
Public Libraries in an Age 
of Uncertainty — A UK Perspective
R ecently , A C T  region lib ra ry  staff w e re  

ve ry  fortunate to hear a stim u la tin g  and 

fo rw ard -lo oking  p resentation  on 'P u b lic  

L ib ra ries in an Age o f U n ce rta in ty ' by 

C h ris  Batt O B E , C E O  of the U K 's  M useum s, 

L ib ra ries and A rch ive s  C o u n c il . Th is  w as 

fo llo w ed  by a p resentation  and w o rksh o p  

by A d ie  Batt, H ead  of L ib ra r ie s  in the 

London Borough o f C ro yd o n .

C h ris 's  p resentation  su rveyed  the recent 

h istory o f in fo rm ation  in so c ie ty  and 

cu rren t te ch n o lo g ica l d eve lop m ents to 

illu m in a te  lib ra rie s ' most urgent co n te m ­

porary ch a lle n g e : the ir d im in ish in g  per­

ce ived  re levan ce  and p o lit ica l pu rch ase . 

H e  then offered a v is io n  o f h ow  p u b lic  

lib ra ries can  be lifted to n ew  re le van ce , 

o ffering  a case  study from  the U K  as an 

e xam p le  of a ch ie va b le  transfo rm ation .

L ib ra ries have been a strong, v ita l thread 

in the so c ia l fab ric  of m any W estern  

co u n tr ie s , a sh in in g  in stance  o f c o lle c t ive  

a ctio n , and a sou rce  of u n iversa l 

ed ucation  in tim es w h en  know ledg e  w as 

p riced  m ore e x c lu s iv e ly . H o w ever, w e  

are now  e xp e rie n c in g  rad ica l chang e  in 

the nature of m ed ia  and in fo rm ation : a 

deluge o f in form ation  and en terta inm ent 

in a netw orked , w o rk -d rive n , 24/7 society , 

w h ere  p lum m eting  costs of p rivate  a ccess

to th is saturating  f lo w  lead to 'in fo rm ed  

b e w ild e rm e n t'1. Th is  has p ro p e lled  trends, 

in lib ra ry  usage, p u b lic  e xp e cta tio n s , and 

the perce ived  re le van ce  o f lib ra rie s . C h ris  

posed the q uestion , 'A re lib ra rie s  on the 

w ay  d ow n?'

For the G o o g le  G e n e ra tio n , if it doesn't 

pop up on the Internet w ith  m in im a l effort 

and at m arg inal cost, it doesn 't ex ist —  

th row in g  into doubt for lib ra ry  users and 

p o licy  m akers the va lu e  o f e x ist in g  lib ra ry  

se rv ice s , sk ills  and reso u rces. L ib ra r ie s  are 

under constan t threat o f be ing  ou tpaced  

by techno log y and its costs , in a c lim a te  of 

in secu re  fund ing . Th ey  are a lso  at risk o f 

sh rin k in g  into an in fo rm ation  land scap e  

dom inated  not just by the Internet, but 

by W eb  2 .0 . W h ils t  re m a in ing  w a ry  of 

the '2 .0 ' labe l, C h ris  addressed  som e 

key im p lica tio n s  of the w eb 's  recen t gear 

change into a s ig n if ica n tly  m ore d yn am ic , 

p a rtic ip a to ry  p latform  —  on e  that is lived  

in , custom ised  to, m an ip u la ted  by and 

targeted at each  in d iv id u a l. Th is  land scap e  

n ow  in c lu d e s :

• p ro life rating  in fo rm ation  d e v ice s , 

form ats and aven u es o f d e live ry

• free o r near-free con tent and 'end less 

in fo rm ation  ab u n d an ce '

• co m p le x  fo rm s o f so c ia l, o n lin e

e x is te n ce , in c lu d in g  a b lu rrin g  of 

v irtu a l and  real in te ractions and 

co n se q u e n ce s

• d yn am ic  'm ash up s' o f data sources 

and a p p lica tio n s  —  con flu en t 

in fo rm ation  stream s, ta ilo red  to 

p re c ise  need , w ith  sp e ctacu la r 

fu n ctio n a lity , breadth  and specifity .

In these c ircu m sta n ce s , p u b lic  lib ra ries 

are  en co u n te rin g  s ig n ifican t d ifficu ltie s  

in getting on the p o licy  agenda and 

ad vocating  fo r fund ing  w h en  the po litics  

o f in fo rm ation  is la rge ly  fram ed  in term s of 

satisfy ing  p riva te  interest (e .g . b roadb and). 

Th ey  are vu ln e ra b le  to beco m ing  an 

obso lete  in fo rm ation  safety net, p rovid ing  

the lo w est q u a lity  se rv ice s  to the 

m arg in a lised . C h ris  s ign a lled  doubt over 

the e ffectiven ess of an ap peal to 'h istory, 

b e lie f and e m o tio n ', or d ec la ra tio n s o f 

lib ra rie s ' w o rth in e ss and leg itim acy .

