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BY EMAIL NKane@lambeth.gov.uk

Dear Clir Kane,

URGENT re Lambeth Libraries

The committee of Lambeth Pensioners Action Group have instructed
me to write to you to express our great concern over information
we have received about the Council’s plans which, if pursued, will
cause serious damage to the library service. In particular:

The new administration is continuing the previous one’s
attempt to reduce the service’s budget by £1 million. The
budget without the reduction was about £4 million, which is a
shoe-string amount to provide the borough’s ten libraries and
all the activities that the service provides. Losing a quarter of
it would be a disaster, reducing an award-winning excellent
service to a shadow of itself.

The proposal to replace the Libraries’ Head of Service and the
Leisure Head of Service with a single officer displays a
contempt for libraries. It necessarily implies a mistaken belief
that any competent middle manager can run a library service.
Nothing could be further from the truth. Librarianship is a
highly skilled profession, especially so at Head of Service
level.

There has never been any suggestion that the figure of £1 million
was arrived at by any rational process. A Councilor or Director
must have just plucked it from the air.



We are told that half the million-pound reduction has been achieved
but that is an illusion. The service is very short of staff. Over a
year ago, the Council agreed, under threat of strike action by
UNISON, to employ six more library staff. However, we understand
that Lambeth then failed to do anything to recruit those staff. So
far, the dedicated existing staff have been working themselves to
exhaustion and doing unpaid overtime. They have told us that the
Head of Service works seven days most weeks. All this obviously
cannot continue indefinitely. Either the service will be adequately
funded or the staff will eventually leave.

We welcome your intention to restore the Book Fund but it is not
obvious how the money for this would be found if you went ahead
with the million-pound cut to the overall funding of the service.

There have been repeated claims that a substantial part of the
million pounds can be made up by generating revenue from free
public libraries but this really is nonsense. Libraries’ income
comprises:

«Fines and charges. These are in long-term decline.

. Sale of books no longer needed. There are fewer books to sell
when the acquisition of new books to replace them is
reduced. Little used stock remains on the shelves.

« Merchandising, which produces steady but very modest
revenue.

« Hiring out spaces in library buildings. All the spaces the
Council has allocated to Libraries but not needed for the
service's operations have been done up and are being hired
out. There is no prospect of further spaces being allocated
to Libraries in the current financial year. We might hope to
find people to hire some more hours or to be able to
increase the hire rates slightly. On the other hand, the
spaces commanding the highest hourly rates are in Brixton
Library and your plans for more daytime use of the Town Hall
might well be unwelcome competition. In any event, the
sums concerned are pretty trivial in relation to £1 million.

Reducing the operating hours of the libraries or of, heaven forbid,
the Home Visit service for the housebound is not a solution.
There are fixed costs incurred irrespective of the number of
hours. So, to reduce the budget by a quarter you would need to
reduce the hours by much more than a quarter. The number of
library users and book issues then reduces by more than the



reduction in the hours. The effect is that reducing the input by a
quarter halves the output. Lambeth experienced this in the
1990s. Use of the libraries dropped off to such an extent that the
Council, reasonably enough on their blinkered view of the matter,
attempted to close five of our ten libraries.

Instead of pressing on with the inherited silliness, a fresh
approach is obviously needed. The Cabinet Member for Finance
is surely right in thinking that assessing value for money is key to
making the best use of the Council’s very strained finances and
we urge you to approach the Libraries’ budget accordingly. The
first step would be to familiarise yourself with the benefits of
using the library. That would be too much information to take in
in one go. So, you might like to break it down into first
considering benefits to all users and then moving on to specific
age groups, from pre-schoolers through to older people in the
early stages of dementia. In our opinion, the best way to do this
would be to get librarians to brief you on the benefits.

The assessment would need to take account of the interaction
between libraries and other services. A couple of examples might
be helpful:

« Schools seem likely to continue to suffer from increasing class
sizes and decreasing numbers of teaching assistants. A child
who develops a love of reading will honetheless be set fair to
do well in education.

« Loneliness is reputed to be the worst possible thing for one’s
health. It clearly does lead to older people’s mental and
physical condition deteriorating faster than necessary. The
local library is the only friendly drop-in venue in most areas
which does not expect a payment. Postponing the need for
Care by just a few weeks or months can be a big money saver
for the Council.

I would be most grateful to hear from you shortly that you are
taking a fresh look at the Libraries’ budget and management of the
service.

Yours sincerely,

Stephen Carlill,

Secretary, Lambeth Pensioners Action Group
stephencarlill@gmail.com

073080 87215
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