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“The Public Library has become a multi-purpose agency with multiple roles covering the areas of information and life-long learning, recreation and leisure, culture and research. The new information and communication technologies do not threaten the existence of public libraries but offer an opportunity to provide increasingly valuable and effective services for users.”

(From: Comprehensive, efficient and modern public libraries, DCMS, 2001)

Executive summary

The public library is at the core of British life. Visiting the library is the fourth most popular leisure pastime in the UK.

Today’s libraries serve a wide range of purposes, far beyond leisure. They lend books, as they always have done, along with videos and music; and they provide research resources ranging from the daily newspaper to the weightiest of reference tomes. But now they also offer access to the internet and other information and communications technology (ICT), including computer games for kids.

Many factors combine to exclude people with sight problems from this wealth of information. To start with, fewer than 5 per cent of all books are produced on tape or in large print, let alone in braille, and public libraries are often not geared up to help people get hold of those titles that are available. To make matters worse, the physical environment can conspire against would-be library users, and with inadequately briefed staff and a lack of appropriate equipment, even the most determined reader may find that they must give up one of their favourite pastimes.

This report looks at the different ways in which people expect to be able to use libraries, and highlights the lack of accessible material and equipment. It points to statutory requirements and to examples of good practice. Finally it recommends that government, local authorities and library staff should take urgent action to ensure that our public libraries are truly accessible to all.

The recommendations in this report will make a difference to people’s lives and RNIB is seeking their immediate implementation.

The facts

The take-up of library services is lower among blind and partially sighted people than in the population at large.

• Only 5 per cent of public libraries have a specific policy statement covering users with sight problems.

• Only a quarter of libraries have a specific budget for services to blind and partially sighted people.

• Libraries are often poorly designed.

• Libraries’ stocks of audio books and large print books are meagre and not growing.

• Only slightly over half of local authorities even have simple closed circuit television (CCTV) reading devices in any of their branches.

• There is little state funding for library services for blind and partially sighted people, in contrast with many other countries.

Voluntary agencies, working with no government support, constantly struggle to raise funds to provide library services. They sometimes have to charge a subsidised subscription to keep things running. Yet some local authorities have turned their backs on these services and refuse to support them, making a poor situation for the user even worse.

The reality is that the majority of blind and partially sighted people have to rely on themselves and on charity for something as fundamental as reading.

People with sight problems pay the taxes that pay for libraries, but they don’t always get anything in return. Indeed, they may well have to dig into their own pockets.

Yet research suggests that blind and partially sighted people enjoy reading and can actually devote more time to leisure reading once they have lost their sight. They do want to read, to learn, to enjoy, to escape, to keep up to date and generally to do everything a library helps you to do. And this is their right.

The extent of the exclusion

If people with sight problems are to be able to participate fully in education, work, social and cultural life, they must be able to read the same material as everyone else, at the same time and at no extra cost. 

There are around two million people in the UK with a sight problem. Over half of these people – one in fifty of the population – would qualify to be registered as blind or partially sighted. Four out of five people with sight problems are aged 65 or over.

Some people with sight problems read by touch, some can still cope with larger print, while a number will rely on audio. It is not uncommon for people to be able to use more than one format, depending on the urgency of their need.

It is not acceptable for blind or partially sighted people to be barred from having access through their public library to all sources of accessible reading material, whether the ultimate source is commercial or voluntary. Of course, people can continue to have a direct relationship with voluntary service providers to whatever extent they wish. We are simply saying that the public library should play the leading role in fostering and promoting all channels of library support for blind and partially sighted people.

Some local authorities refuse to pay subscriptions to services such as the RNIB Talking Book Service on behalf of people in their area. This is a major form of discrimination. The lack of technology, equipment and suitable lighting in many public libraries is also unacceptable.

For people from minority language groups the situation is even worse. Often there is very little reading material available in alternative formats in languages other than English.

The political agenda

The government has emphasised the role of public libraries in fostering life-long learning and encouraging social inclusion, but all strategic thought as to the provision of services to people who can’t easily read standard print seems to be happening in the voluntary sector.

The government should be integrating services for blind and partially sighted people within the public library movement. There should be a long-term plan for the development of non-print library services that takes into account the ageing of the general population. What is more, there is an urgent need to address local authorities’ lack of awareness of need in their communities. Yet the government is actually cutting back on its meagre core funding for infrastructure projects, and where performance targets have been set at all they are generally very timid.

Recommendations

 To Whitehall and the devolved administrations:

• Think strategically about the needs of blind and partially sighted library users.

• Explore the scope for deploying substantial state funding to support library services for blind and partially sighted people.

• Revise the decision not to fund library infrastructure projects other than the Reveal database beyond March 2002.

• Ensure that Public Library Standards are introduced in those parts of the UK where they have not yet been issued.

• Strengthen guidance to library authorities to stress the importance of providing a comprehensive library service to all blind and partially sighted people of equivalent quality to that enjoyed by sighted people.

• Make it clear that policies which deny blind and partially sighted people access to titles from the voluntary sector are unacceptable. 

To local authorities:
• Bring people who have sight problems into the life of the local library, and not assume that somebody else will “look after” their right to leisure and life-long learning.

• Offer an integrated and adequately resourced library service for blind and partially sighted people, based on a written policy.

• Develop and maintain expanding collections of audio and large print titles.

• Operate a reservations and inter-library lending service for titles in alternative formats, including those available from the voluntary sector.

• Subscribe readily on behalf of blind users to national agencies such as the National Library for the Blind, the RNIB Talking Book Service and the national services of the Talking Newspaper Association of the UK.

• Implement strategies for helping to get people with sight problems to use the internet and ICT equipment.

• Introduce comprehensive staff training programmes that encompass the needs of readers with sight problems and the availability of sources of further help.

• Include blind and partially sighted people in activities such as reader development programmes.

• Ensure that in every public library there is access to reading aids such as closed circuit television (CCTV) readers and scanners with speech.

