Evaluation of Benwell Library Building                                                      KIP Research Report


“New Carnegie Library Opened”

“The establishment of a new branch library in a populous centre was an eventful occasion; and one worthy of special comment.  A large population had sprung up in Benwell, and people had necessities which must be considered; and one of the chief necessities in a densely populated district was intellectual culture.  They must have education, and libraries were, beyond doubt, important links in the educational chain.  The education of the country was at present in a transitional state.  It used to be said that it required three generations to make a gentleman, and it was necessary to have more than three generations to transform the English ….into an educated and cultured people.  Education did not simply mean the elements of reading, and writing, and arithmetic.  It meant something beyond that.  The school work was simply the road to the mind – the preparation of the mind for the reception of the education which would be useful to them in afterlife.  Public libraries led to excellent work in that direction.  They were a link between the higher school and university; they were a link between elementary schools and the factories and workshops and the great arena for which we had all to struggle more or less keenly for an existence”

Alderman Newton, Chair of Public Libraries Committee, at opening of new Carnegie Library at Benwell, quoted in Newcastle Weekly Chronicle, 30th January 1909

“Re-development of Benwell Library building into a multipurpose community resource”

“the building would provide 

1. a base for a range of resources for the community and local businesses

2. an access point for information and services

3. a base for interagency work at the local level

4. an accessible community venue for a wide range of activities….

A central emphasis would be on family and community support. The spirit of many recent developments in social policy is to offer flexible, accessible and non-threatening services through collaborative support structures.  The Benwell Library building already functions as a base for interagency co-operation and for a range of activities and support services….  Extension of the premises would enable considerable expansion of these activities, and also allow the establishment of new facilities such as information technology and reprographic resources for use by the local community and local businesses, and a community information access point.

The library is in an ideal location in the centre of Benwell and relatively accessible to all the west end communities.  It is already well used, and has established links with many local community groups, including the minority ethnic community and the elderly”

Successful joint bid to City Challenge by City Council Libraries Service, Riverside Community Health Project, and West Newcastle Local Studies, 1991

Why evaluate Benwell Library building?

The Knowledge Inclusion Project (KIP) was set up in 2005.  

· KIP works across the inner west neighbourhoods of Newcastle

· Its aim is to provide information and research support to community groups and local residents

· It was set up in response to concerns expressed by local residents about lack of access to independent sources of good information about what’s happening in the area

· It is funded by the Newcastle Neighbourhood Renewal Fund as part of the West End Community Development Consortium 

An important part of KIP’s role is to do research on issues of concern to local residents and community groups in the west end.  The intention is that the choice of issues to be investigated depends on what is identified locally.  

Consultation during 2005 found that there was considerable concern among local residents about the future of Benwell Library. At that time, the plan for a new “Customer Service Centre” had not been publicly announced, although the decision had in effect been taken within the City Council.  This plan involved moving the library service out of its existing building on Atkinson Road and re-locating it in a new building at the bottom of Condercum Road, which was envisaged would include other council services such as the housing office.  In the absence of good information, rumours were rife across the local area.  The main fear was that the library building would be demolished.  

KIP’s first response was to produce an Information Sheet outlining the facts of the situation, and placing it in the context of other developments relating to the proposed “District Heart”.  Local concern focused on two separate but related issues: the fate of the building after the departure of the library service, and the potential loss of valuable services and resources to the local community.  KIP decided to carry out an evaluation of the use of the library building in order to ascertain how it is used currently, what local residents think of the building itself and of the way in which it is used, and what changes or improvements are required.  This evaluation was intended to inform the ongoing discussions about the development of the Customer Service Centre and the future of community buildings in the area, and to provide, in particular, another mechanism for the views of residents to be heard within the planning and decision-making process.

The evaluation

This was an independent research project.  KIP is funded by the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund to provide an independent research and evaluation resource for the local community in the west end.  The framework for the evaluation, and the questions to be addressed, were identified in initial discussions with the key partner organisations that operate in the library building – the City Council’s library service, the Riverside Community Health Project, and West Newcastle Local Studies.  The questionnaire to be used in the survey was checked with representatives of the key partner agencies and also with other relevant sections of the City Council, including those dealing with community buildings and with the Customer Service Centre programme.

There were four methods used for the research, of which the residents survey provided the main source of evidence

· A survey of local residents living within the catchment area of Benwell Library, using a short questionnaire.  This was conducted in various public and community venues and in local groups, mainly through face-to-face interviews but also by self-completion via a process of distribution through different local groups and organisations

· Small group discussions with local residents in groups and community venues

· Analysis of documentary records and statistical sources

· Observation and discussions of how the building is used

The report summarises the main findings of this research.  Further information can be obtained by contacting KIP (see contact details on back of report)

KIP would like to thank all those local groups and organisations who gave their time to help with this evaluation.

A Family Learning Centre?

The Benwell library building is a large old building, standing on Atkinson Road – one of the main north-south routes through Benwell.  It has three floors, including a basement (which has windows on one side because of the slope of the land, and is incidentally heated by the pipes that lead from the boiler to the main library area).  

