
A NEW PUBLIC LIBRARY – DOES YOUR COMMUNITY NEED ONE? 
 

There are many great things occurring in public libraries – around the world. I recently had the 
privilege of a tour of Britain’s newest major public library, in Birmingham. A multistorey and very 
visible modern building costing about A$600million, it replaces a 1960s building which was just 
incapable of meeting the multidimensional needs and demands on today’s public libraries. It has 
attracted so much attention and new users that I needed to queue to enter it! 
 
Over the past few years I have been similarly privileged to visit many new and redeveloped public 
libraries – large and small – throughout Australia. That experience has borne out the truth of the 
two following observations by speakers at the November 2013 public libraries design conference 
held at the State Library of NSW.1 
 
The conference’s first speaker, Rachel Van Riel from the UK, stated that 
 

Per square metre there is no other building as complex in purpose and audience as a public 
library. 

 
The conference’s final speaker, Richard Francis-Jones, a Sydney architect of award winning new 
libraries, summed up the importance of public libraries 
 

It is within the technological and social context that the library has risen as the most important 
and meaningful public building of our new century. 

 
That Sydney conference had many stories, and much good information and advice, on the 
challenges still of persuading local councils, in particular, of the benefits to their communities of 
replacing their ageing, unattractive, cramped, and too often almost invisible public libraries. 
 
For example, the city of Rockdale in Sydney is now, at last, to get a fine new main library after 30 
years and numerous attempts to replace its ‘temporary library’. From his account of the history of 
this library saga Mark Norman, the city librarian of Rockdale, noted that lessons from Rockdale 
which should be considered by any community facing a similar challenge in having their council 
recognise and then act on the need for a new library, included that 
 

 no political party will ever speak against the value of libraries – until they need to approve 
the price tag. Why build today what you can put off until tomorrow, even if tomorrow is 30 
years into the future? 

 procrastination costs the community in much lost opportunity to enjoy a purpose built 
library, and in funding the finally approved project. 

 
 
The community cost of procrastination about a new library  

 
This last point above about the consequences of procrastination bears reflection – as Edward 
Young, the author of ‘Procrastination is the thief of time’, also stated ‘Be wise today; ’tis madness 
to defer’. 
 
Every new, attractive and visible public library invariably, worldwide and in Australia, attracts 
almost overnight a very large percentage increase in users and usage, especially children and 



young people, typically in the order of 30-40%(one very good reason why a local campaign for a 
new library should provide a voice for high school and other students currently denied access to a 
good public library). Although most public libraries are already well used it is surely very desirable 
that even more adults and children benefit from them, given the now large amount of 
international and Australian research which demonstrates the very high educational, community 

connection and wellbeing return on investment in them  no other council facility provides a 
higher return on investment or community appreciation. As one councillor in the UK described it, a 
public library is indeed ‘a council’s shop window’, the single most overt reflection of a council’s 
understanding of, and commitment to, the community it represents.  Would your council be proud 
to refer to your local public library as its shop window? 
 
 And is your council procrastinating about investing in a new library and thereby unwittingly 
denying the manifest benefits of public libraries to many for whom it has responsibility – in the 
case of a new library which is deferred too long, for at least a generation.  This point was made  
eloquently by a school student at a  council meeting I attended a few years ago, the outcome of 
which was  approval to build a fine new library for Stirling in the Adelaide Hills – a decision 
requiring, however, the casting vote of the mayor and  very effective advocacy by the library’s 
Friends. 
 
As another recent example of the impact and reward of  the presence and persistence of  Library 
Friends, at the Sydney public library design conference Jenny Mustey, the regional librarian of 
Campaspe in Victoria, in her conference paper reflected on the outstanding advocacy and support 
of the Echuca Library Friends for their community’s lovely, and very busy, new library. She 
observed 
 

How fortunate that they never gave up, and then still had more in the tank to give  an amazing 
story in itself.   

 
 
So Friends can make the difference 
 
Over its 20 years of existence and commitment to helping achieve Better, more accessible, libraries 
for all in Australia FOLA has observed many other instances where a library’s Friends have been a 
catalyst, advocate, and voice of the community in achieving a new or redeveloped public library.  
 
So how is your library? Is it old, unattractive, too small, or simply in the wrong place? If it is, how 
can you and your library manager make the case for something better to your council? 
 
 
People Places 
 
The State Library of NSW’s recent third edition of People Places: a guide for public library buildings 
in NSW is a nationally and internationally used comprehensive guide to the roles, specification, 
design and planning of modern public libraries, large and small.  
 
It emphasises, as is probably true throughout Australia,  that despite an increasing number of new 
libraries, 70% of NSW public libraries are now more than 15 years old – designed and built when 
the public library service model was different from today. It also emphasises that councils should 
be investing in public libraries for generations to come, not just one. 



 
People Places is an excellent resource which can be used to calculate the minimum size of the 
library for your community, and the range of resources, services and opportunities it should 
provide. It is freely available online2 and thanks to the State Library of NSW, FOLA has a number of 
free printed copies available to members (see below). 
 
 
Here’s a suggestion 
 
 If you are uncertain whether your public library does meet the needs of current and future 
generations, establish a small working group, involving your library manager if possible, to 
evaluate your library against People Places.  If it does not rate well, tell your community and the 

council which represents it  and start advocating for something better. 
 
If you need further information or advice please contact FOLA using the ‘May we help you’ form 
on the FOLA website www.fola.org.au. 
 
To assist members, thanks to the State Library of NSW  FOLA has a limited number of free printed 
copies of People Places, and also of  the full proceedings of the 2013 Sydney public library design 
conference. These are available on request to Daniel Ferguson email 
dferguson@fairfieldcity.nsw.gov.au. 
 
Dr Alan Bundy 
FOLA President 
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