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3 Public libraries in England 

Summary 
The provision of public library services is a devolved matter.  

The Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 requires local authorities in England to 
“provide a comprehensive and efficient library service”.  

“Comprehensive and efficient” are not defined. It is the responsibility of each library 
authority to determine how to deliver public library services in the context of local need. 
The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport can order an inquiry where there is 
concern that a local authority is not fulfilling its duties under the Act. This has not 
happened since 2009 when an inquiry looked at the library services provided by Wirral 
Metropolitan Borough Council. 

Concerns about the impact of funding cuts on library services are ongoing and the 
Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals has launched a “My Library By 
Right” campaign. This is calling for the public’s “rights to libraries to be recognised and 
respected” and for the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to carry out its 
duties under the 1964 Act. 

The issue of library closures has also been contentious. The DCMS has said that it does not 
“commission specific information” on how many have closed. However, it has estimated 
that 110 static public libraries closed in England between January 2010 and January 2016 
while at least 77 new public libraries had opened.  
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1. The Public Libraries and 
Museums Act 1964 

The main legislation governing public libraries in England and Wales is 
the Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964.  

Under section 7(1) of the 1964 Act, every library authority must 
“provide a comprehensive and efficient library service”. In fulfilling this 
duty, library authorities must take into account the desirability of: 

(a) …securing, by the keeping of adequate stocks, by 
arrangements with other library authorities, and by any other 
appropriate means, that facilities are available for the borrowing 
of, or reference to, books and other printed matter, and pictures, 
gramophone records, films and other materials, sufficient in 
number, range and quality to meet the general requirements and 
any special requirements both of adults and children; and 

(b) …encouraging both adults and children to make full use of the 
library service, and of providing advice as to its use and of making 
available such bibliographical and other information as may be 
required by persons using it; and 

(c) …securing, in relation to any matter concerning the functions 
both of the library authority as such and any other authority 
whose functions are exercisable within the library area, that there 
is full co-operation between the persons engaged in carrying out 
those functions.1  

“Comprehensive and efficient” are not defined. It is the responsibility of 
each library authority to determine how to deliver public library services 
in the context of local need.2 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                               
1  Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 s7(2) 
2  HL4368 on public libraries, answered 14 December 2015 

http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/lords/2015-12-08/HL4368
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2. The role of the Secretary of 
State for Culture, Media and 
Sport 

The 1964 Act imposes a duty on the Secretary of State for Culture, 
Media and Sport to:  

(…) superintend, and promote the improvement of, the public 
library service provided by local authorities in England and Wales, 
and to secure the proper discharge by local authorities of the 
functions in relation to libraries conferred on them as library 
authorities by or under this Act.3 

Section 17 of the Act requires the Secretary of State to publish an 
annual report on the exercise of his functions under the Act. The most 
recent report was published in December 2015.4 

Power to order local inquiries 

Under section 10 of the Act, the Secretary of State can order a local 
inquiry where he receives complaints that a library authority is not 
fulfilling its duties under the Act.5  

Interventions by the Secretary of State will be considered on a case-by-
case basis and an inquiry will only be started with “very good reason”. 
In deciding whether to order an inquiry, the following areas may be 
taken into account: 

• the analysis of existing and projected local need for the public 
library service - this may include things like deprivation indices, 
rural/urban context, and consideration of vulnerable groups such 
as the unemployed, elderly, disabled, children and young people, 
and young families  

• any consultation process undertaken in the lead up to proposed 
library changes and the authority’s response to that consultation  

• the strategic plan for the library service, including innovative and 
creative ways of providing the service  

• any equality impact assessment and how any adverse impacts 
may be countered6 

In 2009, the then Secretary of State ordered an inquiry into the library 
services provided by Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council. There hasn’t 
been an inquiry anywhere since then, despite concerns about the 
impact of funding cuts on libraries. 

The DCMS published guidance on libraries as a statutory service in 
December 2015.7 This includes, as an example, details of the Secretary 
of State’s decision not to intervene over library provision in Sheffield. 