The building received a major refurbishment in the 1990s, funded through City Challenge.  This was a result of the extensive local consultation that took place around the proposal to build a new community secondary school in the area.  Part of this plan initially was to re-locate the library service in the new school.  However, it became clear during the consultation that there was widespread local opposition to moving the library which was seen as a valuable and accessible community building.  When the plans for the secondary school were shelved, an alternative proposal to develop the Benwell Library building as a family learning centre in order to build on and extend this role was successful in obtaining major funding.  This was a partnership bid between the three key partners based in the building – the City Council’s library service and two independent voluntary organisations - the Riverside Community Health Project, and West Newcastle Local Studies. 

City Challenge funding paid for 

· installation of a lift linking the three floors

· refurbishment of the main library floor, which became an open-plan, multi-use area

· creation of three community meeting and activity rooms upstairs, as well as additional office space (initially occupied by the City Challenge leisure outreach team and now by the Riverside CHP)

· new kitchen and toilet facilities.

Several other minor refurbishments have been carried out to the building over the years in an effort to continually improve facilities for local residents.    

Library service

There has been a library service delivered from the building in Atkinson Road, Benwell, since 1909.  In fact, many residents still refer to it as the Carnegie Library.  There are no statistics available for membership of the library or of overall usage, but sample figures collected by the library service indicate that visitor numbers vary from about 700-1,200 per week (this excludes people attending activities or classes run by other organisations in the building).  

The library service also collects statistics on numbers of enquiries at different libraries.  These indicate that enquiries at Benwell average about 200 per week.  The statistics do not, however, distinguish between complex and simple enquiries, and reviews of the workload at Benwell Library have shown that staff routinely deal with more challenging and complicated enquiries than is usual at most other branch libraries.  

A 2004 survey of Newcastle libraries showed that book-borrowing was a less important reason for visiting Benwell Library than for Newcastle libraries as a whole.  According to this survey, 21% of Benwell library users had visited to borrow books, compared with 31% for all libraries.  The survey also suggested that library service users in Benwell were more evenly divided in terms of gender than other library service users; 51% of Benwell library service users were male, compared with 43% for the city as a whole.  Benwell Library is well used by black and minority ethnic residents, including asylum seekers and refugees, especially in relation to the IT facilities. 

The library service maintains statistics on usage of the People’s Network computer facilities provided in library buildings.  These show that the level of usage in Benwell is consistently among the highest outside the city centre, averaging over 60% of available minutes of computer time.  The most recent figures available, for the first quarter of 2006, for example, show that the level of usage in Benwell Library was 66.25%, compared with 38.20% at Cruddas Park, 34.4% at Denton Burn,and 43.50% at Fenham.  Only Jesmond Library, at 67.32%, had a higher level of usage.

In addition to the usual range of library services, some adult learning activities are directly delivered by the library service, and special activities and events for children are offered during school holidays.

Riverside Community Health Project

Riverside Community Health Project grew out of an earlier child health project established in the early 1980s as a response to the Black Report on inequalities in health, which showed the persistence of the link between poverty and ill-health despite growing national affluence and the development of the welfare state.  Originally based in Atkinson Road Primary School and later in the clinic, Riverside began to work in the library building in 1985.  

The basement of the library (previously used only for storage) had been identified as a location for a drop-in and activity centre for pre-school children and parents.  This was a parent-led initiative, and led to the establishment of the Riverside Centre, which has been in continual use ever since, offering a range of groups, activities and support services, primarily targeted at local families and children.  Later on, the basement was extended to provide an office base for the Riverside staff team.  An important facility developed in the basement by Riverside is a crèche room.  This is registered with OFSTED and provides 15 creche places.  Together with the 20 places provided in the upstairs room, this means that the building offers a total of 35 creche places – the largest in the area.  This facility is available for use by other groups and organisations using the building.

The Riverside is an independent voluntary organisation with charitable status, run by a local management committee.  During 2005, the number of project users was 898 (excluding the work of SCADA which has recently become an independent organisation), including 407 children aged 0-16.  Riverside runs a toy library in the large community room upstairs, which had 192 individual users during 2005; as well as loaning toys and equipment, this provides three drop-in play sessions a week.

West Newcastle Local Studies

Recently renamed “West Newcastle Picture History Collection”, West Newcastle Local Studies is another independent voluntary organisation run by a local management committee.  It has no paid staff, and all its work is carried out by volunteers.

The collection contains more than 14,000 photographs, maps, booklets and newspaper cuttings about the history of West Newcastle.  This represents years of investment in the form of the work of local volunteers.  The collection is housed in Benwell Library, on the main ground floor, in secure storage facilities.  The group also has its own IT equipment, enabling it to copy photographs and to store and catalogue them digitally.  

WNLS uses the adjacent area of the library to hold meetings, activities and regular drop-in sessions.  When the volunteers are not present, library staff deal with enquiries and access members of the public to the collection.  This is not simply an archive.  It operates as an interactive process, with people visiting the library to bring in photographs and information to add to the collection, and members of the group taking photographs, displays and talks out to schools and community venues on an outreach basis.  

The collection is now internationally known, as well as being very popular locally.  Local history within library services is usually associated with high costs in terms of staffing and acquisition.  The current arrangements work as an active partnership between a voluntary group, which bears all the costs of collecting, organising and managing the collection, and the library service which supervises the collection and supports the volunteers.    

Other partners

A variety of types of spaces, good disabled access, crèche facilities, and kitchen and toilet facilities make the building a valuable venue for use by a range of other organisations.  It is widely seen as providing a welcoming environment for community activities and events.  In addition, the layout and variety of spaces mean that it allows privacy for sensitive and confidential meetings and activities, within a non-stigmatising setting.

