There is a core of library services that all libraries
provide,consisting of the lending of books and other
materials,as well as providing access to reference
and information services. In addition,each library
authority provides a local studies section which
focuses on material produced within the authority’s
area or about that area. Individual local studies sec-
tions each contain material of high historical,literary
and commercial value. Collectively, they comprise a
resource of great national and indeed international
importance.

At either branch or library authority level,most
authorities are involved in activities such as lectures,
exhibitions or educational courses in a wide range of
topics. The scale,frequency and nature of these
activities varies between library authorities.

“In 1998, local authorities will
spend approximately £36 mil-
ion of their resources in provid-
ng the service.”

The library also participates in numerous projects
alongside other agencies and organisations where
the resources of the library are considered useful to
the project and where the subject is considered to
be relevant to library users and potential users.
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5.3. Basic facts about the public library
service

There are 318 public libraries in Irelandxi. In addi-
tion there are a further 949 service points in opera-
tion,which include mobile libraries,hospitals,
schools,day-care centres etc. Altogether, the public
library service employs approximately 1,300 people.
In 1998, local authorities will spend approximately
£36 million of their resources in providing the ser-
vice. In addition,the Department of the
Environment and Local Government will invest
slightly over £3 million of National Lottery funds in
library infrastructure.

The Minister for Education and Science supports the
development of libraries in primary schools by way
of an annual book grant. In 1998 this is estimated to
be almost £1 million. This funding is administered by
Library Authorities.

“a total library membership of
about 850,000 people”

These resources,totalling about £40 million are used
to deliver a service to the public that has the follow-
ing characteristics:

In terms of usage:

e The average rate of library membership,national-
ly, is 24%. This implies a total library membership
of about 850,000 people.

e Many non-members also use the library. The first
national marketing survey on libraries,carried out
in November 1997,indicated that 32% of the
adult population use public libraries.xvii

e Research in a number of library authorities, for
example in Clare County Library, has shown that
for every item issued in a larger service point,
there is an equivalent recorded use of the refer-
ence and information facilities.

There are disparities within the global figure of
32% usage. For example,the use of the library by
urban-dwellers is 34% while the usage by rural



dwellers is 27%. There is also evidence that farm-
ers (as opposed to rural-dwellers) have particular
difficulties in accessing library services. Likewise
the larger urban authorities and larger towns in
mainly rural authority areas show above average
membership,while rural areas lag well behind

In terms of service delivery:

e 38% of branch libraries are open to the public for
30 hours or more per week. 16% are open
between 20 and 30 hours per week. 46% are
open fewer than 20 hours per week. The trend in
recent years has been towards better opening
hours.

= Those branches that open for longer hours offer a
wider range of services and tend to be in larger
urban authorities and in larger population centres
in otherwise rural authority areas.

< In addition to branch libraries,the other service
points,which generally hold small collections,are
available for fewer hours generally than branch
libraries and are managed by temporary, part-time
staff or volunteers.

« In addition to book-lending and general refer-
ence,libraries provide services in the following
areas:

« Adult literacy programmes and family literacy
programmes.

e Open and distance learning programmes.

e Exhibitions and talks on community-based
development.

e Children’s summer projects.

e Tuition in Information and Communication
Technology.

< Exhibitions by local voluntary groups in the
library premises.

e Co-operation with local businesses to provide
training materials for job-seekers.

« Placements in the library for job-seekers,phys-
ically disabled and the mentally handicapped.

CHAPTER FIVE - LIBRARIES TODAY

In addition,libraries are a local outlet for:

e Government and EU publications

e Government and EU information campaigns

e Planning information

e Information on local authority services and
events

< Information on social welfare entitlements,

e Careers development information,

< Information on educational opportunities,

< Information on community groups and initia-
tives

In terms of structure:

The Minister for the Environment and Local
Government has overall responsibility for the
library service at national level. As such,he or
she enacts,and keeps under review, the legisla-
tion underpinning the system and formulates
national policy relating to the service.

Library authorities,of which there are 32 country-
wide,are responsible for the day-to-day manage-
ment and control of public libraries. Library
authorities are generally synonymous with local
authorities (County Councils and County
Boroughs). Two exceptions are Tipperary and
Galway where,in each case,two local authorities
combine to act as a library authority.

An Chombhairle Leabharlanna (The Library
Council) is a semi-state body under the aegis of
the Department of the Environment and Local
Government. It comprises a Council of 12 mem-
bers drawn equally from the library and local gov-
ernment sectors,with an independent Chairman.
Its role is to advise the Minister for the
Environment and Local Government and library
authorities on library matters. It also promotes
library co-operation.

5.4 Service delivery in branches

Each library authority is responsible for delivering

the library service in its own area. Accordingly, there

is not a standard and uniform service