                                                                                               
3  Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 s1 
4  DCMS, Report under the Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 for 2015, 

December 2015 
5  Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964 s10(1)(a) 
6  DCMS, 2010 to 2015 government policy: library services, May 2015 
7  DCMS, Guidance on libraries as a statutory service, December 2015 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/485644/Final_Libraries_Annual_Report_to_Parliament_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-libraries-as-a-statutory-service/libraries-as-a-statutory-service
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/485644/Final_Libraries_Annual_Report_to_Parliament_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2010-to-2015-government-policy-library-services/2010-to-2015-government-policy-library-services
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-libraries-as-a-statutory-service/libraries-as-a-statutory-service
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The Inquiry into Wirral library service, 2009 
In April 2009, the then Culture Secretary, Andy Burnham, ordered an 
inquiry into Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council’s compliance with its 
duties under section 7 of the 1964 Act.8  

The Council’s plans to close 11 of Wirral’s 24 public libraries had been 
the subject of a large volume of correspondence, mainly from the 
public, but also from professional bodies. The Council was asked to 
work with the then Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA)9 on 
the proposed restructuring of its library services. The MLA subsequently 
wrote to the Secretary of State, expressing concern about the situation 
in the Wirral.10   

The inquiry, led by Sue Charteris, was significant as it examined the 
factors determining whether a local authority was in breach of its 
statutory duties.  

What did the report say? 

The inquiry’s report was published in September 2009 and found that 
Wirral Council’s decision to restructure its library service was in breach 
of its statutory duty to provide a “comprehensive and efficient” 
service.11  

The Council had “failed to make an assessment of local needs (or 
alternatively to evidence knowledge of verifiable local needs) in respect 
of its library services.”12  It had taken the decision to close 11 libraries 
“in the absence of a strategic plan or review of the Library Service” and 
“without a clear understanding of the extent and range of services 
[then] being provided in the libraries”.   

There had been “a further breach in relation to the needs of deprived 
communities” and a key concern was that there had been “an absence 
of an adequate plan for and commitment to a comprehensive outreach 
service.”  Without an assessment of needs and a strategic Library 
Service review, the Council had “displayed a lack of logic around why 
some facilities were recommended for closure and not others.”13   

The report concluded that there was a strong case for reviewing the 
decision and/or retaining at least some physical service at some sites 
earmarked for closure.14 A number of recommendations were made to 
the Secretary of State, including that Wirral Council produce a strategic 

                                                                                               
8  “Culture secretary Andy Burnham orders local inquiry into public library service”, 

DCMS press release, 3 April 2009 
9  From 1 October 2011, the MLA’s functions transferred to Arts Council England and 

the National Archives: “Museums and libraries formally transfer to Arts Council 
England”, ACE news release, 3 October 2011 

10  DCMS press release, “Culture secretary Andy Burnham orders local inquiry into 
public library service”, 3 April 2009  

11 DCMS, A local Inquiry into the public library service provided by Wirral Metropolitan 
Borough Council: led by Sue Charteris, 2009, p6 

12  Ibid, p6 
13  Ibid, pp7-8 
14  Ibid, p8 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77447/wirral_local_inquiry.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100407120701/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/media_releases/6035.aspx
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100407120701/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/media_releases/6035.aspx
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100407120701/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/media_releases/6035.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77447/wirral_local_inquiry.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77447/wirral_local_inquiry.pdf
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development plan for its library service within six months of the report’s 
publication.15 

Outcome 

In November 2009, the Culture Minister issued a statement explaining 
that, since Wirral Council had subsequently revoked its decision to close 
11 libraries, it was no longer appropriate to rule on whether the earlier 
decision was in breach of the 1964 Act.16 

Report welcomed 

The Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) 
welcomed the Inquiry’s conclusions as “arguably, a clear updating of 
the 1964 Act”.17   

Ed Vaizey, Minister for Culture and the Digital Economy, has since 
described the report as “an immensely important influence on library 
provision in that authority, but also on how we speak about the 
statutory duty at national level.”18 

 

 

 

                                                                                               
15  Ibid, p9 
16  Archived DCMS website,  Wirral library service inquiry [snapshot taken 7/4/10] 

[accessed 23 February 2016] 
17  “Wirral report says user needs and staff input are central to legal duty”, Update, 

January-February 2010, p6 
18  “Custodian of public libraries?”, Update, January 2011, pp12-14; In June 2015, Ed 

Vaizey said that the Inquiry’s report “was a good guide for local authorities who are 
undertaking reviews” [HC Deb 9 June 2015 c61WH] 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100407120701/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/what_we_do/libraries/6119.aspx
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmhansrd/cm150609/halltext/150609h0002.htm#15060938000002
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3. The role of Arts Council 
England 

Arts Council England (ACE) is the development agency for libraries in 
England and has responsibility for supporting and developing libraries.19  

In 2012/13, ACE carried out a research project to understand the future 
for libraries and how to help them develop.20  

