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¶ A Prosperous Birmingham: sparking ambition through education, supporting pre-
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2. Executive Summary   

‘At its most fundamental level, a public library and information service is about finding, 
forging, and facilitating connections. Connections between readers and authors. 
Connections between questions and answers. Connections between the past and present. 
Connections between people and communities. Connections between personal life 
challenges and the information and support that can help.’ 

 

This document sets out a vision, long-term strategic direction, and purpose for the Library Service in 
Birmingham.  The approach proposed is grounded in national priorities for Public Library Services and is 
informed by the Independent Review of Libraries 2024 (An Independent Review of English Public Libraries 
(publishing.service.gov.uk)) and the Councils’ key strategic priority for Early Intervention and Prevention. 
Our vision is supplemented by an outcome’s framework, setting key priorities to support reading, digital 
inclusion, stronger communities, health and wellbeing and inclusive economic growth.  

We build upon the modernising journey that the City started in 2017 for our Library Services, with a strong 
focus on citizen outcomes. However, to ensure the Council has a sustainable future we will need to 
consider efficiency and cost reduction options, whilst delivering a thriving, modern Library Service.  

Our proposed aims focus on connection and connected communities with a service for everyone:  
 

¶ Connect people with learning and discovery. 
¶ Connect people with their own strengths and resilience.  
¶ Connect people with physical and online spaces where they feel most comfortable and 

confident.  
¶ Connection with community assets to help people flourish.   

 

Our needs analysis is located on the City Observatory Website (

 ¶ 

 

¶   ¶  ¶  ¶  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a9211ced27ca000d27b22c/An_Independent_Review_of_English_Public_Libraries_-_formatted.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a9211ced27ca000d27b22c/An_Independent_Review_of_English_Public_Libraries_-_formatted.pdf
https://www.cityobservatory.birmingham.gov.uk/insights
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Through consultation we intend to engage and consult with citizens, stakeholders and community groups 
to re-determine how we provide library services in Birmingham. In line with findings of the Independent 
Review of English Public Libraries we would like to explore the creation of community hubs.  

¶ We aim to maintain as much building - 
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4. Background and Current Service Provision  

There are several drivers which have necessitated this exercise. The state of the Council’s finances is well 
rehearsed.  The budget set by the Council in March required a saving from the library service of £2.3m.  
However, there are several other factors which have made change of the libraries an imperative.  For many 
years, the burden of increasing maintenance on older buildings has meant that there has been less funding 
for library content.  This challenge has inevitably led to disruptions in our service that have resulted from 
shorter hours or the closure of facilities. Consumption of information, and learning, particularly by young 
people, has changed dramatically over time.  Demand for digitally enabled content grows every year. 
Library services have also expanded dramatically to cover many facets of wellbeing from combating social 
isolation to supporting digital inclusion and pre-employment.  Finally, our data indicates that while libraries 
thrive in higher income neighbourhoods, for harder to reach communities, membership is falling. We need 
to ensure that for these communities, the library service remains relevant. These drivers all point for the 
need to change. 

Change of our Library Services began in 2017 and this framework now helps to evolve the delivery model 
further using data and insight available from the last 7 years.  

Our current service offer consists of 35 community libraries and the Library of Birmingham. Many of our 
current libraries operate on restricted hours due to staffing shortages and sites that are currently closed 
due to the condition of the building. If we 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65a9211ced27ca000d27b22c/An_Independent_Review_of_English_Public_Libraries_-_formatted.pdf
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1) The better use of data and insight into local communities to help support libraries provision was 
emphasised.   
2) Improving the local “branding” of libraries, examples included the use of terms such as “community 
hubs”. It was acknowledged that there is a lack of general awareness in places that libraires are no longer 
“strait-laced institutions” and that they can and do offer a wide variety of services to the local community. 

3) Libraries to measure and evaluate the social value and benefits of their work as on-going practices to 
support with seeking further investment and benchmark performance.  

7 Outcomes  
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6. Design Principles 

Given the challenges we face as a city, we cannot speculate on the number of library buildings in the future, 
but we can aim for quality, citywide service that delivers our statutory service, is responsive, modern and 
relevant. We will build a service that is sustainable in a changing world, where its value to residents is 
acknowledged and where the service is the best it can be for all. To do this we need to shift our focus from 
just library buildings and explore with greater confidence the range of library services and how this can be 
part of the fabric of community assets that already exist. We will explore how we attract residents and 
partners to help keep the buildings open for longer and how we enable their wider community use for arts, 
culture and community and family events.  A focus on Library services affords us the ability to protect a 
range of viable buildings whilst providing the flexibility that our residents are seeking, a greater range of 
activities, co located support services in one place, different use of buildings for certain days and 
opportunities for community led provision. 

Building on the core strengths of Birmingham’s libraries 

‘No matter who you are or where you are from, you can walk into any library… and ask a member of staff to 
help you. And if they can’t help you themselves, they will be able to point you to someone who can.’ 
Baroness Elizabeth Sanderson of Welton - An Independent Review of English Public Libraries, 2023 
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Network which now includes 300 Warm Spaces across the city. These are places of welcome, offering both 
a cosy environment, and company.  Since then, the network has introduced new activity such as art, pre-
employment support and health and wellbeing.  Going forward, the libraries will continue this effort, 
helping communities with rising costs and providing both resources and signposting to other areas of 
assistance. 

7. The Opportunity 

Whilst we cannot ignore the savings needed within the library changes, there are opportunities available 
to change the current offer and ensure services are protected for citizens in greatest need. 