• Institute accessible information policies and promote services in a way that is accessible to people with sight problems.

• Audit buildings to check that people with sight problems have easy access.

To librarians:

• Be familiar with “Library services for visually impaired people: a manual of best practice”.

• Encourage use of the Reveal database as soon as it goes live in 2003.

• Ensure that all staff receive training so that they can understand the needs of people with sight problems.

• Be aware of external sources of alternative format books and services.

• Ensure that computer users are acquainted with technology packages that may help them.

• Do not be afraid to approach a user who may be having difficulties.

1. Setting the scene

Imagine that every fortnight since you were a child you have gone down to the library and borrowed a couple of books. Reading is your favourite pastime and you value the quiet and calm of the environment. You catch up on the newspapers and your favourite magazines, and have even used the internet to look for courses, jobs and do some research into your family tree. Then you lose your sight. 

Slowly you find it more and more difficult to read, even with a magnifier. The large print section in the library is tiny, as is the audio section. The magazines are totally out and there’s no point even going near the computer. You stop going to the library completely.

This is not an uncommon situation, because libraries often fail people with sight problems. There are insufficient titles in alternative formats, problems with the physical environment, poorly briefed staff and a lack of appropriate equipment. Faced with these difficulties, people who are blind or whose sight is failing give up one of their favourite pastimes.

1.1 The purpose of this report

This campaign report sets out areas where the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) believes there is room for improvement if all public libraries are to become truly inclusive. It looks at the different ways in which people expect to be able to use libraries, highlights the lack of available reading material, points to statutory requirements and to examples of good practice, and makes recommendations.

RNIB is very proud of its own library services, as indeed are our fellow service providers of theirs. However, it is not our aim here to promote those services or argue that they are better than others. Books from all voluntary sector providers, large and small, along with those from the commercial sector should all be seen as complementing one another in a vain attempt to keep up with the onrush of new titles from the publishing industry.

1.2
The importance of libraries

The public library is at the core of British life. Whether housed in an imposing Victorian municipal pile or a van parked in a leafy lane, it has been used and loved by generations of children and adults seeking information, enlightenment and relaxation.

Today’s libraries serve a wide range of purposes. They lend books, as they always have done, along with videos and music. They provide research resources ranging from the daily paper to the weightiest of reference tomes, and now they offer access to the internet and a wide range of information and communications technology (ICT), including computer games for kids.

The essential virtue of public libraries is that they are for the public, for everyone, of whatever age, class or educational background. 

Everyone? Well, what if you can’t read the books or newspapers, or study the weighty reference volumes, or see all those fascinating things on the internet dancing before you? Is the library still for you?

Of course, it should be. People with sight problems pay the taxes that go to support public libraries. And they do want to read, to learn, to enjoy, to escape, to keep up to date and generally to do everything a library helps you to do. Yet far too often there is little or nothing available to them from their local public library. There may be no information on the accessible library services provided by voluntary organisations. Worst of all, readers with sight problems may be compelled to pay for services from outside agencies from their own pockets, even though they have already paid for a library service through their taxes.

Visiting the library is the fourth most popular pastime in the UK (Matheson and Babb, 2002). Sadly, research shows that take-up of library services is lower among blind and partially sighted people than in the population at large. Stock levels of audio and large print books have been stagnating and only slightly over half of the libraries surveyed in 1999/2000 even had simple closed circuit television (CCTV) reading devices in any of their branches.

1.3
The extent of the exclusion

There are around two million people in the UK with a sight problem (Grundy et al, 1999). Over half of these people – one in fifty of the population – could be registered as blind or partially sighted.

The older you are the more likely you are to have a sight problem. Four out of five people with sight problems are aged 65 or over. It is estimated that one in five people aged 75 or over have a sight problem.

Six out of ten people with serious sight loss never go out alone.

An estimated 22,000 young people under the age of 16 are growing up in the UK with a sight problem, according to RNIB estimates.

1.4
How do people with sight problems read?

Blind and partially sighted people read in a variety of ways. While some can use ordinary small print, many prefer large print (defined by RNIB as being “16 point” or above). Some cannot use the printed word easily or at all and use other methods such as braille; some use audio – “reading” by listening. Many people use different methods of reading according to the circumstances, for example braille for complicated text, audio for leisure reading, email with synthetic speech output for correspondence and someone in the household to read personal post.

1.5
Who is responsible for the services?

In 1996 Linda Hopkins, then Head of Library Services in Gloucestershire, wrote in her foreword to the National Guidelines on Library and Information Services for Visually Impaired People: “…the public sector has, for all too long, relied on the voluntary sector to fill a gap in provision through charitable donations rather than the public purse”. The overall picture has scarcely improved since then.

The Public Libraries and Museums Act, 1964, was drafted at a time when it was assumed that charities would “look after” blind and partially sighted people. Later legislation in Scotland and Northern Ireland is equally oblivious to the needs of people with sight problems. It is only now, with the introduction in 2001 of Public Library Standards for England and Wales, that central government has explicitly taken a few timid steps towards demanding an inclusive library service. Even that has not yet happened in every part of the UK. 

Books in accessible formats come from a wide variety of sources. Some large print and audio titles are produced commercially, but all braille and the majority of audio titles are produced and distributed by voluntary agencies run on charitable funds. In some instances, particularly that of the national service run by the Talking Newspaper Association of the UK (TNAUK) or the RNIB Talking Book Service, these funds have to be supplemented by a subscription paid by or on behalf of the user.

1.6
Book starvation

Blind and partially sighted people are starved of books. Library authorities need to understand just how few titles are available in any accessible format. In 1999, for example, almost 110,000 titles were published in the UK, of which a mere 2000 were in large print and 2500 in audio. 

Most titles never become available in an alternative format. 