The research found that “public libraries are trusted spaces, open to all, 
in which people continue to explore and share the joys of reading, 
information, knowledge and culture”: 

It is clear that people value the services that libraries provide and 
will continue to do so. Indeed, there is a clear message that there 
is a compelling and continuing need for a publicly funded library 
service. The research also reminds us that public libraries face 
many challenges in the coming years, including: advances in 
technology, which affect the ways in which people want to 
connect to information and culture; reduced public expenditure; 
the increasing involvement of citizens in the design and delivery of 
public services; and the needs of an ageing population.21 

Four priority areas for development were identified: 

• placing the library as the hub of the community 
• making the most of digital technology and creative media 
• ensuring that libraries are resilient and sustainable 
• delivering the right skills for those who work in libraries22 

ACE’s work in these areas includes a Libraries Development Initiative, 
research on community libraries, and a “Grants for the arts Libraries 
fund”. The latter invests National Lottery money in projects delivered by 
public libraries working in partnership with artists and cultural 
organisations.  

 

 

 

                                                                                               
19  Arts Council England website, Supporting libraries [accessed 23 February 2016] 
20  Arts Council England website, Envisioning the library of the future [accessed 23 

February 2016] 
21  Ibid 
22  Ibid 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-funding/funding-programmes/libraries-development-initiative/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/libraryletters/other-links/community-libraries-research/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-funding/apply-for-funding/grants-arts-libraries-fund/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-funding/apply-for-funding/grants-arts-libraries-fund/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/supporting-libraries/
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/libraryletters/other-links/library-of-the-future/
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4. Independent Library Report for 
England (December 2014) 

In February 2014, the DCMS and the Department for Communities and 
Local Government (DCLG) commissioned William Sieghart to produce a 
report on public libraries looking at: 

• the core principles of a public library into the future 
• whether the current model of delivery is the most comprehensive 

and efficient 
• the role of community libraries23 

The Independent Library Report for England was published in 
December 2014. This noted the continuing importance of libraries and 
called for their re-invigoration: 

(…) Despite the growth in digital technologies, there is still a clear 
need and demand within communities for modern, safe, non-
judgemental, flexible spaces, where citizens of all ages can mine 
the knowledge of the world for free, supported by the help and 
knowledge of the library workforce. This is particularly true for the 
most vulnerable in society who need support and guidance and to 
children and young people who benefit from engagement with 
libraries outside of the formal classroom environment. 

The library does more than simply loan books. It underpins every 
community. It is not just a place for self-improvement, but the 
supplier of an infrastructure for life and learning, from babies to 
old age, offering support, help, education, and encouraging a 
love of reading…24 

The report said that libraries should play a major role in rectifying 
literacy standards as well as helping to create digital literacy and 
fluency.25  

Recommendations 

Three major recommendations were made: 

1. The provision of a national digital resource for libraries, to be 
delivered in partnership with local authorities 

2. The setting up of a task and finish force, led by local 
government, in partnership with other bodies involved in the 
library sector, to provide a strategic framework for England, and 
to help in implementing the following 

3. The task force, to work with local authorities, to help them 
improve, revitalise and if necessary, change their local library 
service, while encouraging, appropriate to each library, increased 
community involvement.26 

                                                                                               
23  “William Sieghart to chair panel to produce independent report on England’s public 

library service”, DCMS/DCLG press release, 8 February 2014 
24  DCMS, Independent Library Report for England, December 2014, p5 
25  Ibid, p6 
26  Ibid, p5 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388989/Independent_Library_Report-_18_December.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/william-sieghart-to-chair-panel-to-produce-independent-report-on-englands-public-library-service
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/william-sieghart-to-chair-panel-to-produce-independent-report-on-englands-public-library-service
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388989/Independent_Library_Report-_18_December.pdf
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Actions 

The report then set out a number of actions for central government, the 
task-force, and for local government.  

