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ANNEX 3

Mobile Library Service Review – Interim Report

1.
The review of Mobile Library Services was a commitment arising out of the Best Value Review of Oxfordshire Libraries completed in 2002.  A Mobile Library Services Manager was appointed in October 2002 as part of a management restructuring process and, following consultation with senior managers, Kentwood Associates were appointed in a consultation role in spring 2003 to assist the Mobile Library Services Manager in the review.  A project plan based on the outcomes of the Best Value Review was drawn up forming the basis for the terms of the review.  

2.
Many positive factors were already in place in the delivery of the service: good geographical coverage, particularly in rural areas; high customer satisfaction levels; as well as the age, distribution and technical profile of the fleet.

3.
The review has set its focus as the provision of Mobile Library services to those who cannot get to a branch library.  The service will not measure success by the number of items issued, rather by the twin achievements of tackling social inclusion and providing a high level of service.

4.
A Mobile Library Service Charter (Annexe Four) has been drawn up and will be published on the County Council’s Web Site as well as being displayed on mobile libraries and in branch libraries countywide. This charter will publicize the standard of provision users can expect to find from their mobile library

Social Inclusion

5.
The Mobile Library Service in Oxfordshire is ideally equipped to tackle Social Inclusion issues highlighted by recent government initiatives such as meeting rural isolation and tailoring services to meet the needs of specific communities.  Mobile Libraries are already meeting places in rural areas and in many instances are the only public service visibly available in these areas.  The Best Value Inspectors commented in their report: ‘The mobile library service and the home lending scheme are valued by users’.  Even though issues have been declining, the review has concluded that people who spend their lives in these communities are more than ever entitled to receive an effective library service.

6.
A number of different models for the shape of the service were drawn up and discussed in detail with the consultants and the Library Strategic Management Team.  A pilot scheme for Saturday opening has been put in place and a scheme to test the criteria for a Community Services Mobile library is planned for January 2004.  The results of these experiments will form the basis for the scope of the mobile library service for the future.

Community Services Mobile

7.
The re-instatement of a designated vehicle to deliver services to homes for older people is a prime objective within the current Annual Library Plan and reflects the work once carried out by Oxfordshire’s Community Services Mobile, taken out of service following restructuring changes circa 1995.  The Oxford Mobile will be re-designated to carry out this role and its alternate experimental role as the Reading Bus will be withdrawn, freeing up an extra 12 hours per week public service time. Promotional work with playgroups, nurseries and other groups started by the Reading Bus will be picked up in other ways, with client groups being encouraged to make use of branch and mobile libraries throughout the county.

8.
The new service, once again to be called the Community Services Mobile, will concentrate exclusively on delivering services to elderly people and will have a countywide role.  This will be complementary to the Culture Bus experiment and possible future development, and will take on board lessons learnt to date.  Stock will be selected specially for the mobile and will have a different profile to that on public service mobile libraries with a leaning toward large print books and audio books on cassette. The inclusion of museum artefacts and other Heritage items (as trialled successfully on the Culture Bus this year) will also be explored.

9.
The introduction of the Community Services Mobile Library will enable the service to be delivered to people living in residential care homes and sheltered accommodation previously not catered for by the library service.  Over and above that figure, the service will for the first time visit some of the Day Centres provided by Oxfordshire’s Social & Health Care directorate.  Oxfordshire Libraries’ Social Inclusion Team have been closely involved in the pre-planning of this service along with colleagues from the Social & Health Care directorate who have had input into identifying those establishments that will benefit most from the service.

Mobile Library Service Capacity

10.
The Best Value Review highlighted the fact that only 25% of the 113 larger homes for older people are currently served by libraries, either through mobile visits or by deposit collections, with no visits at all to the 60 Day Centres. Although the re-designated vehicle will be able to pick up some of this shortfall, it is proposed that a second Community Services vehicle is purchased and commissioned to meet the anticipated demand once the first vehicle commences its service in the New Year. As a comparison, Hampshire has 4 such specialist vehicles in current operation, working at full capacity.

11.
By slipping the existing Vehicle Replacement Programme (VRP) by one year, this would entail a one off contribution to the above Programme of £21,600 in 2004/05, with an annual boost of to the VRP of £8,200 from 2004/05. Other costs would include a one-off contribution of £25,900 to the book fund for the purchase of (more expensive) extra titles in large print and audio book formats, as well as £48,600 per annum for staffing and £4,400 per annum running costs (fuel, etc.). A second vehicle would provide a minimum of 25 extra opening hours per week.  

12.
Those public service stops previously delivered by the Oxford Mobile will be taken up by other Mobile Libraries.  A major mapping exercise based on the postcodes for all current mobile library stops has been undertaken.  As a result, six operating areas have been drawn up, taking into account a number of factors designed to produce much needed equity across all Mobile Libraries, particularly in terms of opening hours and time available at base for administration purposes.  In the latter case, at an annual cost of £7,700, it is proposed that 2 hours per week is added to the staffing establishment of the mobiles’ base libraries in order to release the mobile crews to public service and thereby increase the opening times of each of the 6 public service mobiles by 2 hours per week. 

