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 COUNTY COUNCIL PROPOSALS FOR THE FUTURE OF OXFORDSHIRE’S LIBRARIES

WHAT ARE THE CURRENT PROPOSALS?

Library hubs

1. Library hubs will be maintained in key centres of population (which are currently receiving 82% of customer visits) aiming to achieve geographical spread and access from outlying areas by public transport.  These will be based as follows:

	Abingdon
	Eynsham
	Thame

	Banbury
	Faringdon
	Wallingford

	Bicester
	Goring
	Wantage

	Burford
	Henley
	Watlington

	Carterton
	Hook Norton
	Wheatley

	Chipping Norton
	Kidlington
	Witney

	Cowley
	Oxford Central
	Woodstock

	Didcot
	Oxford Music Library
	Wychwood


Access to services in other locations
2. Library users in other locations will be able to access some library services in the following ways, as an alternative to travelling to a hub:

a) Mobile library service, which will continue.  

(It is not clear from published OCC material whether and how the mobile library service will be extended to cover communities formerly served by their own static library.)

b) On-line: 

· access to reference material 

· searching the library catalogue

· ordering/reserving books (to be collected from a hub or from a local delivery point via the mobile library service)

· e-books and e-audio downloads

Community-run libraries
3. Communities in the locations currently served by one of the 20 libraries scheduled for closure are being invited to consider whether they wish to take over the running of their library.  The issues to be considered will include:

a) Premises

It would probably be more cost-effective for the community to move the service into a community owned or leased space, where it is not already located in such a community space.   If this would not be practical, OCC needs to be asked on what financial basis the existing premises could be made available.

b) Book stock

It is likely that OCC would hand over the existing book stock to the community but future additions/renewals are likely to have to be paid for.  A question to be asked is: will communities be able to “subscribe” to OCC’s own arrangements for adding to the bookstock or will they have to organize this themselves? Could OCC provide training on this for local volunteers?
c) Internet access via public computer

It is likely OCC would hand over the existing library public-access computer to the community but the community would then have to deal with maintenance/renewal etc.  If community premises are being used, they will need to have a good broadband service.
d) Access to professional librarian expertise

In-house librarian presence is likely to have to be bought in from OCC or there will be on-line  access to professional expertise.  It is not yet clear as to what extent and on what basis there will be access to professional expertise (e.g. by phone as well?) (and to exactly what expertise) and OCC needs to be asked for details.  Could OCC provide training for local volunteers?
4. The County Council will set up a pot of money to which local communities can bid to help them take responsibility for any library that the Council is seeking to end funding.
QUESTIONS TO ASK, IF YOUR LIBRARY IS SCHEDULED FOR CLOSURE
Questions for the community
5. What do local users value in their library? For example:

a) Opportunity to get out of the house and be with other people

b) Access to books:

· Reference material

· Fiction

· Non-fiction

· Audio

· Large print

· Other

c) Access to:

· DVDs and CDs

· Language packs

d) Access to internet via library computer

Why do you want access?

e) Another service/activity:

Give details

f) Help of a professional librarian:

Give details of help wanted/received e.g. suggestions for new reading?  guide to reference material available?
6. Could you access library services, where available electronically, using a home computer?

7. Can you access any of the proposed library hubs (ie. the libraries not scheduled for closure)?    (Are any of the hubs accessible from your community by public transport?  How easily accessible?)

8. The answers to these questions will help you to explore how to help local people to continue to access each of the valued services, if the worst should happen and your library is confirmed for closure.  

Questions for the County Council
9. What are your library’s user numbers?  How do these compare with numbers visiting the libraries not scheduled for closure?

10. Whether and how the mobile library service will be extended to cover communities formerly served by their own static library.

11. How local delivery via the mobile library service of books ordered from hubs will work.

12. More detail about how community-run libraries would work – see above for some of the issues involved.

Information for the County Council

13. How accessible (or not) any of the proposed library hubs are from your community.
14. How far the services outlined in 2 above will help former library users as an alternative to accessing services from one of the hubs.

15. What library users will miss, if the library were to close (see 5 above), and how far the County Council’s proposals as set out in 1-3 above are likely to provide an adequate replacement – are there any amendments to the proposals (apart from deciding not to close any libraries!) which would make them more helpful?
NOTE

While ORCC would clearly prefer every community that would like one to have a local library outlet provided by the County Council, this is clearly not a realistic proposition in the current climate and was not a realistic proposition for many communities in past years, either.   We and the communities we support need to take a realistic view of how best to respond to the current proposals and to work together with the County Council to explore how best to retain and adapt, where necessary, the provision of library services throughout the county.  The comments of the Chief Executive of the Museums Libraries and Archives Council (below) may be of interest, if unwelcome to some.

A response consisting purely of blanket opposition to any proposals for change, especially the closure of some libraries, is not likely to be productive, although communities will no doubt wish to include such a response in their “portfolio” of options for mitigating the effects of the proposals as currently framed.  Communities need to be prepared to look creatively at a range of ways forward.
Meryl Smith

ORCC Deputy Chief Executive
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Comments by CEO of Museums Libraries and Archives Council
This is a reply by Roy Clare, MLA Chief Executive, in reply to library campaigner Desmond Clarke querying the organisation’s response to large scale cuts in areas such as Oxfordshire.

Thanks, Desmond, for your one-liner below. I agree it was an extraordinary response; deliberately so, in extraordinary circumstances.

All the do-good wishing in the world won’t alter the fact that a number of Councils face historic imbalances in the distribution of library service points in relation to population. As the MLA has made clear consistently for the past couple of years, Councils need to be encouraged to grasp these nettles.

It has long been our position that a “no closures” approach is a Canute-like response to a rapidly-changing operational environment. We have been equally clear that Councillors have to consider the provision of library services for all their communities (not simply for those that have grown used to having their service delivered in a particular way).

Information is emerging from many Local Authorities that supports this analysis; we know that there will be many further closures and many of these will be painful, but also entirely justifiable on rational grounds. We are watchful that Councils undertake this kind of work in the context of a recognisable and effective strategy. We absolutely do not stay silent when Councils threaten to make deliberate and provocative reductions that have no supporting rationale. 
And of course a key factor is that real progress (as opposed to overseeing death by salami slicing) takes real political courage at a local level.

It is unfashionable to say things like this, I know. But anyone who knows me knows that I don’t shrink from telling it like it is. And MLA still has sufficient resources on the ground that can be materially valuable in the very tough processes that Councils are undertaking. 
Meanwhile, we are committed to working closely with LGA on the Future Libraries Programme (ORCC note: in which Oxfordshire County Council is taking part), which has a core objective to share learning across the country.

Roy Clare CBE
Chief Executive Officer
Museums Libraries & Archives Council
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