Benwell Library building is also used, on a regular or occasional basis, by many other community groups and voluntary and statutory organisations, local schools and churches.  A number of local clubs are based in the building.  External organisations run basic literacy, ESOL, and other lifelong learning provision there, and also activities and services for specific sections of the population.  For parents and young children, for example, Sure Start runs story sessions, health visitors carry out two-year checks, and midwives offer ante-natal drop-in advice and support.  (More details of building usage are given in a later section)

Partnership working

A key point to emerge from the interviews carried out with partner organisations was the effectiveness of the working partnership that had been created between the library service and the other organisations using the building.  This was seen most strongly with the original partners to the family learning centre bid – Riverside Community Health Project and West Newcastle Local Studies.  It was evident that, by working together informally on a daily basis, each had been able to achieve far more in terms of the provision of good quality and appropriate services for the local community than would have been possible separately.  The relationship was underpinned on each side by a flexibility and commitment to make things work that have made the operation of the library building a model of good practice as a community resource.

Residents Survey

A total of 209 local residents responded to the survey.  Of these, 78% (163) currently used the library building in some way.  This represents a high proportion of the total population.  Even if we take into account the probability that the sample is weighted towards building users, since they are likely to have been more motivated to respond to the survey, these figures confirm the view of local groups and organisations that the building is well-used by local residents.

Of the 46 “non-users”, 35% volunteered the fact that they had previously used the library.  These were mainly older people who were no longer able to use it because of mobility problems or visual impairment.  This figure is likely to be an under-estimate of the level of previous use, as this question was not specifically asked.

Who took part in the survey?

The survey was carried out in two main ways:

· Through face-to-face interviews on the streets (including a Saturday morning at the Adelaide Shopping Centre), in school yards, sheltered accommodation, toddler groups, community events, local facilities such as Search’s advice centre for older people and Sure Start Armstrong’s advice shop, other public and community venues, and in the library itself

· On a self-completion basis through local groups and organisations, such as churches, community centres, and sports and leisure facilities

It aimed to target people living in the catchment area of Benwell Library (which was defined as reasonable walking distance, and included the eastern portion of Scotswood and the southern parts of Fenham/Wingrove).  

The table below shows the areas of residence of the 83% of respondents who provided sufficiently accurate information.  The figures show that the survey participants came from a representative range of neighbourhoods across the main catchment area.of the library.  They do not tell us where Benwell Library users as a whole come from, however, as the survey was area-based and not user-based.  Nor, because of the size of the samples, can any significance be attached to comparisons between users and non-users in terms of their areas of residence.  

Area of residence of survey participants

	Area
	Users
	Non-users
	All

	North Benwell Terraces/Gill St
	16%
	  7%
	13%

	Area from Atkinson Rd to Bishops Rd
	10%
	  7%
	  9%

	Old Benwell/ Pendower 
	20%
	24%
	21%

	High Cross/ Sutton Estate
	  5%
	13%
	  7%

	Area from Adelaide Hse to Grainger Pk
	  2%
	13%
	  5%

	West Benwell


	20%
	  2%
	15%

	NW Benwell incl Condercum Est
	  5%
	  9%
	  6%

	Scotswood


	  8%
	  7%
	  8%

	South Benwell incl Riverview Lodge
	13%
	  9%
	12%

	Cruddas Park


	  2%
	  2%
	  2%

	Fenham


	  1%
	  7%
	  2%

	All


	100%
	100%
	100%


In all, 68% of respondents were female.  The proportions of women and men were exactly the same for users and non-users.

There was only partial recording of ethnicity.  These incomplete figures indicated that about 97% of respondents were of White British backgrounds.

In terms of age breakdown, younger people were under-represented in the sample of those covered by the survey.  Only 9% of users, and no non-users, were under 18 – reflecting the fact that children and young people were not specifically targeted.  Twenty-five per cent of users were aged between 18-49, and 66% were aged 50 or above.  Non-users were even more weighted towards the older age groups, which is largely accounted for by the presence of those who were virtually housebound.

Use of the library building

The first point to make in relation to how local residents use the building is that the multiple services offered within it appear to be generally perceived as a “seamless service”.  The initial question in the questionnaire – “Do you ever use the library at Atkinson Road?” was intended to refer to use of City Council library services in particular.  However, it was evident that most respondents did not distinguish between the services directly provided by the council and those offered within the building by other organisations – such as the picture history collection or the toy library.  

The majority of people currently accessing the building did so for multiple uses.  A total of 62% of building users used the council-run library services and other services or resources.  The survey asked these users if it was useful to have these other services or resources based in the same building as the library service, and 94% of them said that it was.  

However, the survey also found that many people came in only to access other services or resources, such as the local history collection, and did not use the library services (narrowly defined).

Main services used by library building users

	Borrowing books
	72%

	Reading newspapers/magazines
	18%

	Advice/information
	29%

	Using computers
	28%

	Riverside services
	21%

	Local history photographic collection
	14%


Borrowing books was the single most frequent reason given for using the building (117 cases).  However, there were 159 other reasons given for using the building, in addition to the 123 cases of usage of the specified library services of newpapers/magazines, computers, and information/advice.