For central government: 

• To make available funding to enable local authorities to extend 
WiFi access, computer facilities and workforce training for all 
public libraries in England 

• With local government, jointly establish a library taskforce, led 
by councils, in partnership with others interested in the sector: to 
provide leadership; to implement the recommendations and to 
help reinvigorate the public library service in England 

• To have greater cross-government recognition and support for 
libraries 

• To seek to secure changes in European and UK copyright law to 
enable the Public Lending Right to include remote e-loans in its 
next legislative term 

For the taskforce: 

• To support the creation of a national digital library network 

• To respond to the outcomes of the current e-lending pilots and 
continue to work with publishers, libraries and others to secure 
the adoption of the models supported by the pilots 

• To encourage and develop the library workforce and especially 
new recruits and graduates 

• To develop sector-led best practice guidelines to help local 
authorities when working with volunteers and community-led 
libraries 

For local government: 

• With central government, jointly establish a library taskforce, led 
by councils, in partnership with others interested in the sector: to 
provide leadership; to implement the recommendations and to 
help reinvigorate the public library service in England 

• Through the taskforce, to develop a vigorous culture of mutual 
support among local authorities through the sharing of good 
practice/resources and to seize the opportunities for even greater 
collaboration 

• Through the taskforce, to consider all available options for the 
delivery of their library service 

• Through the taskforce, to encourage more community 
involvement in the management of libraries through a variety of 
models27 

 

                                                                                               
27  Ibid, pp9-10 
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5. Leadership for Libraries 
Taskforce 

As recommended by the Independent Library Report, a Leadership for 
Libraries Taskforce has been set up to take forward the Report’s 
recommendations. The Taskforce reports to the DCMS and the Local 
Government Association.  

Progress report 

A six month progress report was published in November 2015. 

On WiFi and digital enablement the report said: 

£7.4m of funding has been made available (Budget 2015) to 
enable universal WiFi coverage in public libraries in England. This 
will support online access for those people who are currently 
digitally excluded and increase opportunities for libraries to deliver 
a wider range of services. Arts Council England (ACE) are 
administering the funding scheme that was officially launched on 
27 July 2015. Installation is due to complete by March 2016. 

This scheme complements a two year pilot by BT and Barclays that 
has provided WiFi to 100 libraries and community centres and 
digital support, coaching and guidance from BT Digital Friends 
and Barclays Digital Eagles volunteers. It will help participants to 
become more digitally confident and gain new skills. 

On 27 July 2015, the Taskforce in partnership with the Tinder 
Foundation announced funding of £100,000 to pilot new 
approaches to building digital skills in socially excluded, hard to 
reach groups. This action research pilot on digital inclusion will 
run between 1 October 2015 and 31 March 2016 and is targeted 
at libraries that already have WiFi installed.28 

Other progress included the securing of £400,000 from the British 
Library, ACE and DCLG for Enterprising Libraries. This initiative has 
helped six city libraries establish hubs in their buildings for small 
businesses and entrepreneurs.29 

According to the report, a “growing consensus” had emerged from 
meetings and visits for a document setting out the Government’s and 
the Taskforce’s shared vision for public libraries in England and how it 
would be achieved. The document would: 

• provide a shared direction and purpose 

• highlight existing good practice 

• provide a focus for collaborative action to address the 
challenges library services are facing 

• recognise the need for local democratic accountability30 

                                                                                               
28  DCMS, Leadership for Libraries Taskforce: six month progress report (April - 

September 2015), November 2015, section 2.1 
29  Ibid 
30  Ibid, section 3.6 

https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/libraries-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/libraries-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-funding/funding-programmes/wifi-libraries/
https://www.ukonlinecentres.com/funding/current-funding/libraries-digital-inclusion
http://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2015/june/female-and-ethnically-diverse-entrepreneurs-flourishing-thanks-to-new-libraries-initiative
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015
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In his response to the report, Ed Vaizey said that he strongly supported 
this recommendation and confirmed that the Government had agreed 
to publish such a document by summer 2016.31 

“Shaping the future” toolkit 

A Toolkit was published by the Taskforce in December 2015 and 
updated in January 2016.  

This sets out how library services can support the delivery of local and 
national government priorities in areas such as: 

• health and wellbeing / social care 

• economic growth 

• community cohesion 

• digital literacy 

• literacy and learning 

• access to cultural activity 

The Toolkit describes a range of approaches to delivering cost-effective 
library services. It also gives suggestions on how libraries can generate 
additional income.32 

 

 

                                                                                               
31  DCMS, Government response to the Leadership for Libraries Taskforce six month 

progress report, 26 November 2015 
32  DCMS, Libraries shaping the future: good practice toolkit, January 2016, section 4.5 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/government-response-to-the-leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-shaping-the-future-good-practice-toolkit/libraries-shaping-the-future-good-practice-toolkit
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/government-response-to-the-leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report-april-september-2015/government-response-to-the-leadership-for-libraries-taskforce-six-month-progress-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-shaping-the-future-good-practice-toolkit/libraries-shaping-the-future-good-practice-toolkit
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6. Concerns about library services 
and closures 

Public library closures  
When the Coalition Government came to power in May 2010, there 
was concern that reductions in central government grants to local 
authorities would result in reduced library services and closures.  In its 
January response to a report33 by the Culture, Media and Sport 
Committee, the then Government said: 

A ‘comprehensive and efficient’ library service represents the 
balance to be struck by each local authority in meeting local needs 
within the context of available resources in a way which is 
appropriate to the identified needs of the communities they serve. 

