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	Summary

Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) is a leading edge technology which has been used by the library service in Essex as a platform to transform customer experience and modernise its buildings. With 40 (of a total of 73) libraries currently live, Essex has the largest RFID network in the UK and has been at the forefront of its introduction. RFID is currently used mainly to provide self service – which is to be extended to the remaining more libraries during 2010/11 - but will also soon be used to help improve stock management and supply chain processes.

	Background / Context

Feedback from consultation carried out as part of Best Value and other service reviews had made it clear that the public felt that libraries in Essex provided a very good service, but also that the buildings were seen as “traditional”, with processes and an ambience which compared unfavourably with the retail sector. In particular, the need to queue to borrow and return items was seen as a disincentive to use.
Best Value Inspectors had also identified that library buildings in Essex were being used to capacity, with no scope for the provision of additional services, at a time when the role of the library as a focus for co-locating with, and providing access to, other services was beginning to be explored in more depth than previously.
Meanwhile, library staff had been trained to support to the public by providing advice on a range of topics including reading choices and information technology, but had little time to do this due to the need to carry out routine processes at the counter.

All of these challenges were clearly linked to a number of the council’s strategic objectives, both in the former “Essex Approach” – making the best use of resources and improving access to services through a clear customer focus – and more recently in the corporate plan and Essex Works – Modernising the library service as the front door for Council services (Corporate Plan Objective 12), and putting the customer first (Essex Works’ overarching priority).

	Key issues

The key challenges and risks included:

· the cutting edge nature of the technology
· likely level of self service adoption by the public

· the need to change staff roles to reflect new ways of working

· the need to make staff savings 

· to implement major changes at a number of libraries in a short timeframe

The main opportunities were to:

· Improve customer experience by transforming libraries into a 21st century service, and so increase use.
· Enable more flexible use of buildings to reflect wider demands being made of them.
· Achieve efficiencies required by the Gershon agenda



	What we did

Following an initial installation at Colchester in September 2003, and at a further 3 sites over the following 12 months, a business case was prepared to roll-out RFID self service to a further 31 libraries. This was approved, and the programme was carried out over 15 months, from January 2006 to March 2007. Along with RFID installation, minor works improvements were carried out and a programme called “Making it Happen” was introduced at each library, working in conjunction with a retail consultant, to improve the presentation of the service and to support the staff in their new roles.
At two libraries in particular – Witham and Loughton – the opportunity was also taken to introduce partnership working with District Councils, providing a “one-stop” service to respond to council enquiries of any kind. The partnerships with these councils continues to evolve, and have provided a model for use with other organisations.

	Key outcomes

· The rollout programme was completed on schedule and within budget

· RFID self service has proved to be very popular with the public – the business case was based on 50% of transactions being accounted for by self service: this has been consistently exceeded, and currently 65% of loans and 96% of returns are being done in this way.

· Resident satisfaction with libraries increased from 73% in 2003 to 80.1% in 2008 and remains high.
· Loans from over half the libraries in Essex increased over the period.

· All the required staff savings were achieved, enabling the Gershon requirement to be met.

· Essex Libraries won the RFID Breakthrough Award in 2006; was highly commended in the e-Gov awards for 2007, and shortlisted for awards by the Municipal Journal and Computing Magazine.
· RFID self service has now been incorporated as a standard part of library design in Essex: it was a key element in the refurbishment of Saffron Walden library in 2007, and is now incorporated into all new library buildings – the moves of Rochford (2008) and Debden, Stock and Dunmow (2009) into new premises all have this as a feature. 

· Self-payment facilities are being introduced during 2010/11; as are handheld devices for use with stock management processes; and discussions are underway with library book suppliers to use the technology to improve supply chain processes.


	Learning

· The main learning point has been confirmation that introduction of RFID in isolation, without the accompanying staff development and support programmes, changes to service presentation, and so on would probably have produced a much less successful outcome.
· Although the initial major benefit of RFID use has been a self service system that is easy to use and popular with the public, the improvements to be gained in the areas of stock and supply chain management promise to be equally valuable.

· The project has demonstrated how partnership working  – whether with suppliers, contractors, other councils – can produce excellent results which could not have been realised if working separately


	Key Contacts / Further information

Martin Palmer, Principal Officer: Libraries
01245 244954.



