NFWI RESOUTION 2011

CLOSURE OF LOCAL LIBRARIES

“This meeting urges H.M. Government to maintain support for local libraries, as an essential local educational and information resource.” 
Moved by Nedderton WI, Northumberland Federation. 

Background 
The issue of library closures has been high on the political agenda as many local councils have recently announced plans to close library branches altogether, reduce opening hours or reduce investment as part of a broader programme of spending cuts. 

There are currently 4,125 UK library buildings and 573 mobile libraries in the UK. The Chartered Institute of Library Professionals (CILIP) estimates that over 600 libraries in England could close, and some local authorities in Wales are also considering library closures or service reductions. 

The value of libraries 
Over 322 million visits are made to UK public libraries every year. Statistics from the Department for Culture, Media and Sport reveal that the proportion of adults visiting a public library has been decreasing since 2005/6. 78% of 5-10 year olds use libraries, and children’s book borrowing has increased year on year for the last six years. 

Libraries are seen as a ‘social good’, providing free opportunities for people to read and learn. Access to libraries close to home or mobile services can be particularly important to those in rural areas and those without easy access to transport. 

Many libraries also provide a range of other services beyond book borrowing, acting as a community ‘hub’ with internet access and training to develop IT skills, activities for parents and toddlers, homework clubs and reading groups. 

Political context 
The Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 sets out a statutory duty for local authorities to provide a ‘comprehensive and efficient’ library service. 

But local councils have argued that they are forced to make drastic cuts to services because of funding cuts from central government. The grants given to local authorities from central government are to be cut by around 26% over four years. 

The Secretary of State for the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) has responsibility for oversight and promotion of the library service. The DCMS has the right to intervene in cases where libraries are threatened with closure, but at present it looks unlikely that the Government will use these powers to halt proposed closures. 

Campaign for the Book, a group run by children’s author Alan Gibbons has launched a judicial review under the Act, arguing that the current widespread proposals to close public libraries demonstrate that the Secretary of State is failing to comply with this duty. Legal challenges to closures have also been launched in Gloucestershire and Somerset. 

The Coalition Government has called for a radical rethink in the way library services are delivered and has created the ‘Future Libraries Programme’ which will trial new ways of running the library service – aiming to cut costs and develop new ideas. The Government has called for sharing services, merging functions, staffing across authorities, support from volunteers and the use of other community buildings to be considered. 

These moves have sparked concern from library users, library organisations and authors, particularly in those areas where libraries are threatened. They have argued that closing or merging services will reduce access to libraries and the services they provide, and emphasised the importance of local library branches. Concerns have also been expressed about the prospect of replacing qualified library staff with volunteers, and about the ability of communities to take over the running of libraries on a voluntary basis. 
Arguments for the resolution 
• The resolution is timely as many local authorities have announced that they are planning to close or reduce library services to cut spending. 

• Although some local authorities will take decisions ahead of the AGM, it is likely others may defer their decisions. 

• The resolution provides good opportunities for local and national campaigning, and for WI engagement with broader issues such as community life and education. 

Arguments against 
• There are already many local campaigns established where libraries are threatened. 

• It could be argued that in a time of economic downturn, cuts to services are inevitable. 

Existing campaigns 
• The Library Campaign is an independent charity set up to support Friends of Library groups and to campaign for improved services in publicly funded libraries. 

• Unison’s Love Your Libraries campaign is working to protect libraries and celebrate their contribution to society. 

• Many local campaigns have been set up to fight closure proposals. 

Further information 
The Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals 
020 7255 0500 

marketing@cilip.org.uk
www.cilip.org.uk 

Voices for the Library 
contact@voicesforthelibrary.org.uk
www.voicesforthelibrary.org.uk/wordpress 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
020 7211 6000 

www.dcms.gov.uk 

Your county/unitary council will be able to update you on plans in your area, and councillors responsible for library provision will be a good point of contact for federation debates. You can search for council contact details online using www.direct.gov.uk. 

