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Evidence to the Independent Panel on public libraries in England

This panel has been set up by the Department 
of Culture, Media and Sport and the 
Department of Communities and Local 
Government to consider the structure and 
role of public libraries, as well as identifying 
opportunities for future delivery of the public 
library service.

The Carnegie UK Trust welcomes the practical 
focus of this inquiry. The structures and policy 
underpinning the provision of the public library 
service has served well for over 100 years, but 
the challenges of the early 21st century have 
radically changed the context for this service. 
The Trust has argued in its work on public 
libraries since 2011 that there is a need for a 
new vision for the library service which responds 
to the changing needs and preferences of 
service users, as well as to the needs of the local 
communities.

The inquiry asks three questions.

1. What are the core principles of a public 
library service into the future?
When Andrew Carnegie invested in public 

libraries from the 1880s, his view was that by 
providing access to information, education and 
knowledge, the public library provided the single 
most important thing which could improve the 
wellbeing of ordinary citizens through self-
improvement and access to opportunities which 
were otherwise denied to them. The Carnegie 
UK Trust believes that wellbeing – of individuals 
and of communities – continues to be at the 
heart of the role of the public library. Public 
libraries have a role in contributing to some 
of the key domains of wellbeing, as defined 
in different countries and contexts1, including 
income, employment, education and learning, 
health, social connections, civic engagement 
and the environment.

As such, we would define the core principles for 
the library service of the future as being:

•	 ACCESSIBILITY - an open, accessible, free 
service for all – recognising that this may 
require a redefinition of what the ‘core 
offer’ of the library service is;

1 J Wallace and K Schumacker, Shifting the Dial: from wellbeing measures 
to policy practice, 2012, Carnegie UK Trust
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•	 RESPONSIVENESS to the needs of the local 
community;

•	 providing a GATEWAY to local public 
services; 

•	 a SAFE NEUTRAL SPACE at the heart of 
communities;

•	 TACKLING DISADVANTAGE - a service which 
addresses poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, 
digital exclusion, social isolation, inequality, 
disadvantage, and poor health, with a view 
to

•	 supporting WELLBEING - including both 
individual and community wellbeing;

•	 creating OPPORTUNITY – libraries are 
‘second chance’ institutions for those 
who have missed out on education or 
opportunity, and places which inspire and 
create opportunity of all kinds – economic, 
social or cultural.

2. Is the current delivery of the public 
library service the most comprehensive and 
efficient?
While many library authorities have entered 
into agreements to share aspects of service 
provision, there is undoubtedly still considerable 
scope to create greater efficiency through 
shared services. In the extreme case of the 
purchasing and distribution of ebooks, there is 
a strong case for doing this on a national basis, 
if not on a UK basis. 

It is, however, a challenge to balance the 
greater efficiency which can be achieved by 
doing more things on a national or regional 
basis, with continuing to respond to the needs 
of local communities. 

The definition of a ‘comprehensive’ service 
depends on what the aims of the library 
service are considered to be. The Trust 
believes that service should not be defined 
only in terms of book lending and access 
to information.  We would like to see local 
services being encouraged to provide a set of 
programmes responding to the needs of the 

local community. These could include English 
language classes, literacy and numeracy 
courses, job clubs, assistance with welfare 
applications, support for small business and 
enterprise start-ups, co-working spaces, IT 
training and support, arts activities, book 
groups, children’s activities or after school 
care clubs, and many other kinds of activities, 
depending on local needs.  

There are many examples in the USA of public 
libraries offering comprehensive programmes 
of activity designed to meet the needs of their 
communities – examples include Brooklyn 
Public Library, Queens Library and Chicago 
Public Library – all offering programmes 
providing support for employment, language 
teaching, and financial literacy, as well as 
innovative creative and digital programmes. We 
believe that providing programmes of activity 
in this way would be very positive development 
for libraries in England.

We are supporting innovation in the public 
library service with a small scale project 
considering the contribution libraries can make 
to economic wellbeing, and we believe that 
libraries will continue to have a key role in 
contributing to economic wellbeing. Our analysis 
of public libraries contribution to wellbeing shows 
that a comprehensive library service has the 
potential to contribute to economic, social and 
cultural aspects of wellbeing.

A comprehensive library service is one which 
makes maximum use of its potential as a safe 
trusted community space to offer a range of 
programmes and activity in partnership with 
other agencies, in both the statutory and 
voluntary sectors, which aim to promote the 
wellbeing and opportunities of members of 
their community.

We realise that this is an ambition which goes 
beyond what many library authorities currently 
offer, and we believe that authorities need to 
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expand their view as to what the public library 
service can achieve.

Efficiency suggests that things which are most 
effectively done on a national or regional 
basis should be done on that basis, while 
comprehensiveness needs to be defined at least 
in part in relation to the particular needs of 
local areas.

3. What is the role of community libraries in 
the delivery of a library offer?
Our view is that all public libraries should, by 
definition, be community libraries in the sense 
that they are located in particular communities 
with a remit to serve that community. We 
assume that this question is limited to libraries 
in which members of local communities play 
a significant part in supporting, managing 
or staffing their local libraries when local 
authorities have withdrawn part or all of their 
funding and support. Community libraries in 
this sense have developed in response to cuts 
in public spending and the withdrawal of local 
authority support from particular libraries. 

There are now many examples of community 
libraries which have risen to the challenge 
presented to them and created imaginative 
services in response to local needs. The 
support of Locality in supporting and advising 
community libraries has been crucial to 
their development, and the cross-sectoral 
experience which Locality brings to this sector 
has undoubtedly been a strength from which 
community libraries have benefitted.

What is important in this area is to define 
the role of community libraries in relation to 
the legal obligations on the library authority 
to provide a comprehensive and efficient 
service. The Trust believes that it is unlikely 
that community libraries could meet the 
legal requirements of public library legislation 
on their own, and are always likely to be 
supplementary to the core public library offer.
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