Faced with this vastly restricted choice of reading material, we might naively have hoped that public libraries would do all in their power to make everything that does exist available: not so. The number of commercially produced large print and audio titles may be creeping up, but ironically access to titles from the voluntary sector is being restricted because fewer local authorities are prepared to pay for their users to access one of the major audio collections: the RNIB Talking Book Service. Nor are very many prepared to pay the token annual subscription requested by the National Library for the Blind for access to its braille collection, or the subscription levied by TNAUK for its newspaper and magazine service.

A library service cannot be judged simply by what is on the shelves. If sighted people want books that are not held by their own branch library, they can ask for them to be obtained through well-established inter-library lending schemes between library authorities. Thus the reader in Pembroke who wants an obscure book held only by public libraries in Pontefract, Perth or Portadown has only to wait a while and it will materialise. Inter-library lending of commercially produced alternative format material, on the other hand, is only patchy.

There are mechanisms in place for the inter-lending of some voluntary sector material, but this does not cover all formats. People who want an accessible copy of a best seller may well only be able to obtain it if they themselves pay for a subscription to a service from a voluntary agency such as RNIB. If their local authority does not pay a subscription, then that is the only alternative. 

People with sight problems should have access through their public library to all sources of accessible reading material, whether the ultimate source is commercial or voluntary. Some local authorities refuse to pay subscriptions to outside library service providers. This is a major form of discrimination.

In the past, financial support enabling local residents to enjoy national services generally came from social services departments. Today, these still often play an important role by funding subscriptions to the RNIB Talking Book Service. But both social services and library departments have been faced with tight financial constraints, and so this form of support has been cut back in at least 25 areas in recent years. In addition, the tendency to assess risk rather than need has pushed access to reading way down the list of priorities for social services departments. In many areas no new users are being supported at all. 

We urge the two arms of local government to work closely together; benefiting from each other’s expertise in assessing and meeting needs. National standards to be issued this Autumn by the Association of Directors of Social Services will recognise the value of this relationship (ADSS, in press). 

The drive towards “best value” ought to improve matters. Best value demands that service providers take account of best practice and consultation with users, as well as financial considerations, when making purchasing decisions. However, if diluted into pure penny pinching, it will not be a positive development. For example, signposting someone to a “free” service, or adding a few titles to a collection may look better on a balance sheet than paying a subscription to an external organisation, but if that is all you do then you are denying users access to thousands of titles. It is a fundamental error to look at different providers of “alternative formats” as providing “alternative services”. There is so little available in total from all sources, that people with sight problems must be given access to all those sources. It is not like choosing between a major airline and a no-frills competitor, both of whom get you to the same place. Denying access to over 12,000 titles that would be available to sighted users is like cordoning off half of the library and setting up a turnstile into which blind and partially sighted users must insert their own money!

In March 2001 a major city in the south-west of England gave over 200 of its citizens just two weeks notice that their RNIB Talking Book Service subscription would no longer be paid for them. The local authority cited the growth in its own collection of audio titles, and the home delivery service operated on its behalf. Thus, at a stroke, the number of audio titles available to people with sight problems in that city was reduced by more than a half, and the daily delivery service of tapes through the post dried up.

And yet…

In another part of the West Country a shire county took a different approach, setting up an exemplary integrated service. A pilot was set up to explore the possibilities of combining national and local resources, and providing a local service point for access by all the county’s visually impaired readers. It offered a loan and request service for all alternative format materials, from both the library service’s own audio book resources and voluntary agencies, as well as access to braille and large print books.

The county’s library service took over funding from the social services department for all subscription-based services, which were then negotiated on a block subscription basis. All readers with sight problems could be registered as members of the library service, and would then receive access to all resources free of charge. Delivery was through the post or through mobile and “housebound” services.

Readers greatly valued the local contact with staff, and the single ordering point for all materials. The success of the service was also very apparent from the immediate and continued growth in the numbers of registered members. At the start of the project, 423 reader subscriptions were transferred from social services; 12 months later the service had 686 readers. By 2000 there were 1060 readers using the service.

2. The case to answer

2.1 Case studies

Case study 1

Barbara, 23, has a first class honours degree in Fine Arts. Reading is one of her many interests, alongside music, the theatre and ice-skating.

She is very disappointed with her local library in the south-east of England. She writes:

“My local library has a small selection of audio cassettes, with the title not marked in any alternative format. The tapes are often not rewound and not labelled, making it difficult to know which one comes first. The computer-based catalogue is not accessible, but staff are usually helpful. They did tell me about their housebound service, I have been on the waiting list for four months.”

Case study 2

Jack is in the prime of life. Married, with children and a successful career in the voluntary sector, he lives in a small market town in the East Midlands. 

He writes:

“One of the ways in which I most feel my visual impairment affects me is how it cuts me off from books. 

So little is available in any medium that I can read, and finding out what is available is a real nightmare. I envy those people who can just walk into a public library, browse among thousands of titles and get spoilt for choice. It’s so simple, so easy for them and so difficult for me.

“It's not just difficult because things aren't available. People – librarians – make it harder. First you get the general impression that the staff would rather you hadn't come in at all. I once asked about borrowing audio cassettes and an otherwise no doubt very helpful lady said ‘No, you don't get them here; YOU get them from our special postal service’, and produced a hard-to-read form, suggesting I go away and fill it in. No offer to help and no choice. I persisted and asked about audio books in the library... Yes, they have some. I counted them. It didn't take long: 80 titles.

Case study 3

Melanie is a braille reader with two fully sighted children. She wants them to grow up with books and was keen that they should join the local community library in the Northern Ireland town where they live. But she also wanted to share with them the joy of reading, particularly bedtime stories. Clearvision, a charity based in London, funded largely from donations, operates a postal lending library of children’s books that have braille overlays in clear plastic, so that blind and sighted adults and children can share them. These were perfect, but Melanie could only get them through the post, two or three at a time, chosen by the person back at base. But Melanie wanted to take her children to the library and choose books with them, just like any other mum.