Other services provided by the council library service that respondents cited (in order of frequency of mention) were:

Other library services
Tapes/talking books


Photocopying 

CDs


Use of children’s area (non-book activities such as toys and colouring in) 

Displays/information leaflets


Videos 


Reference

Events/activities

Buying books


Jigsaws 


In addition, building users accessed a wide range of other services, resources and activities in the different areas.  Those mentioned by respondents are listed below in order of the frequency with which they were mentioned (within each of the three areas of the building).

Services, resources and activities provided by other organisations
Main library floor

Local history photographic collection


Children’s storytime 

Councillors’ surgery

Community rooms

Toy library

Groups for young children and parents 

History group

Art club

Faith groups

MP’s surgery

Riverside (basement)

Riverside groups and services

The category of courses, events and special activities is listed separately because it was not possible to distinguish from most responses which of these were organised by the library service itself and which by partner organisations that use the library, nor to specify which area of the library they took place in.  One of the features of the way in which the building is used and managed is that there are a range of different types of spaces available on all three floors which can be used flexibly in order to accommodate diverse and changing needs.  The significance of this space to the local community can be indicated by the fact that 15% of all building users said that they attended meetings in the building.  These included church meetings, Ward Sub-Committee meetings, and meetings of residents associations. 

Courses, meetings, events and special activities

Meetings 

ESOL classes

Children’s activities and fun days

Various courses for adults

In addition, several people said that they used the library as a place to spend time on their own or with friends.

Information, advice and social support

It was evident from the evaluation that Benwell Library functioned more as a community facility in the widest sense than simply as a provider of traditional library services.  

Three out of ten users responding to the survey said that they used Benwell Library for advice and information.  Twenty-three specific examples of types of information and advice were given - including bus times, local doctors and dentists, toddler groups, City Card, adult learning courses, and mortgages.  Observation of the main library floor in action confirmed that the staff were almost constantly engaged in providing information and advice, whether it was children seeking help with homework or wanting to know how to design greetings cards on a computer, asylum seekers needing to be signposted to services or wanting help to email home, or older people wanting books on keeping parrots or cooking healthy food.  

Library staff were also involved in networking with community groups and local organisations, and often contributed to community activities and events.  The library provided a central point for publicising activities and services, and bringing people and organisations together.  One user commented that a main reason for visiting the library was “to see what is going on around Benwell”.  

For many people, the library was a valuable social facility, comfortable and welcoming.  

It’s brilliant.  It’s nice and warm.  Places to sit where you can browse through books etc

People living on their own can just drop in to read the paper or browse – no pressure

It’s a pretty good community service

Relaxation

It’s a nice place to relax in

Come in out of the cold

Just letting the children play in the library

I come to play with my two-year old grandson

I use it to read the papers.  I can’t afford to buy them

I use it for homework, then I play a few games

It was seen as inclusive, catering for all age-groups and sections of the population:

Everybody from young to old visits the library, and it is a good meeting place for everybody

User satisfaction

The survey asked residents if they were satisfied with the services provided by the library.  An impressive figure of 100% said that they were satisfied.  Many people replied more forcefully, adding comments such as:

More than

Really good for young people

Absolutely delighted.  It’s the friendliest, most welcoming place.  The atmosphere’s brilliant.  I love this library

Brilliant, absolutely brilliant.  Everyone is really nice.  

No faults to find

People were asked what else they thought could be provided by the library.  Most people had no suggestions or explicitly said that it was fine as it was.  Comments included:

It’s perfect

Perfectly satisfied.  Can’t think of what would improve it

Nothing, as they have everything you could want and are very helpful.  For everybody they offer a wide service

Of the many individual suggestions, the most frequent request was for refreshments to be provided – whether in the form of a café or just a source of tea and coffee.  This was mentioned by 6%.  Another repeated request was for DVDs to loan (five people).  

Accessibility

A total of 97% of people who used the library building for any purpose said that it was easy for them to get to.  Just as significantly, 91% of non-users also said that the building was easy for them to get to. (This figure excluded those who were house-bound).

In addition, as was previously noted, 19 out of 20 users of both library services and other services or resources said that it was useful to have both provided within the same building.  Comments included:

Very handy

Convenient.  Definitely it’s very useful the toy library being in the same place

All services under one roof

 West Newcastle Picture History Collection

The survey asked people if they knew about the photographic collection, and if they had looked at it.  A total of 78% of building users and 51% of non-users said that they knew about the collection.  Seventy-four per cent of users had looked at it.  As one respondent commented:

I have lived in Benwell all my life and it is lovely to see the old Benwell

There was a high level of interest in seeing the collection – with 113 people expressing interest in doing so.  It was noteworthy that there was also interest in the photographic collection among children and young people.  Four children under eleven said they would like to see the photographs.

I would love to see them (15 year old)

Views of library building

Respondents were asked what they thought of the actual library building.  In response to this open-ended question, only six users and two non-users had any negative comments about the building.  (They considered it old and in need of repair).  The vast majority of the comments were positive, and many were fulsome.  Most people loved the building as it is, and most identified it as an important landmark in the area.  They were vocal in their comments, which included, from users:

Beautiful.  One of the nicest things on Atkinson Road

Lovely building.  Age an asset.  Makes the building more attractive

Lovely building – character to the area

It is a very old building but I believe it has been refurbished and it is very presentable

Nice.  More modern than it looks from the outside

Local landmark. Lovely building

Absolutely an important part of Benwell.  Tragedy to pull it down

I like it very much.  It is an important part of Benwell and of the history of the city

Excellent -  old and historical.  Recent improvements are very good

I like the building – the fact that it is open-plan and welcoming and is very child-friendly.  It is one of the nicest-looking buildings in Benwell

Yes, it’s old-fashioned.  It has charm.  It would be a shame to see it go.  Nice to see old buildings rather than all the new little concrete blocks – they have no character

It’s one of the few good quality buildings to be preserved

Important building.  We are losing Sungold, so very few interesting buildings left

The building is great and is an important part of Benwell

Excellent renovation provides a light comfortable atmosphere

It’s an old building with plenty of charm

Great old building

Non-users too generally shared the view that this was an attractive building that was an important part of the landscape of the area:

Beautiful old building.  Hope they don’t alter it.  It has character.  They are too eager to pull down old buildings.  

