EVALUATION OF BENWELL LIBRARY BUILDING

Summary of key points

· This is a summary of the main findings of an independent evaluation of how Benwell Library building is currently used, carried out by the Knowledge Inclusion Programme.  The research included a survey of the views of more than 200 local residents.

· Benwell Library was opened in 1909.  In the past 25 years there has been major investment in improvements to the building in order to create a multi-purpose community resource.  Currently there are plans to re-locate the library service to a new Customer Service Centre as part of a city-wide programme of modernising services through the LIFT programme.

· The survey found that Benwell Library building was well used by local residents for a multiplicity of uses, including groups and activities for adults and children, a local history photographic collection, and a toy library, as well as for traditional library services.  Many residents appeared to regard the building as providing a “seamless service”.  Almost two-thirds of building users used both the council-run library services and other services and resources based in the building.  Nearly all said that it was useful to have these under one roof.

· It was evident from the evaluation that Benwell Library functioned more as a community facility than simply as a provider of traditional library services.  An important element was the provision of information and advice.  The library was also a focus for networking and inter-agency work.

· The survey found a 100% level of expressed satisfaction with the library services at Benwell.  There were virtually no complaints and few gaps identified in the service.

· 96% of all residents surveyed said that the library building was easy to get to.  Only 16% said that the proposed new location would be more convenient for them.

· Almost all local residents surveyed liked the old library building.  It was widely seen as an attractive building which was an important local landmark.

· The library building has three floors, providing accessible and flexible meeting and activity space for other groups and organisations as well as the library service, Riverside Community Health Project, and West Newcastle Local Studies.  A number of different indicators showed that the building was well used by different groups and organisations.

· The evaluation concluded that the library building functioned effectively as a base for a variety of services and resources delivered by both statutory and voluntary sectors, as well as a setting for community activity and multi-agency working.

· Contrary to expectations, the survey found that less than a third of all respondents were positive about the Customer Service Centre plans.  Many local residents feared that the transition to a Customer Service Centre might lead to a reduction in the services and facilities provided.
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