Clearvision would have supplied the local library with a changing selection of appropriate titles for a mere £40 per year. It took over two years and complaints to the media before the local Library Board agreed to do this, and even then the subscription had to be shared with another family in a town twenty or thirty miles away. And anyway, by the time the books had finally arrived Melanie’s children had grown out of bedtime stories.

Case study 4

Barry is in his early 60s, and has been blind for over 40 years. A few years ago he was made redundant from the company where he had been working for decades as a lathe operator. He enjoys listening to books on tape, particularly biographies and other non-fiction.

He has to rely on a monthly visit from a volunteer who helps to run a “housebound service” from the local library, and on another volunteer who brings tapes to a local club for blind people once a fortnight. He says:

“The trouble is, you can’t choose. You don’t even know what’s available. The only catalogues are in print, so they’re no use to me. I’m sure there are lots of lovely books out there that I’ve never even heard about, and even if a book has been put on tape you don’t know that it has!”

Barry used to receive RNIB Talking Books, but the subscription rose to a point where he felt he could no longer afford it. The English county where he lives is notorious for paying no such subscriptions at all.

The pavements and roads are narrow and poorly maintained, and going to the library alone is not really an option. So Barry will have to rely on the good will of volunteers for the foreseeable future.

“They are very kind, but it’s just so frustrating not being able to choose for yourself in the way that other people do.”

Case study 5

Mr L., on the other hand, is delighted with his local library in a country town in southern England. They have a growing selection of audio titles, and the staff go to great lengths to acquire books for him if they are not immediately available. All his enquiries are answered positively. And this is just a small town, not the county town or the central library.

Case study 6 

Adrian started using computers just 18 months ago and already he is writing a chess column in a national magazine. Even more remarkably Adrian, 54, is deafblind and physically disabled. But that has not stopped him learning. Indeed, learning new skills has had a major impact on his life. He says: 

“Because of my disabilities I didn't think that I would ever be able to use a computer. It took me a long time, but eventually I learned basic word processing skills and gained the confidence to operate a computer successfully.

“I am now able to read and reply to my own correspondence for the first time in my life. I’m also in communication with people from all over the country in print, large print, braille and by email. My relations in Australia were amazed to receive an email from me. I achieved a degree of independence that I would not have believed possible.”

Adrian believes this change in his life is thanks to his local library in the north-east of England and the facilities made available through the library’s partnership with a local community group for blind and partially sighted people, as well as the support of a volunteer. He adds:

“I was born disabled and have been totally blind since the age of 14. I really believed that I would never be able to take advantage of what a computer could offer. I now have a major new interest in my life. I’m able to communicate with people in ways I never dreamt of. The written word has been given back to me and I intend to take full advantage of this opportunity.”

2.2 Research findings

2.2.1 Performance of local libraries

In 1985, the British Library’s Information Research Report (Craddock, 1985) asserted: “Few libraries appeared to have identified blind people as a particular group amongst the disabled more generally, or having special needs to which the library felt able or obliged to respond. The role for most libraries was one of referral to other service providers working in the area of social welfare.” 

Matters have certainly improved since then. There has been a growing recognition within the library profession of the role that it can play and the services that it can offer to people with sight problems. More alternative format titles and more equipment have become available. Concepts of “equality of access” have gained ground, aided by the Disability Discrimination Act, 1995 (DDA).

Nonetheless, surveys conducted by the Library and Information Statistics Unit (LISU) at Loughborough University (Kinnell et al, 2000) and by RNIB (RNIB, 1999) reflect very patchy provision. They also show that, while services were gradually improving during the 1980s and most of the 90s, they have levelled off and even, in some instances, declined over the past three or four years.

The LISU survey found that only 5 per cent of library authorities had a specific written policy for services to blind and partially sighted people, and only just over 25 per cent had a specific budget. Some aspects of training, such as briefing staff on the work of specialist agencies, were neglected in half of the authorities surveyed.

Take-up of library services is lower among blind and partially sighted people than in the population at large. Stock levels of audio and large print books have stagnated, and only slightly over half the authorities surveyed by LISU even had simple CCTV reading devices, and then not in all branches.

2.2.2 User awareness and satisfaction
In November 2001, LISU published a further report, “Out of sight but not out of mind” (Davies et al, 2001). This time the survey asked almost 600 blind and partially sighted people about their library usage or non-usage. Respondents reflect accurately the age spread and gender split of the registered blind and partially sighted population, as well as the incidence of additional disability.

Of those interviewed, half had not used their public library at all over the past three years. Their reading needs were being met, if they were being met at all, entirely from the charitable sector.

Of those who did visit the library, only half said it was easy to find their way around without assistance, while 34 per cent reported some difficulties and 16 per cent said they had serious problems.

Regular users did, on the other hand, express quite high levels of satisfaction with the attitude, helpfulness and awareness of staff.

RNIB’s survey, “Access to written information – the views of 1000 people with sight problems,” (Bruce and Baker, 2001), revealed not only a lack of awareness but a lack of knowledge about where to turn for information. Almost 40 per cent of respondents who did not have access to the RNIB Talking Book Service would like it. Those who did not receive the service were asked how they would find out more about it. Many people (44 per cent) simply did not know. Only 13 per cent said they would approach 

their library.

The facilities of public libraries can be split into borrowing, reading on site and accessing the internet, as follows:

2.2.3 Borrowing books

In 1998 RNIB commissioned a telephone survey of some 1200 people who were either customers of its Talking Book Service or of the Calibre Cassette Library (RNIB, 1998). The respondents were spread across the UK in proportion to the overall population of the different countries and regions, and also reflected the overall population of people with sight problems in terms of age and gender.

Interestingly, the majority reported that they read for longer now than when their sight was better (though of course they were “reading” audio rather than print). This change was attributed primarily to their having a greater amount of leisure time. Far fewer read newspapers. The increase was in fiction and non-fiction, where the numbers of people reading had also increased, by 11 per cent and 8 per cent respectively.