The 1964 Public Libraries & Museums Act does not seek to be 
overly prescriptive but instead anchors the delivery of a local 
service to the needs of the local community. The closure of one or 
even a number of library branches does not necessarily signify a 
breach of the 1964 Act. 

(…) 

The Government will maintain national oversight and retain the 
statutory duty on local authorities to provide a comprehensive and 
efficient library service...The Secretary of State will use the powers 
of intervention where it is assessed that an authority is in breach 
of this responsibility. This is a serious matter, and certainly not one 
based on willingness and unwillingness; rather, it is a judgement 
on the individual facts of the case…34 

In June 2015, Ed Vaizey said: 

(…) every single proposal by a library authority to change its 
library service is looked at by Ministers, and we get independent 
advice on whether it is appropriate to call a proposal in. Up until 
this point I have not done so, because a lot of library authorities 
have undertaken careful reviews, but it is important to put on the 
record—I have always said this—that I have never taken the 
position that I will never call in any proposal. I will always look 
closely at any and every proposal for significant change to a library 
service.35 

How many libraries have closed? 

The DCMS has said that it “does not commission specific information 
relating to the closure of public libraries.” However it does “monitor 
closely” proposed changes to services.36 In a February 2016 
parliamentary response, the DCMS estimated, on the basis of desk 
research, that approximately 110 static public libraries in England had 

                                                                                               
33  Culture, Media and Sport Committee, Library closures, HC 587 2012/13, November 

2012 
34  CM 8535, January 2013, pp5-6 
35  HC Deb 9 June 2015 c63WH 
36  PQ 27175 [on public library closures in England], answered 23 February 2016; PQ 

217670 [on public library closures], answered 15 December 2015 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/86428/CP_Gov_Response_Library_Closures.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmcumeds/587/587.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmcumeds/587/587.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/86428/CP_Gov_Response_Library_Closures.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmhansrd/cm150609/halltext/150609h0002.htm#15060938000002
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2016-02-11/27175
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2014-12-08/217670
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2014-12-08/217670
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closed between January 2010 and January 2016. At least 77 new public 
libraries had opened during the same period.37 

Public Libraries News 

The online campaign group Public Libraries News collates information 
on library closures. This is collected from news reports and updates 
submitted to the website and does not claim to be either fully accurate 
or comprehensive. The DCMS has not made any assessment of the 
accuracy of the information.38 

The delivery of public library services 
Ed Vaizey has said that libraries “have a home at the heart of the Big 
Society where communities have more of a role in determining the 
shape of the public service and what it delivers”.39 Others have warned 
that local authorities should not simply use volunteers “as a cost-cutting 
exercise or to make up for the loss of staff through cuts and 
redundancies”.40  

Volunteers 

A useful summary of the role of volunteers was given during a House of 
Lords debate by DCMS spokesperson, Lord Gardiner of Kimble: 

(…) The involvement of volunteers in library services is not new, 
but their role and numbers have changed over time as library 
services have responded to many drivers of change. 

Those drivers include - I do not hide the fact - financial challenges, 
which no one can ignore, as well as the Government’s localism 
agenda, which has prompted local authorities to look afresh at 
the public library service they provide and at what role 
communities might be able to play. In recent years, library service 
reviews have been undertaken by many local authorities, which 
have resulted in a reshaping of library services with significantly 
more community involvement and a subsequent increase in the 
number of volunteers…. 