It is a landmark.  Been there for years.  Trouble is so many of the landmarks are disappearing

Initially the questionnaire used for the survey just had an open-ended question asking what people thought about the building.  However, it became evident after a while that there was a clear theme emerging of the building being a key landmark in the area.  An additional question was added asking people if they agreed with the view that the library building was an important part of Benwell.  A total of 124 people said that they thought it was – 98 users and 26 non-users.  No-one at all said that it was not an important building.

Views of Customer Service Centre plans

The council’s policy of providing Customer Service Centres across the city was underpinned by evidence of public support for the idea of a “one-stop shop” for council services.  It was expected therefore that the survey would find a high level of enthusiasm for the principle of a Customer Service Centre, albeit modified by fears about the possible loss of the library building.  

The questions included in the survey explained briefly about the idea of a Customer Service Centre and described its location.  Copies of the Information Sheet including an account of the plans were also available for people who had not already heard about it.  The survey asked what people thought of the plan, and whether the chosen site would be more or less convenient for them than the current library site.

These questions were open-ended, and the responses were classified into four groups:

· Positive

· Negative

· Ambiguous/mixed

· Other 

Eliminating the small “other” category (which comprised those without an opinion or very general statements such as “changes happen”), the findings were that only 32% of respondents were positive about the plan - 30% of users and 38% of non-users.  A majority of respondents (54%) were clearly critical of the plan.  

In addition, many of the positive responses were quite muted.  “OK” was a common comment.  Other comments were more supportive:

Would be a good idea to have it all together

The negative responses tended to be more forceful.  Comments included:

You should just leave things alone.  Who wants state of the art?

Ridiculous when already have a good service

Happy with what we already have, so why change it? 

Utter rubbish.  Leave it alone

Not impressed.  Please keep the library at Atkinson Road

Most of the “ambiguous/mixed” comments contained support for the principle of a one-stop shop but worries that the library service would deteriorate as a result of being integrated with other council services, regret for the loss of the existing library, and concerns that the space and resources offered in the new building would be less than what was already available (and might, for example, exclude the needs of existing user groups such as children and young people).

Detailed lists of responses are provided at the end of the report.

The responses about the convenience of the proposed Customer Service Centre site did not offer clear support for the plan either.  More than two-thirds said that the two locations were more or less the same for them in terms of convenience.  Only 16% said that the new location would be more convenient for them than the current library building.  

Convenience of proposed Customer Service Centre site

	Whether new site would be:
	Users of library building
	Non-users

	More convenient
	13%
	29%

	Less convenient
	20%
	10%

	More or less the same
	68%
	61%

	All (excluding other and N/A)
	100%
	100%


Comparison of addresses and responses to this question suggested that there was no simple link between physical distance and convenience of the new location.  

Level of usage

The evaluation found that the library was well used, according to a number of different indicators.  

Observation of activity on the main library floor on at least 30 different occasions at different times of the day, over a period of four months, indicated that there were very few quiet periods.  The library was used by people of all ages, and by different ethnic groups, including many asylum seekers and refugees.  After-school times and weekends were especially busy, with substantial numbers of unaccompanied children accessing the library for a variety of uses, as well as adult users.  Levels of usage of the computers were routinely very high.  In addition to individual drop-in usage, there were also a range of organised activities taking place in the main library area at different times, including open-access sessions and meetings run by the Picture History Group, ESOL and basic literacy teaching in groups and one-to-one, and story-telling sessions for young children.

Comments from the residents survey reinforced this impression:

There’s so much provided there.  Can’t think of anything else.  It’s lovely to see all the people using the library.  It’s always a hive of industry – young people, people from different ethnic groups. I pop in quite often

It’s always busy

It’s a pretty good community service.  There’s a lot of other things, and a lot of ethnic minorities use it

Lots of children congregate there

The community rooms on the first floor are also well used.  There are three rooms – a large meeting/activity space, and two smaller rooms.  For the evaluation, the bookings data for these rooms was analysed for the period from September 2005 to May 2006.  The analysis showed that these rooms had been used by other groups and organisations for a total of 850 sessions over this period, including 120 evening and seven Sunday bookings.  The table below shows the level of actual bookings as a proportion of possible bookings, using rather strict assumptions (that each room is available for two day-time sessions on six days a week and one evening session on five days a week, excluding Bank Holidays and other main closure periods).

Level of usage of community rooms by other organisations

	
	Day-time
	Evening

	Large community room
	71%
	46%

	Community room 1
	75%
	  9%

	Community room 2
	77%
	27%


It is important to note that this is not a complete record of the actual use of the community rooms.  There is also considerable use of these areas for small-group and one-to-one work with residents by external agencies, such as the Literacy Trust, for which arrangements are made on a more informal basis and not booked in advance.  The library staff-room on the ground floor is also made available at times for such purposes. 