Eighty-two per cent of the sample regarded reading as a very important part of their leisure activities. Sixty-three per cent spent more than two hours a day reading.

Just over a third (35 per cent) of the sample in the 1998 survey borrowed audio books from their local library, and a further 5 per cent borrowed from their local authority mobile or housebound library services. This illustrates that, for a substantial number, the statutory and voluntary services were seen as complementary. On the other hand, it also shows that almost two thirds of people who read audio books out of necessity rather than choice still relied completely on charitable agencies for this service.

Altogether, 42 per cent used the public library for one reason or another (similar to the fifty-fifty split found in the LISU survey). This includes those who visited themselves and those for whom a friend or relative went. They ranked the helpfulness of staff very highly, but only 27 per cent of large print readers and 44 per cent of audio readers rated the range of available titles as good.

Among those who did not use the service, poor public transport and a poor selection of titles were the main reasons cited.

2.2.4 Reading on site

Technology offers plenty of ways for people with sight problems to read print material in a library. This ranges from something as basic as a good lamp, through the 1970s’ basic technology of a CCTV reading device or the twenty-year-old science of an optical character recognising scanner (OCR) with synthetic speech output. Hardly red hot stuff – but unfortunately where libraries have invested in such equipment it has too often turned into a white elephant. In general this is probably because the purchase was driven more by good intentions than by an integrated social inclusion strategy.

RNIB’s report (Bruce and Baker, 2001) found that 67 per cent of people with sight loss either could not read magazines (22 per cent) or could only do so with difficulty (45 per cent). The earlier RNIB report (RNIB, 1998) found that while 70 per cent of respondents reported reading newspapers when they had their sight, only 9 per cent continued to do so when they had lost it.

A library providing basic reading equipment might start bridging this gap.

2.2.5 Getting on the net
Libraries are at the centre of the government’s plans to turn us into an 

e-society. Libraries play a key role in developing “government on-line” 

and in promoting programmes of life-long learning. The People’s Network should be for ALL the people.

With the right technology, people with sight problems can access PC screens through enlarged displays, synthetic speech or temporary braille displays. Some blind and partially sighted people can have this at home, but they face many more barriers than their sighted counterparts. For example, the cost of the access technology adds considerably to the overall cost of getting on-line. Training is expensive too, and post-training advice may be at the end of a voicemail message. The communal facilities of libraries could provide a more affordable solution. To do so, however, they need equipment, training and a policy to promote and encourage use.

The LISU survey (Davies et al, 2001) found that 79 per cent of library users who have sight problems only visited their local branch library rather than a regional or central library. This means that equipment needs to be available in all branch libraries (if only for some of the time) if it is to reach most potential users.

The same survey also found that 77 per cent of those interviewed have never used a computer. Of those who did use computers, most did so in a school or college, or at work. Only 4 per cent did so in a public library, so there is a large potential market for this technology in public libraries.

RNIB’s report (Bruce and Baker, 2001) showed, not surprisingly, that few elderly blind or partially sighted people had a strong desire to get into computers. But among working age people the picture is different. Only 31 per cent of respondents in this age group identified themselves as computer users, but the major reasons given by the others as to why they were not users were lack of training (28 per cent) and lack of money (26 per cent).

2.2.6 People from minority language groups
If your first language is not English, and you are blind or partially sighted, there are even fewer accessible books and fewer library services for you. This applies whether the language in question is Welsh, Gujarati or Polish.

In 1997 and 1998 RNIB conducted focus group research among people with sight problems from Afro-Caribbean and South Asian communities in England. Two findings stood out very clearly. Both groups regretted the paucity of material available, while among speakers of South Asian languages there was only very patchy awareness of those services that did exist. Neither group used the library very much.

Comments from users included:

“Since the difficulty with my sight and also given that you are not likely to find material of your choice, l have given up using the library.”

“Predominantly the material that you find in the library is in small print and is not suitable. The issue seems to be that there is hardly any choice both in relation to formats and languages.”

The overall impression given by the groups about libraries was that the staff were helpful, but they did not fully understand the reading requirements of people from ethnic minority communities who have sight problems. The libraries would need to stock more large print books as well as audio-books and on a wider variety of subjects, such as religious topics, poetry, classical music, humour and news, if they were to encourage greater use by these communities.

Information was also a problem, not least because most of it was available only in English.

“Even though l am educated ...l feel that it is very difficult to access any information because it not well publicised... Reading services for people from ethnic minority backgrounds are minimal.”

It is, of course, simplistic to view the needs of people from minority language groups as a single challenge. Just as the provision of a ramp instead of steps does not address the problems of all disabled people, so providing, say, a first-class service of Vietnamese audio books would not help all ethnic minorities.

A survey conducted by Manchester’s public library service pointed, quite fairly, to shortcomings in the work of the voluntary sector as well as statutory library services (Warburton et al, 2001). More resources are needed, but so is greater understanding of needs and closer collaboration between all parties concerned.

3. Government, legislation and standards

3.1 Legislation

We would like to think that library authorities will be motivated solely by a wish to bring the most extensive and comprehensive range of services possible to people with sight problems who live and work in their area. However, there are at least three official pronouncements to which library authorities must have full regard. These are:

• the statutes governing public library services

• Public Library Standards (so far issued only in England and in Wales)

• the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA).

3.1.1 Public libraries legislation

In England and Wales, the Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964, lays an obligation on local library authorities to provide “a comprehensive and efficient library service for all persons desiring to make use thereof”. Unfortunately, “comprehensive and efficient” are not defined. The Act does oblige library authorities to ensure that facilities are available for the borrowing of, or reference to, books and other printed matter and other material “sufficient in number, range and quality to meet the general requirements and any special requirements both of adults and children”. The Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986, makes similar provision for Northern Ireland, but regrettably omits the word “all” before “persons”. In Scotland, the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973 lays a duty on local authorities “to secure the provision of adequate library facilities for all persons in their area”. The fundamental service of lending printed books, at least, has to be free of charge in all jurisdictions.