The role of volunteers may vary in each local authority. In some 
community libraries, volunteers provide support to local authority 
professional staff. In others, the community library is completely 
run by volunteers or may be fully funded by the council but 
delivered by a not-for-private-profit community or social 
enterprise or mutual organisation. Roles traditionally undertaken 
by volunteers that may add value to library services are 
numerous…There are the “Read to Me” volunteers, who provide 
reading services, often to the infirm, visually impaired and 
physically disabled. There are children and young persons 
volunteers…Those young people assist library staff and promote 
reading to younger children. Then there are volunteers who 
organise extra activities for all age groups and assist new and 
unconfident internet users with online resources…Finally, there 

                                                                                               
37  PQ 27175 [on public library closures in England], answered 23 February 2016 
38  PQ 223186, answered 11 February 2015 
39  “Re-modelling partnerships to meet the challenges of 2010”, Speech by Ed Vaizey, 

1 July 2010 
40  Quoted on Public Libraries News website, Cons: reasons against volunteer 

“community libraries” [accessed 23 February 2016] 

http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/about-public-libraries-news/news-topics
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldhansrd/text/131029-gc0001.htm#13102978000371
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2016-02-11/27175
http://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/commons/2015-02-03/223186
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/re-modelling-partnerships-to-meet-the-challenges-of-2010
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/volunteer-run-libraries/cons
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/volunteer-run-libraries/cons
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are home book volunteers delivering books to housebound 
readers.41 

Community libraries 

Lord Gardiner of Kimble also referred to the growth in community 
supported or managed libraries: 

(…) More recently, there has been a notable growth in public 
libraries that are either community-managed or community-
supported. A community-managed library is largely delivered by 
the community. It rarely has paid staff but often has some form of 
ongoing local authority support and can be part of the public 
library network. A community-supported library is led and funded 
by the local authority, and its paid professional staff are supported 
by volunteers. There is a place for both in our communities, 
although the Government continue to believe very strongly in the 
importance of professional librarians. 

Some library authorities have embedded community libraries as a 
core part of their service. Indeed, in Buckinghamshire, the 14 
community-managed libraries are a significant part of the 
statutory network of 34 public libraries across the county… 

Research undertaken by Arts Council England in July 2012 
indicated that the number of operating community libraries was 
178, with the number rising to more than 250 by the end of the 
year…42 

The Public Libraries News website gives information on changes to 
public library provision and suggestions for keeping libraries, including 
the use of volunteers.43 A list of volunteer run libraries is available.44 As 
noted above, the material on this website has been put together from 
press reports and information supplied by local authorities and library 
users. 

CILIP’s “My Library By Right” campaign 
A "My Library By Right" was launched by the Chartered Institute of 
Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) in December 2015: 

The Government and Local Authorities have a legal responsibility 
to provide you with a quality library service that meets your needs. 

By statute Local Authorities must provide ‘comprehensive and 
efficient’ library services and Government must oversee and 
improve libraries. 

These rights are not widely understood and are being neglected in 
the face of economic pressures. This is putting important 
principles at risk, including the ability to access a quality library 
service wherever you live and at times to suit you.   

Public libraries in England provide a lifeline for millions of people 
every day. They help people get online, develop their literacy and 
skills, find employment and build stronger ties across their 
community. We must stand up and defend our statutory right to a 
quality library service. 

                                                                                               
41  HL Deb 29 October 2013 Column GC574-5 
42  HL Deb 29 October 2013 Column GC575 
43  Public Libraries News website, Volunteer-run libraries [accessed 23 February 2016] 
44  Public Libraries News website, List of volunteer-run libraries [accessed 23 February 

2016] 

http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/volunteer-run-libraries
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/about-public-libraries-news/list-of-uk-volunteer-run-libraries
http://www.cilip.org.uk/advocacy-campaigns-awards/advocacy-campaigns/my-library-right
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldhansrd/text/131029-gc0001.htm#13102978000371
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldhansrd/text/131029-gc0001.htm#13102978000371
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/volunteer-run-libraries
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/about-public-libraries-news/list-of-uk-volunteer-run-libraries
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The campaign wants: 

• The public’s rights to libraries to be recognised and respected 

• Public libraries to be treated as the statutory services they are 

• The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to carry 
out their legal duties under the 1964 Public Libraries and 
Museums Act  

• Statutory guidance for local authorities on their duties under the 
1964 Public Libraries and Museums Act from DCMS, with support 
from CILIP and the library and information profession45 

CILIP briefings relating to the campaign are available from its website.  

A range of more general material on public libraries has also been 
published by CILIP. 

                                                                                               
45  “Government failures put libraries at risk warns new campaign”, CILIP news, 16 

December 2015 

http://www.cilip.org.uk/advocacy-campaigns-awards/advocacy-campaigns/my-library-right
http://www.cilip.org.uk/cilip/advocacy-awards-and-projects/advocacy-and-campaigns/public-libraries
http://www.cilip.org.uk/news/government-failures-put-libraries-risk-warns-new-campaign
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