In addition to the spaces directly managed by the library service, the Riverside Centre accommodation in the basement of the building also includes a large meeting and activity space and a smaller room which the project allows other appropriate organisations to use when not in active use for its own groups and services.  For the evaluation, bookings data was analysed for the basement area for the period September 2005 to May 2006.  This calculated that a total of 64 meetings and activities had been held by other organisations.  These included basic skills training, Social Services supervised access visits, adult learning courses, and meetings of Ward Committees and workers forums.

Discussion with representatives of local community groups and voluntary organisations indicated that access to meeting rooms was a key issue across the inner west.  Organisations requiring space for a large meeting or activity can pay £100 to hire a room.  Benwell Library operates a policy of allowing free access to its community rooms for bona fide community groups and activities.  In the current situation, the library service provides overall management of this space, including caretaking and reception.  

Why move the library?

One of the most frequent responses encountered during this research was: why move the library?

My general approach is: if something’s working, why change it?  I don’t have an emotional attachment to the building, but a lot has been done to make it accessible and usable.  Everything that was said at the meeting, about re-developing it as a multi-purpose community resource, is what it is now.

(Local worker and resident)

There are no intrinsic reasons why the Benwell library building is unsuitable for the current library services provided there.  There are no significant problems with the fabric of the building – unlike the City Library which was brand-new in the 1960s and already needs replacing.  Thanks to the investment in improvements over recent decades, the interior remains suitable for modern library services, and it is accessible for people with disabilities.  So why move it?  

The impetus for moving the library service from its current location is to be found in wider council and government policies.  The plan to re-locate the library service in a new Customer Service Centre is part of the council’s Customer Service Strategy.

The Council’s Customer Service Strategy provides a framework for Customer Service transformation. A major element of the Strategy is to establish a Citywide network of Customer Service Centres.  Each CSC provides a face to face facility making the best use of staff, buildings and information technology.  They provide access to Council and other public services  ‘under one roof’ within the local community….

The Customer Service Strategy and Customer Service Centre Programme were developed in response to a community consultation process… where the general view of residents is that Customer Service Centres should be provided locally enabling the Council to provide a ‘one stop shop’ approach to the delivery of Council and other public services

(Newcastle City Council: Report by Corporate Customer Services Manager)

The City Council has already opened four Customer Service Centres  - one in the old rates hall at the Civic Centre, one in Kenton, one in the outer west, and a temporary one in Shields Road in the east end.  The next phase includes a new centre at Gosforth and a permanent centre for the east end.

Formal discussions about a West End Customer Service Centre began in 2002 between the City Council, Newcastle Primary Care Trust and local GPs.  The site chosen – the former Majestic Cinema site – was bought by the council and cleared at the end of 2003.  

The original plan for the west end included health services, but the unilateral withdrawal of the Primary Care Trust in 2005 reduced the CSC to a one-stop-shop for council services, supplemented by outreach services to be provided by other agencies, plus a community room.  The council is not building the Centre itself, however, and it will not own the building.  The local CSC is part of a much bigger programme covering Newcastle and North Tyneside, which is one of the government’s public-private partnerships. 

LIFT programme

The West End Customer Service Centre plan is part of the LIFT Initiative (short for “Local Investment Finance Trust”).  LIFT Companies are a new form of public-private partnerships which have exclusive rights to “modernise” primary healthcare premises for the NHS.  Local LIFT Cos can own and lease premises to GPs, dentists, opticians and chemists.  They can also develop buildings for local authorities, but do not automatically have exclusive rights to this as they do with NHS premises.  

Local LIFTs are public-private partnerships which are set up as limited companies with share-holders from the public and private sectors.

The partnership in this area is called the Newcastle and North Tyneside LIFT Company (NNT LIFTCo).  It is one of six first-wave LIFT schemes.  The partners are:

· A private sector development company Robertson Capital Projects Ltd.  This is based in Scotland and is part of the Robertson Group
.  It owns 60% of the shares in NNT LIFTCo.  

· Partnerships for Health, a company jointly owned by the Department of Health and Partnerships UK
, which owns 20% of the shares

· Newcastle and North Tyneside Primary Care Trusts and Newcastle City Council.

Robertson have three representatives on the NNT LIFTCo Board, Partnerships for Health have one, and the three public sector partners (the two PCTs and Newcastle Council) have one Board member between them.

NNT LIFTCo has entered into a long-term agreement with Newcastle and North Tyneside PCTs, Newcastle City Council, and North Tyneside Council to develop various buildings over a 20 year period.  The strategic plan includes the development of new primary care premises which the LIFT Co will own and then lease to PCTs, GPs, local authorities and other users.
Conclusion

This report has sought to provide an evaluation of Benwell Library building, largely based on the views of local residents, both users and non-users of the existing facilities.  The account presented highlights two issues that need to be addressed in the planning process for the new Customer Service Centre (CSC).  These two issues are in principle separate, although in practice they may be inter-linked.

The first issue is the implications of moving the library service into the new Centre.  The survey carried out for this evaluation suggested that this will not necessarily make the library service more physically accessible to local residents.  As many as 96% of all residents participating in the survey said that the present library building was easy to get to.  Only a minority reported that the new location would be more convenient for them.  