Our journey  

Birmingham has already been actively modernising the Library Service in line with national policy. Recent 
key achievements on this journey include: 

The creation of an Early Intervention and Prevention Homes and Money Hub at Shard End Library, which 
is in the East of the City and area of high deprivation. The service offer was co- designed with local 
residents and now comprises of a proactive Homes and Money offer to support the income maximisation 
of residents, a focus on strength-based practices by front line staff – how do we help you to help yourself 
and the ability to connect local resident to community assets. The library has successfully co located 30 
plus community organisations on a timetable basis alongside businesses such as banking institutions, 
utilities companies. The pilot was part funded by the West Midlands Combined Authority to deliver a 
behavioural science pilot ‘Nudge’ which sent tailored messages to residents that were likely to be in 
financial hardship but were not reaching out for help. Over a 6-week period the pilot income generated 
100k for 39 families. This data and insight leadership approach is now being recognised nationally.  

 

Glebe Farm Library, also located in the East of the City within an area of high deprivation and high 
unemployment and skills, has worked in partnership with local elected members and Welcome Change, a 
local organisation since 2017. The library is run by Council staff for three days a week and open as a 
community hub staffed by Welcome Change for an additional three days a week with books checked in 
and out electronically when the library is operating as a Hub. Welcome Change offer a range of activities 
and events tailored to the needs of the local community, listening to what local people want them to 
provide and involving them in the running of activities, for example debt and benefit advice, a community 
fridge, jobs club, wellbeing sessions, community get together and celebrations. They also offer and 
support volunteering opportunities for local people to gain the skills and confidence to move on to paid 
employment.  

Aston Library is located near the centre of the City in a ward which has high deprivation and a high young 
population (0-19) profile. Birmingham City Council currently has a successful co-location arrangement 
with the Fire Service and leases the site at a minimal cost. It is the newest Library in the City and the 
children’s Library has a glass viewing wall so that children can observe the Fire Engine appliance bay. The 
library is focused on children’s books and activities and local schools use the library for children's visits 
which is open 2 days a week. 

Selly Oak Library is a colocation arrangement that Birmingham City Council came to with Sense (a 
National Charity) at Touchbase Pears, after the Councils previous Selly Oak Library, built in 1906, Carnagie 
building held in Trust, fell beyond the Councils financial repair in 2016. This has been a successful 
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wellbeing activities, offering employment, education, volunteering and raining opportunities on site. As 
well as the library on site they also have a cafe and hold art exhibitions, events and other community 
activities. 

Our Birmingham Adult Education Services provide drop in style informal learning environments to learners 
in some of our most deprived parts of the City, the service also co located within the Library of 
Birmingham, we hope to build upon this success as part of our inclusive economy strategy. 

 

A Community Hub Approach to delivering Library Service   

Birmingham faces significant challenges concerning inequalities and socio-economic disadvantages 
experienced by our communities. A Library Services offer over the next 5 years and beyond must be co 
designed with this in mind. Our pilot in Shard End library has shown us that we can broaden the library offer 
and meet communities needs with one service offer. 

We know we cannot afford to turn all libraries into full time hubs. Our offer therefore will be underpinned 
by intelligence, community need, involvement from community groups and partners and a flexible range 
of opening times and locations. It is important to utilise community assets and resources available to 
shape our library services offer. This will move towards creating connected communities, where library 
services move from traditional library buildings and instead, we create a network in partnership with 
local organisations and volunteers.  

Our aim is to ensure that the libraries will be multi-faceted in their public service offer, acting as 
platforms for a wider range of positive interactions whilst maintaining the traditional and statutory 
services, public trust and ethos that have been nurtured for over a century. Our vision for a new library 
service therefore is one that offers equal, relevant access and opportunity across the city. These will be 
spaces that have impactful digital outreach into the individual communities.  As well as offering all the 
established library services, the proposed community hub delivery model will be centres of health and 
wellbeing, benefits, and employment support as well as early learning and reading.  There will be a 
refocus of investment in content, including digital content. Through increased investment in our mobile 
services, book lending, digital content and wider support services, there will be more coverage of the city 
which historically have not had library services. 

We strongly encourage our citizens to engage in the design and delivery options for their local library 
services so that they are genuinely designed by and for our local communities.  

The libraries as Warm Spaces and as hubs in the Warm Welcome Network 

In October 2022, Birmingham Council initiated a Cost-of-Living programme which sought to support hard 
pressed households during the energy price shock. Part of this programme has led to the creation of a 
network of over 300 registered Warm Welcome spaces. Libraries in the city have played their part in 
supporting the programme by also becoming Warm Welcome spaces. The proposed community Libraries 
will act as hubs in this network. 

Libraries and the Digital and Economic Inclusion Agenda   

Birmingham is a city of significant economic opportunity. With the youngest population in the UK, its 
formidable Higher and Education services, digital industry clusters, high levels on Inward Investment and 
substantial growth opportunities, the city has a bright economic future. Unfortunately, not enough of the 
citizens of Birmingham are able to take advantage of this economic growth. 
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Our libraries play a key role in economic and digital inclusion: 

¶ Digital inclusion support to all its members. This includes free Wi-Fi and the use of computers. 
There are also other digital services including digital access to reading material and to order books 
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We will focus on voices less 
heard to ensure that all views 
are represented.  

We will work with community 
actors and community based 
infra structure organisations to 
take an asset-based 
community development 
approach to connected 
communities. 

Maximise the reputation 
that Libraries hold within 
communities as safe 
welcoming services and 
spaces, with quality 
resources, knowledgeable 
people focused staff and 
volunteers to deliver 
against our key corporate 
agendas for the City; 

¶ An Inclusive 
Economy  

¶ Income 
Maximisation 

¶ 
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ensure that we are reaching 
households in need. 
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Appendix 1- Map of Library provision by tier 

 