It is doubtful whether our legislators had blind or partially sighted people in mind when these duties were formulated. However, local authorities might be advised to ask themselves if the number, range and quality of their material really does meet the “general and particular needs” of blind and partially sighted people, or truly provides an “adequate library services for all persons”. Users will certainly be asking.

3.1.2 Public Library Standards

For the first time, public libraries in England and Wales are now obliged to adhere to Standards issued by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and by the Welsh Assembly. The Welsh standards are a little more exacting than their English equivalents. Both sets acknowledge the role libraries have to play in tackling social exclusion, and include a few first timid steps by central government and the Welsh Assembly towards looking at how the needs of people with sight problems are covered by libraries when the performance of library authorities is measured.

The provisions oblige library authorities to compile community profiles and to introduce reservation systems for alternative formats. Some tentative targets for large print and audio holdings are also foreshadowed, though not actually set.

Local authorities have to set out in their annual plans how they are serving disabled people, and targets have to be met within a three-year cycle. Some authorities have no time to lose.

3.1.3 The DDA

Libraries, like all service providers, are covered by the Disability Discrimination Act 1995. They are not obliged to turn all their books into braille or audio, but we believe they do need to consider seriously whether they might be at risk of being in breach of the Act in some areas. For example, the existence of inter-lending schemes means that any print book held by any library in the country can be obtained for a library member. Policies which mean that the same is not true when the user wants an audio or large print book (whether produced by the commercial or voluntary sector) might be discriminatory. Libraries that have not made reasonable efforts to make their information technology facilities accessible to users with sight problems might also be in breach.

3.2 Central and devolved government.

We have talked a lot about the role of local authorities. But their funds are limited by overall government spending restrictions, emanating from Whitehall or the devolved administrations. While in England the DCMS issues standards, and demands and monitors local library plans, it is the Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (DTLR) which holds the purse strings. There is no specific spending allocation for libraries, because the money comes out of the “other services” block of the Standard Spending Assessment from DTLR.

DCMS is nonetheless in a position to help create the infrastructure needed to support effective local service delivery for blind and partially sighted people in all parts of the UK. For three years, until March 2002, DCMS did provide Resource (the Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries) with a grant of £200,000, to be devoted to projects for the benefit of blind and partially sighted library users. The largest share of this money has gone towards the development of the Reveal database – a web-based catalogue of alternative format material. But it has also been used for the creation of the “Manual of best practice”; for the development of inter-lending schemes for alternative formats; for the commissioning of research into the policies of local authorities and the views of users with sight problems; and the Talking Eyes project, which produces audio information tapes in a range of minority languages.

We were therefore dismayed to learn that this grant had been axed. No reasons were given. DCMS has undertaken to look seriously at continuing support for the Reveal project, after conducting a short audit of the scheme. Hopefully this will have been resolved by the time this Report is published, and we do anticipate that this will result in continuing and substantial support for this project. Even assuming it does, though, there will be no money for other projects, and an overall drop in government investment. This is a retrograde step.

There is an even more fundamental need, however, to address the overall shortage of material in alternative formats. Only if the voluntary agencies in this field receive a massive injection of public money can they significantly increase the overall production of titles. Closer collaboration with publishers can also help to reduce overall costs, but for too long the government has left the production of braille, audio, large print and other accessible material almost entirely to charity. This cannot be allowed to continue.

3.2.1 Scotland

In Scotland, local authorities are responsible for public libraries. There is no specific department within the Scottish Executive with responsibility although, depending on their remits, various departments take an interest.

Scotland was some years ahead of the rest of the UK in drawing up standards for public libraries. These were developed by the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) and were issued in 1995. They devote significantly more attention to the needs of disabled people than the more recent English and Welsh Standards, which come down from government rather than up from the local authorities. They will be revised once the Public Library (or People’s) Network has been rolled out.

3.2.2 Wales

Wales, like England, is subject to the Public Libraries and Museums Act 1964, but responsibility for libraries is now devolved to the Welsh Assembly. Through the Department of Culture, Sport and the Welsh Language, the Assembly issued its Public Library Standards about nine months after England, but produced standards that are more exacting, in that they address issues of ICT accessibility, acknowledge that a greater range of alternative formats are available, and set some expenditure targets, albeit not very specific. 

These Standards are needed. During 1999 and 2000, RNIB Cymru surveyed all 22 Welsh library authorities (Jackson, 2000). As with the LISU survey of local authorities, a patchwork of services was discovered, aggravated by the paucity of large print or audio material in Welsh. A third of those authorities had no policy relating to services for blind or partially sighted people. 

3.2.3 Northern Ireland

Libraries are administered by five regionally based education and library boards, under the Education and Libraries Order (Northern Ireland) 1986. Since devolution, library administration is part of the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure. The library service is currently conducting a wide-ranging review of its overall services, under the banner “Tomorrow’s Libraries”, but the Boards have always taken an interest in services for blind people, in a more consistent fashion than can be said of the rest of the UK.

Of particular interest is a scheme to put access technology into all branch libraries and, equally importantly, train both technical and front desk staff in its use, as part of a concerted plan to encourage blind and partially sighted people to use the services.

4. Working together: partnerships and best practice

We believe that library services for blind and partially sighted people should be a partnership, with the public sector taking overall responsibility and voluntary agencies providing additional expertise and experience, leaving the end-user free to interact with either or both. We have been working towards this for many years.

4.1 Sharing the vision

RNIB established “Share The Vision” (STV) a little over ten years ago to bring library services for blind and partially sighted people into the mainstream. STV brings together the voluntary and public sectors for a common purpose. Members include the major voluntary providers, together with the Society of Chief Librarians, the British Library, the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Providers, the Society of College, National and University Libraries (SCONUL) and the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland Library and Information Councils. 