This finding may seem surprising to some outside agencies, who tend to view the present library building as being inconveniently located down a steep hill away from the main facilities.  The reality, however, is that if you live in that part of the west end most journeys do involve walking up or downhill, and this did not appear to be a major barrier.  An additional issue is that, far from being isolated and needing to be re-located in a District Heart, the library can be seen as being part of a small cluster of key local facilities.  Within a very short walking distance of the library building are:

· Atkinson Road Primary School (largest primary school in the area with almost 400 children aged 4-11)

· St Joseph’s RC Primary School

· Atkinson Road Nursery (largest nursery unit in the area with almost 100 places)

· Benwell Nature Park

· St James Church (housing Benwell Christian Church created from the merger of the local Church of England and Methodist churches)

· Benwell Playcentre

· Atkinson Road Clinic (currently empty –future unknown)

As well as accessibility from other parts of the area, the library building itself is also physically accessible inside.  This is surprising, given its age and size.  It has been achieved by substantial additional investment in the fabric of the building, including an exterior ramp (leading directly to the front door and not to a side entrance as is so often the case), a lift linking the three floors, and disabled toilets on two floors.

Of course, the plan involves more than simply re-locating the library service to a new site.  The idea is to integrate it into a multi-agency multi-service facility.  There are clearly benefits to residents from integrating the delivery of services in this way and, in fact, the absence of a single point for accessing council services has long been a source of complaints locally.  However, the evaluation indicated that, whilst many residents could see the advantages of a CSC in principle, this was in most cases outweighed by an assessment that re-locating the library service would lead to an overall deterioration in the services provided.   

The evaluation found that, in a very real sense, the existing building functions as a one-stop-shop for a range of services and activities – and arguably for a wider range of services and activities and for a more inclusive customer base than the smaller CSC would be able to provide.  A particular cause of concern for many local residents and organisations was the loss of the crèche facility that underpins many activities and services in the existing building.

Ironically, at the same time as these changes are taking place in West Newcastle, there is a growing recognition nationally of the potential role of community libraries in disadvantaged areas “to offer a focus for community activity and development by widening their traditional role and providing a community resource” (National Lottery: New Programmes in England, 2006-9)

The second issue is the future of the building itself.  One of the findings of the evaluation was that the library building is highly valued by the local community, and represents a key local landmark within an area which has experienced massive regeneration and change over recent decades.

At present there are no plans to demolish the building or to evict the other key partners.  However, not surprisingly, there was a widespread anxiety among the local community about the fate of the building.  This would seem to be a reasonable concern.  Currently the effective operation of the building as a multi-agency community facility is underpinned financially and organisationally by the presence of the library service, and there must be genuine questions about its sustainability once that service withdraws.  The future viability of the Picture History Collection is a particular cause for concern, as it is unlikely to be able to transfer to the new CSC but will struggle without the active support of the library service.  

The final point to be made is about consultation.  Underlying many of the comments made by survey respondents was a cynicism about the City Council’s commitment to listening to residents’ views.  

They didn’t listen to people.  They still don’t listen

Although the city-wide CSC strategy was developed in response to strong evidence of public demand for better integrated services, the particular plan for the Benwell/Elswick CSC was not developed in consultation with the local community or on the basis of a clear analysis of local need and demand.  No-one asked the local community if they wanted their library moved to a new and better location; the consultation began after the decision had been taken.  It appears that the main drivers for the establishment of a CSC were the wider LIFT programme to modernise primary care and community provision across Newcastle and North Tyneside, coupled with the legacy of the Going for Growth strategy with its concept of a District Heart where facilities would be clustered.  In short, the planning process seems to have been “top-down” and not a response to local needs and priorities.

When they were talking about it up at the Dolphin Centre, when we had the big meeting with all the bigwigs from the council and so forth, I mean, perhaps they’re more intelligent than us and they know what’s going on, but they’re not doing what the people of Benwell want.  They’re not doing what the people of Benwell want, and the people of Benwell really from the soles of their feet, want this building to stay alive because it’s a beautiful building 

(Participant at regeneration event held at Benwell Library, May 2006)

Appendix:  Residents’ views of the plan to develop a Customer Service Centre

Users: Positive responses

Good idea

Would be OK

Might be OK.  Depends on the amount of room and if it’s nicely laid out

Quite handy everything being under one roof

OK.  Like everything, we have to move with the times

Good – hope still have English classes though

Good

Nice to have a bigger better library. The library building should not be pulled down and it should be put to good use

It’s good, but OK having everything under one roof, but again it’s the changes

Good idea

Very good idea putting everything in one place

Good plan

OK cos I live round the corner from there

Would be alright at the bottom of Condercum Road

Would be good idea to have it all together

It’s as good as anything

It will be good

Yes under one building together

OK

Good having everything together

OK

One stop shop is a good idea

Easy access for all

Good idea if all in one place

Like the West Denton one – especially good for older people

Fine as long as it’s not too far away from the old site

Might be better for old people and will be seen more

Quite good

Fine if big enough

Fine

Good

Good idea – easier access. Although the building is easy to get to now

Good idea

Yes so long as It’s not at the expense of something else

OK

OK

It would be better having all facilities together

Good idea

OK if they keep the library staff

OK

Users: Negative responses

Leave our lovely library building where it is

I think it will be a shame to move the library as it has been there for years

Let the council move their services but leave the library where it is.  It was given to the people of Benwell

I would prefer it to stay as it has everything you need and also plenty of room for pushchairs etc

The library works very well as it is

Keep the library separate for kids to use

Crap. Located now in the best place now, but what will they do with the current building?

