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	Summary

The transformation of Witham Library has successfully built on partnership working with Braintree District Council to provide joined-up, co-located council services which are not only more customer-friendly but also make more efficient use of the resources of both the district and county councils.


	Background / Context

As part of a county-wide modernisation programme based on the introduction of RFID (Radio Frequency Identification) Self Service, Witham library was scheduled for extensive refurbishment in April 2006. At the same time, Braintree District Council had identified the need to rationalise its accommodation in the town, while also extending the availability of its services.

The opportunity was taken to build on existing excellent cooperation between the County and District councils and use the library refurbishment as a basis for transforming service provision in the town, offering seamless services from a single location. This enabled Braintree council – following extensive customer consultation – to close its local area office and relocate its services in the library.
The introduction of self service in the library has enabled the building to be used much more flexibly, and the outcome has been a major improvement in customer convenience: not only is time saved by co-location of previously separated services, but the library’s opening hours – including evenings, Saturdays and Sundays – are considerably longer than those offered by the former District Council area office. 

The project has shown how enhanced two-tier council working can both improve the customer experience and reduce costs, as well as increasing the take-up and viability of each service – visitor figures for the library had improved by 18.6% within 7 months of the building reopening.

More recently, the nature of the partnership has evolved with the district council’s information service in Witham being delivered by library staff on behalf of Braintree District Council. Library staff have had additional training on BDC systems and have backup from BDC staff during office hours.

This pilot arrangement has subsequently been extended so that the District Council’s information service is now delivered through all of the libraries in the area, providing a seamless service from the customer’s point of view.



	Key issues

What were the key problems, risks or opportunities we were seeking to address.

The library service had a clear vision of the outcomes it wished to achieve from its modernisation programme, and they included – where appropriate – the facility to act as a front door for the full range of council services, whether provided by the County or other councils.

However, the practical implementation of this policy was largely untested, and so much of the project involved pioneering new forms of joint working, including a steering board to develop suitable protocols.
Similarly, the likely level of public take-up of this new approach was also unknown, and so public consultation was essential to help ensure that the hoped-for benefits could be realised. 

In addition, various practical obstacles had to be surmounted – including the identification of suitable ICT network solutions to satisfy the different security requirements of each organisation.
 

	What we did

.

The transformation/refurbishment of the library was managed by the library team responsible for the countywide programme, working in close liaison with both the local library staff and Braintree District Council, but also incorporating the great amount of preparatory work done by the steering board.
The physical alteration of the building was carried out over a four week period in March 2006, but the loss of service to the public was minimised by concentrating the work in alternate halves of the library, enabling a continuity of provision.
The transformed building, incorporating the relocated district council services, opened on schedule and within budget in April 2006.


	Key outcomes

Levels of use of the library have increased, in terms of both visitors to the building and also of loans of books and other material.
Braintree Council also report a higher take-up of their services, compared with that in the previous building.
This project is now being used as an exemplar for other partnership and “front door” developments with a range of organisations, including PCTs and Post Offices.

	Learning

Much of the learning achieved from this project has been about the outcomes of putting the “front door to council services” and partnership concepts into practice. The importance of the preparatory work involved has been highlighted in particular, especially where bringing together different working cultures is involved.

Equally, the project has also clearly illustrated the benefits that can be achieved from partnership working, whether directly to the customer in terms of convenience and ease of access, or to the council tax payer more generally in terms of value for money and efficiency.



	Key Contacts / Further information

Martin Palmer: Principal Officer - Libraries