STV’s aim is to integrate services for blind and partially sighted people within the public library movement. STV wants the local library to be the natural point of entry to all services. “The library” may be a building, a van or an outreach service, or someone at the end of a phone or email link: the services that a library provides will be a mix of its own and of specialist services bought in to complement local provision. This does not mean that the major voluntary agencies should abandon their expert activities; far from it. The intention is that the library should be the intermediary, sorting out funding and paperwork, publicising the service and helping its users (as they would any library user) to choose books and get the best out of everything available.

This project has led, directly or indirectly, to a number of concrete advances:

• In November 2000 the then Minister for the Arts launched “Library services for visually impaired people: a manual of best practice” (Hopkins, 2000). This contains chapters on demography, library policy and management, and on practical issues such as inter-lending procedures, sources of alternative formats, information technology, marketing and promotion of library services, guidelines, standards and examples of good practice. It is a valuable resource for all those seeking to serve their users and potential users who have sight problems to the highest level. The manual is available in the internet, and the website (updated in May 2002) also features a discussion board for debating topical issues or seeking answers to individual problems.

• “Reveal”, a web-based catalogue to be launched early in 2003, will enable individuals or library staff to identify whether titles have been produced in any alternative format and if so how copies may be obtained. The associated collections register should be available in the autumn of 2002. Overall, this will improve the inter-lending situation, although more work is needed to ensure that inter-lending is adequately staffed and supported. Until Reveal is launched, RNIB’s Library and Information Service can provide enquirers with similar information and provide a range of bibliographies and other services.

4.2 The role of the voluntary sector

The voluntary sector has long realised that it is not perfect. Different organisations have different enrolment procedures, and we have not always collaborated on title selection as we should have. Work is in hand to address these problems. For example, the RNIB Talking Book Service now offers a range of service level agreements under which a library authority can make a single annual payment rather than a series of separate subscriptions, for a service tailored to that authority’s requirements.

Appendix 2 lists some of the major voluntary sector service providers. All the bodies listed depend for their existence on legacies, jumble sales and other variations on charitable income. Even where subscriptions are levied, these do not cover the total cost of providing the service.

4.3 Digital audio and electronic books

The world of audio books is going digital, and RNIB will be launching its Digital Talking Book Service in May 2002. Material for educational purposes is already being produced by RNIB in Glasgow and Belfast.

Digital audio will offer all the facilities of search and retrieval, annotation and navigation that are difficult or impossible with present-day linear analogue tape. A book can be indexed so that you can move from sub-paragraph to sub-paragraph, recipe to recipe, or simply chapter to chapter. The player can even remember what point in the book you had reached when you stopped reading and took the disc out.

The DAISY Consortium (Digital Audio Information System) has established internationally accepted standards which mean that the same material can be played on a variety of devices in different parts of the world, reducing duplication of effort and enabling widespread distribution. 

4.4 Practical initiatives

In recent years the National Library for the Blind and other agencies have sponsored a series of events aimed at drawing blind and partially sighted users into public libraries. With names such as “Branching Out” and “A Touch Of…”, each has sought to encourage library staff to find ways of involving local blind and partially sighted people in the life of their local library and encourage them to take up both local and national services. 

5. Conclusion and recommendations

5.1 A picture of unacceptable exclusion

Public libraries are an invaluable resource. People can borrow books, delve into works of reference, or learn how to surf the internet, usually at no charge. Blind and partially sighted people have a right to be able to use their local library services, and we want those services to be the gateway to life-long learning and leisure. But this takes commitment and action from local authorities.

Many factors combine to prevent blind and partially sighted people having the same access to books and other publications as everyone else. These include the low priority given to the teaching and promotion of braille; producers in the voluntary sector not having enough capacity to transcribe or record everything that is published; publishers not being able or willing to produce alternative formats themselves; and concerns about abuse of copyright powers.

Blind and partially sighted people do not have “special needs”. They have the same needs as everyone else: to read, to learn, to relax, to enjoy, to share. It is the solutions to those common needs that have to be tailored to the way in which they access information.

We are an information-driven society. A lot of resources have, quite rightly, been poured into adult literacy over the past twenty or thirty years. But the public sector has been slow to respond to the needs of blind and partially sighted people. It is too easy to pass the buck to the voluntary sector, without passing the bucks. The voluntary sector has the expertise, the experience, and the willingness to assist, but cannot hope to meet the true need. More fundamentally, we do not think the ultimate responsibility lies with us. We should be partners and sub-contractors, working with a library sector that is determined to include blind and partially sighted people in all its activities.

5.2. Recommendations – Whitehall and devolved administrations

• The Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) should think strategically about the needs of blind and partially sighted library users and look at how voluntary agencies can be funded so that they can start to close the gap between the amount of material available in print and that accessible to people with sight loss.

• DCMS should revise the decision not to fund any infrastructure projects other than the Reveal database.

• Guidance to library authorities from Whitehall and devolved administrations should be strengthened.

• Clear targets should be set for audio and large print holdings and stock development.

• Guidance should stress that any policy which denies blind and partially sighted people access to titles available from the voluntary sector is unacceptable.

• Clear direction on inclusive policies relating to accessible technology for catalogue and internet access must be developed.

• Public Library Standards should be introduced in those parts of the United Kingdom where they have not yet been promulgated. The existing English guidelines should not be seen as models but as timid beginnings that each new formulation should improve upon.

5.3 Recommendations – local authorities

• Draw up and implement (with local consultation) a written policy on comprehensive, integrated services for people with sight problems.

• Draw up community profiles that take full account of the blind and partially sighted population.

• Make sure that social services and libraries work together to identify and meet people’s reading needs.

• Measure your activities against the requirements of the Public Libraries and Museums Act, 1964, the Public Library Standards and the requirements of DDA.

• Audit your premises in anticipation of the next phase of DDA (to be implemented in 2004).

• Develop and maintain expanding collections of audio and large print titles.