Like it here on Atkinson Road

You should just leave things well alone – who wants “state of the art?” Benwell library will just be left to go to “rack and ruin”

Waste of money and resources

Shite.  You could go on but will not be listened to

Ridiculous when we already have a good service

Leave the library on Atkinson Road

Happy with what we already have, so why change it?

I think it will be a waste of a beautiful and comfortable building

Load of bother.  Don’t need to shift it

Don’t like it.  When things are moved, people scatter and you lose some of the familiarity

Wrong – happy where it is

Not much.  Leave the library where it is please

This should not be moved

Not good

Why move it? What will happen to the old building? Resources should go to additional services

I think the services should be housed separately

No thank you.  You would spoil a good meeting point for people

I don’t want the library to be moved. I don’t think it’s a good idea to do so

Not a good idea

Sad. What will become of this historic building? Is it third way funded as all the schools are now?

Not a good idea.

Utter rubbish. Leave it alone.

Rubbish

Tell them forget it

Don’t like it.

They want to really consult the community cos it’s not what the community wants

Any change is a bad change.  I wouldn’t like to see anything moved

It’s a good idea in a way, but I would say leave the building the way it is

I like it the way things are.  Don’t like change

Total utter rubbish

OK but would have to move everything. So leave it where it is

Don’t agree with it. Shouldn’t include the library. It’s a good service as it is

Not keen on it. Don’t see why they want to shift it

Don’t want them to move

Would rather things stayed as they were

It might out people off using the library if there’s a less friendly atmosphere

Would like it to stay here cos it’s nearby.  Also concerned about what will happen to the existing building

Don’t move the library. The present building is very good

Not a good plan. Happy with the way it is

I think they should leave it as it is

Library should stay where it is

Poor. 

I don’t think this will work

Bad idea

Leave this library as it is

Should be left where it is

I don’t know any local person who thinks this is a good idea, so why is the council depermined to do it? The combination of services in the existing building works really well

Strongly opposed to the plan as I feel the library will lose its leisure and recreation appeal and feel more like a business centre.  I would like the library to stay where it is please

The library should be kept as a separate facility

The old library should stay as it is.  Everyone in Benwell admires the 1908 building

Not a good idea

Why not leave this historic building alone!

Not convinced

I would not like it. It would be like West Denton

Not good

It’s shite

Not a good idea

Library is a quiet place for whatever you want to do. The other buildings house too much activity

Not impressed. Please keep the library at Atkinson Road

Rubbish. It should be left

Personally I think it’s in a nice place as it is. Nice building

It would be a pity to see the building close

No I think it should be separate

Alright for council services but not for library

The Benwell Library is well situated for the area and should stay where it is

Rubbish

Should just stay as the library

I do not think this will be a good idea as there will be far too many people milling around and it won’t be as private or quiet

Users: Mixed/ambiguous responses

Alright, but no reason why they can’t revamp this building

Well, OK I suppose, but sick of constant changes

I like the new building but it’s a shame to move from here

Not sure. You can pay bills anywhere now

Good idea but make sure we do not lose space

This may suit some people who also want to use those services but could be off-putting for others – especially children – who are regular users of the library

Don’t know. If big enough it’s OK

Is this necessary?

Good in principle but want the library services kept and a good new use for the old building

The library provides a useful and necessary facility for the local youth. Will their needs continue to be met?

Good in theory but may not work in practice

Open-minded

Wouldn’t mind

May be good idea but I would not like to see the old building pulled down

Some doubts but other centres improve by having library in

Non-users: Positive responses

I think it’s good idea but I don’t use it myself.  Don’t get rid of the library altogether

OK

Good idea

Good idea 

Good

Brilliant idea nearer where I live for people

That would be alright

Very convenient

Good

Good idea

Could be easier

Very convenient

Good idea

Non-users: Negative responses

Not good. I like the building.  It should stay

Wouldn’t use it

Library should stay. It’s always been there

Stay where it is

Library should have its own building

It should stay where it is

Shouldn’t move at all. A lot of older people like me feel it shouldn’t be taken away.  A part of their lives would be taken away

Waste of money

It’s a shame

Shouldn’t. Should be left the way it is

Don’t see the point of moving it

Shouldn’t move it anyway

Same old – same old – always changing.  

Shame to lose that lovely building

I wish the hell they’d leave things alone.  To tell the truth, I don’t know how their mind is working.  I pay council tax at the rent office – this is easy

No. Too crowded and noisy. Not like-minded people

Library is best off where it is.  Been there for years

Non-users: Mixed/ambiguous responses

It is a good plan in theory but will it work in practice?

Good plan but building should stay

Not bothered as long as same area

Shame if had to pull the old building down

Lovely old building but maybe better nearer other facilities

� The Robertson Group is a development, construction and services company that mainly operates in Scotland and the north of England.  It has been involved in the government’s Private Finance Initiative since it started in the late 1990s.  





� Just to complicate matters, Partnerships UK is itself a public-private partnership.  The Treasury owns 44%, Scottish ministers 5%, and 51% is owned by the private sector.  It was set up by the government to speed up the delivery of public-private partnerships and develop new forms of public-private partnerships
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