13.
Measures have been put in place to tighten up timetables in line with revised criteria for stops and those areas particularly identified in the Best Value Review for improved library facilities have been targeted.  The revised criteria for stops (Annexe Five) has set a baseline for local staff who deliver the service to be closely involved in the planning of new routes.  Local knowledge has been taken into account and this has made it possible for the service to be tailored to the needs of the local community.

Housebound users

14.
Investigations have been made into the possibility of delivering services to people who are housebound through the mobile library service on a more formal basis.  The review has concluded that this would neither be an efficient nor cost effective way of serving this group.  The majority of crews already undertake visits to housebound people who live near a stopping point and it is envisaged that this will continue and be fostered.  The service has provided a way of documenting these visits so that numbers can be monitored.  

15.
A ‘Good Neighbour’ scheme as piloted in Hampshire and in Derbyshire (called Family & Friends) is to be recommended.  Volunteers in local communities will be encouraged to take library materials to people in the vicinity who cannot get to the mobile.  The Social Inclusion Team will work closely with colleagues in Social & Health Care as well as volunteers from the WRVS to expand existing services.

Evenings and weekends

16.
Late evening stops are currently only provided to 3 communities and finish at 18:30.  Evening stops do make it possible for family groups to visit the Mobile Library and it is recommended that each vehicle provide one evening stop each week, targeting those areas identified in the Best Value Review for improved library facilities.  Evidence gathered from visits to other authorities backs up the 18:30 finishing time, as users are reluctant to come to the mobile library later than this, especially during the winter months.  A seasonal service has been considered but the review has concluded that the disruption to timetables would confuse our users. It is proposed that, at an annual cost of £19,300, 2 part-time crews are recruited to provide a weekly evening stop of 2 hours on each of the 6 public service mobiles.

17.
Saturday opening has been piloted in two communities in the north of the county, Cropredy and Bloxham.  The former was selected as a busy village stop in rural isolation, the latter as a community identified in the Best Value Review as in need of a more comprehensive service.  The crew were asked to identify a number of factors in monitoring use of the service: whether new users were joining; if people who use the service during the week were also coming on Saturday; what was the relative age profile of users; how they heard about the service.  The six-month pilot is due to run until Christmas 2003, but early feedback has been encouraging.  It is proposed that additional crewing is made available so that each public service mobile opens for 3 hours each Saturday morning, at an annual cost of £38,500. 

Improved services to rural primary schools

18.
Mobiles currently visit 33 such schools and, following close consultation with colleagues elsewhere in Learning & Culture, it is anticipated that in future they will visit most, if not all, of the remaining 70 plus rural primary schools. In conjunction with head teachers groups, the service has been able to target children in those rural primary schools most in need of a service.  The service will be delivered in partnership with Learning & Culture colleagues, serving children on an individual entitlement basis and be clearly defined as leisure reading.  It needs to be stressed that, with the agreement of the Head of Schools development, this is not an attempt to provide a curricular support service as previously supplied by the Schools Library service (Resource Plus). In this way, not only will all schools identified get a visit but the library service will also be able to control the amount of stock issued so that mobile libraries are not overwhelmed by demand.  Consequently, it can be predicted that issues on mobile libraries could well increase globally by approximately 91,000, representing an increase of some 30%.

Investigation of best practice in other Authorities

19.
Mobile Library crews and Community Librarians with responsibility for Mobile Libraries have visited six local authorities along with the Mobile Library Services Manager, viz Worcestershire, Leicestershire, Wiltshire, Buckinghamshire, Hampshire and Derbyshire. Senior Management Team members have been on additional trips to Hampshire and to Reading libraries to look specifically at the mobile library services to the elderly provided in those areas.  Whilst some operational differences were identified, the basic service remains very similar throughout the authorities surveyed – indeed most are undertaking reviews of their own Mobile Library Service and Oxfordshire staff were able to contribute to information gathering by our hosts.  These visits have shown that Oxfordshire mobile libraries in the main compare favourably with other authorities.  Contact with colleagues from other authorities providing similar services has been established and channels opened so that best practice can be shared in the future.

Marketing & Promotion

20.
It is recommended that uniforms (polo shirts and sweatshirts) be provided so that crews are easily identifiable both on the vehicles and when visiting outside establishments and housebound readers.  Discussions with other directorates are ongoing so that schools’ and Social & Health Care publications will carry advertisements for the Mobile Library Service.

21.
A mobile library poster campaign, Take a Fresh Look, was undertaken in the spring of 2003, distributed via mobile libraries and free newspapers throughout the County.  The campaign raised the profile of the service, instigating both newspaper and radio features.  No significant knowledge of successful marketing techniques has been gained from other authorities and this is an area that will need further investigation.

22.
Local illustrator, Korky Paul, has been commissioned to design the livery for the service’s latest replacement mobile library and this has received widespread acclaim.
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