• Always be prepared to buy-in specialist services that are run on a national or regional basis, and to help people with all aspects of accessing these services, such as enrolment, title selection and, where appropriate, familiarisation with equipment.

• Develop policies to help people with sight problems to read on the premises.

• Ensure that on-line catalogues and the internet are accessible for people with sight problems, and that staff are trained to provide appropriate support.

• Operate reservations and inter-lending policies for alternative formats, including those available only from voluntary agencies.

5.4 Recommendations – librarians and other library staff

• Include people with sight problems in activities such as reader development programmes. 

• Take practical steps to maintain the quality of the audio stock, checking the condition of cassettes and marking them in a way that blind and partially sighted people can use.

• Take steps to include format preference in any user database.

• Familiarise yourselves with the “Manual of best practice” and keep an eye on the on-line discussions board.

• Use the Reveal database as soon as it goes live in 2003.

• Have information on local and national services for blind and partially sighted people available from every front desk. 

• Do not be afraid to approach a user who may be having difficulties.

Appendix 1 – Sources of advice

Share The Vision 

STV exists to encourage ever improving facilities for blind and partially sighted people from the public library network.

Share The Vision

c/o National Library for the Blind

Far Cromwell Road

Bredbury, Stockport SK6 2SG

Telephone: 0161 355 2079

Email: sharethevision@nlbuk.org 

RNIB Library and Information Service 

This service can tell you whether a title is available in an alternative format, and if so from where. It also offers a range of book lists.

RNIB Library and Information Service

P.O. Box 173

Peterborough PE2 6WS

Telephone: 01733 370777

Web: http://www.rnib.org.uk/library/libinfo/welcome.htm

RNIB Technology in Learning and Employment Service

This service can advise libraries on ICT equipment and policies, either directly or through our regional network of education and employment centres.

RNIB Technology in Learning and Employment (TILE)

Warwick House c/o Exhall Grange School

Wheelwright Lane

Ash Green

Coventry CV7 9HP 

Telephone: 024 7636 9551

RNIB Research Library

Our library holds Europe’s largest collection of material on all aspects of blindness and partial sight, including books, journals, videos, or other resources.

RNIB Research Library

105 Judd Street

London WC1H 9NE

Telephone: 020 7391 2052

Email: library@rnib.org.uk

Search our online catalogue at http://www.rnib.org.uk/library/research

See It Right

RNIB’s See It Right pack consists of 12 booklets with practical advice on planning for, designing, and producing accessible information, ranging from large print and braille to accessible websites and Clear Print guidelines. Websites that pass our accessibility audit are entitled to display the “See It Right Accessible Website” logo. For more information, visit www.rnib.org.uk/seeitright or contact our customer response team. Telephone: 0845 702 3153.

The organisations listed in Appendix 2 would also be happy to tell you more about their own library services.

Appendix 2 – Voluntary sector provision

We outline below the work of some of the major service providers in this field. The list is by no means exhaustive, and is in no particular order of priority. All the bodies listed depend for their existence on legacies, jumble sales and other variations on charitable income. Even where subscriptions are levied, these do not cover the total cost of providing the service.

Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB)

The RNIB Talking Book Service is the largest audio library for blind and partially sighted people in the UK.

It offers over 12,000 titles, and titles are added at the rate of some 400 per year. Books are distributed by post from a national centre. Unabridged, and professionally recorded, they currently come on custom-made long-playing cassettes. These are about to give way to CD-ROMs, when RNIB launches its Digital Talking Book Service in May 2002.

RNIB also offers a lending service using other forms of audio cassette. This service covers some specialised topics and bespoke recordings for individuals with particular interests. It also produces braille books for sale and for loan, as well as braille magazines.

RNIB Customer Services

P.O. Box 173

Peterborough PE2 6WS

Telephone: 01733 370777

Email: cservices@rnib.org.uk

Web: http://www.rnib.org.uk

National Library for the Blind (NLB)

The National Library for the Blind (NLB) is a gateway to free comprehensive library services for those who cannot read print and the people who help them to read. It aims to give all people with sight problems the same access to library services as sighted people. As well as lending a wide range of reading material for all age groups, from its extensive collection of hard copy braille and Moon books and braille music, NLB also provides access to electronic books and reference material via its award-winning website.

National Library for the Blind

Far Cromwell Road

Bredbury

Stockport SK6 2SG

Telephone: 0161 355 2000

Email: enquiries@nlbuk.org

Web: http://www.nlbuk.org

Calibre Cassette Library

The Calibre Cassette Library is a charity set up in 1974 to provide a postal lending library service of unabridged audio books for blind, partially sighted and print disabled people of all ages. This service is free of charge to anyone who provides a certificate confirming their entitlement. Calibre delivers 2000 packages a day, containing standard cassettes that require no special playback equipment. The 18,000 members have some 6000 titles to choose from, covering both fiction and non-fiction.

Calibre Cassette Library

New Road

Weston Turville

Aylesbury HP22 5XQ

Telephone: 01296 392 599

Email: enquiries@calibre.org.uk

Web: http://www.calibre.org.uk

Talking Newspaper Association of the UK (TNAUK) 

TNAUK is a registered charity that provides national and local newspapers and magazines on audiotape, computer disk, email and CD-ROM for blind, partially sighted and disabled people who find reading a strain. TNAUK reaches over 200,000 people nation-wide, either through its local or its national activity. Local newspapers and magazines are supplied free of charge by over 520 local talking newspaper groups which are affiliated to TNAUK, but are autonomous. The national service records over 200 national newspaper and magazine titles at its headquarters, and copies and despatches over 2.5 million audio cassettes a year. An annual subscription is charged for the national service, based on a sliding scale according to the number of titles taken.

Talking Newspaper Association of the UK

10 Browning Road

Heathfield

East Sussex TN21 8DB

Telephone: 01435 866102

Email: info@tnauk.org.uk

Web: www.tnauk.org.uk
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