Rather, C h ris  id en tified  three types of 

in tervention  requ ired  to steer lib rary  

se rv ice s fo rw ard  and 'w in  a seat at the 

tab le  o f n atio n a l p o lic y ':

continued on p a g e  20

1 .Chris referred to the work of Manuel de Castells. 
For more inf-ormation, see: Castells, M. (2001). 
T h e  In te rn e t G a la x y :  R e f le c t io n s  o n  th e  In te rn e t , 
B u s in e s s , a n d  S o c ie ty . Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press.
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1 . in c r e m e n ta l d e v e lo p m e n t —  do better 

w h a t is a lre ad y  d one

2 . s y n o p tic  c h a n g e  —  do new  th ings in 

n e w  w ays

3 . b u ild  a b e tte r  n a rra t iv e  —  p u b lic  

lib ra rie s  as a co m p e llin g  story that 

peo p le  w il l listen to.

To illu stra te , he o u tlined  the U K 's  ten- 

yea r p u b lic  lib ra ry  transfo rm ation , 

'F ram e w o rk  for the Fu tu re '. Fund ing  w as 

used as a ca ta ly s t for m ak ing  enduring  

im p rovem en ts and ad d itio n s to lib ra ry  

se rv ice s , b en ch m arked  against am b itious 

n ation a l lib ra ry  standards. C h ris  identified  

severa l strategic efforts c ru c ia l to this 

re in ven tio n . L ib ra r ie s  need to be m arketed  

using  c o n v in c in g , re fresh ing , n a tio n w id e  

p ro m otio na l m ate ria ls , w h ic h  dem onstrate 

the q u a lity  o f se rv ice s  a va ilab le  w ith  

c o n v ic t io n . FHe noted h ow  leadersh ip  

and  ad vo ca cy  ca p a b ilit ie s  w e re  being  

d eve lo p ed  in the p ro fession , v ia  large- 

s c a le  program s. U K  lib ra rie s  are being  

po sitioned  as a d eve lo p m ent agency, ab le  

to d e live r on governm ents' so c ia l and 

e c o n o m ic  p o lic y  p r io ritie s  (e .g . literacy, 

co m m u n ity  co h e s io n ). L ib ra ry  leaders 

have a lso  su c c e ss fu lly  'so ld ' lib ra rie s  

to p o licy  m akers as essen tia l to 'd ig ita l 

c it iz e n s h ip '.

W h a t m ight 'syn o p tic  ch ang e ' m ean  for 

lib ra ria n s  and users? L ib ra r ian s  reco g n is ing  

the p u b lic  va lu e  o f n ew  k in ds o f se rv ice s  

that are now  p o ssib le  using  cu rren t 

in fo rm ation  a rch ite c tu re ; a ch ie v in g  

coop eration  acro ss and beyond  the 

c o lle c t io n s  secto r in o rd er to im p lem en t 

seam less , p a rtic ip ato ry  and in d isp e n sab le  

d isco v e ry  and acce ss  p a thw ays that m eet 

and  exceed  users' e xp e cta tio n s , and ; 

leverag ing  d ig ita l and d ig itised  con tent 

and  the en du rin g  kn o w le d g e -fac ilita tin g  

sk il ls  of lib ra ria n sh ip  to a c h ie v e  fo r users 

w h a t G o o g le  a lo ne  can n o t. C h ris 's  v ie w  of 

the futu re  p u b lic  lib ra ry  re flects a b e lie f in 

lib ra rie s  as a un iq u e  in te rsection  o f v irtu a l 

sp ace  (the o n lin e  lib ra ry ), co m m u n ity  

p la ce s  and d eve lop m ent op p o rtu n itie s .

A d ie  Batt's p resenta tion , fo llo w e d  by a 

w o rksh o p  w ith  staff from  the A C T  P u b lic  

L ib ra ry  S e rv ice , p rov ided  a p rac tica l, 

u p-c lo se  case  study o f h o w  one lib ra ry  

se rv ic e  had re inven ted  itse lf. C ro ydon 's 

lib ra ry  se rv ice  seem s to have progressed , 

p a rt ic u la r ly  by:

• 'do ing  better w h at is a lre ad y  done 

[by most lib ra rie s ]' e .g . c o m ­

p rehen sive  in fants ', ch ild re n 's  

and ad u lts ' read ing  and lite racy  

program s

• deft se lf-p rom otion  that so ld  a better 

story ab out w h at p u b lic  lib ra ries 

offer

• am b itio us ou treach  and co m m u ­

n ity engag em ent that d em onstrab ly  

a cco rd e d  w ith  g overnm ent p o licy  

p r io ritie s  in e d u ca tio n , so c ia l c o h e ­

sion  and  co m m u n ity  d eve lo p m ent.

C h ris  and  A d ie  Batt together offered 

e xh ila ra tin g  insights, ranging from  

n ation a l p o lic y  and futu re  scen ario s in 

the w o rld  o f in fo rm atio n , to p ractica l 

in itia tives in m eeting  the d em and s o f d a ily  

patron s e rv ic e . T h e ir  presenta tions left 

an a u d ie n ce  in C a n b e rra , and doubtless 

o thers aro un d  A u stra lia , invigorated  

w ith  the p o ss ib ilit ie s  fo r con sid ered  

re ju ven a tio n  in lib ra ry  se rv ice s .

M a tth e w  N ogrady 
A L IA  Research  O ffice r 

M atth ew .N o g rad y@ alia .o rg .au

Chris and Adie Batt spoke at several state 
libraries during their visit (including those of 
Victoria and NSW), and their presentations can 
be variously accessed in transcript, PowerPoint 
or mp3 from these libraries' websites: <www. 
slv.vic.gov.au> and <www.sl.nsw.gov.au> 
Further information on many o f the issues raised 
in Chris's talk can be found via the Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council website at 
<www.mla.gov.uk>
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