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Prospects
bleak for
libraries
T Towever way you cut it,
fl however you ipin it, and
I lwhatever gloss you put
on it, the decision ofShropshire
Council to cast its small librar-
ies adrift brings down a cloud of
uncertainty over their futures.

A historic new chapter is being
written with no guarantee that
they will live happily ever after.

Free libraries were the product of
Victorian enlightenment, and the belief
that bringing reading to the masses
was for the betterment of all society.
In the 21st century that idealism has
been trumped by a desire by Shropshire
Council not to spend on libraries.

The latest move is fully in-keeping
with a long history of library-bashingby
councils who want to save money. Over
the years libraries in Shropshire have
steadily seen suts in opening hours and
staff. Now we have the final act.

After a 1962 electoral defeat, can-
didate Richard Nixon - later the US
President - memorably said: "You
won't have Richard Nixon to kick
around any more."

In much the same way, Shropshire
Council's decision means that it will
no longer be able to kick around the
libraries any more. They are going to
have to find their feet, and ifthere is no
community group or similar willingand
able to take them over, they will close.

For the larger libraries, the council
says it plans to look for a "new manage-
ment and delivery structure".

The direction of travel seems to be
taking libraries closer to being run on
business lines, which raises the ques-
tion ofhow you would ever get libraries
to make a profit. Before the modern free
public library tradition was born, there
were succegsfuI subscription libraries,
although necessarily they were for the
few, rather than the many.

Another way forward could be a
fundamental change in the nature of
libraries, making them community
hubs. This has been tending to happen
anyway as they have tried to move with
the times, as shown by the new library
in Telford's Southwater complex.

The council is having to make budget
cuts, which means choosing from com-
peting priorities. If Shropshire Council
loved its libraries enough, none would
close. But we have reached a point
where the council does not value them
as a community asset.

Future generations will Iook back
to discover who were the guilty men
and women who killed off the librar-
ies. They will find their answers in the
Shirehall, 2015.
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