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Acceleration of access to information through the provision of library and information services to rural
communities is recognised with much appreciation by the library and information services (LIS) sector
in South Africa. As more community libraries are being built and public libraries refurbished, it becomes
important to investigate whether these library and information service centres meet the information
needs of the communities they serve. This paper is a report of a qualitative and quantitative study that
investigated the prospects and challenges for public and community libraries in Limpopo Province, South
Africa. For data collection, a questionnaire with closed- and open-ended questions was distributed to
staff in selected public and community libraries in Limpopo Province to complete. The study revealed
that most of the challenges to the provision of access to library and information services in Limpopo
Province are related to outdated and irrelevant materials, small buildings, lack of databases, insufficient
internet access and connectivity, as well as lack of materials for people living with disabilities. It seems,
therefore, that there are information needs that cannot be met by even newly established and improved
libraries and information service centres. Studies of this nature in the country will make it possible to
propose possible solutions and strategies for the future improvement of LIS, especially for future
implementation of the national LIS policy for South Africa.
Keywords: Public libraries, information services, community information, rural communities, challenges; Limpopo
Province

1 Introduction
The existence of public and community libraries in every community is not a privilege, but an essential requirement for
access to information for community members. Public and community libraries exist to provide facilities for lifelong learning,
educational materials for school children, reference materials for post-matric students, access to government services, as
well as other information required to fulfil daily information needs. Uzoigwe and Chinwendu (2017) highlighted that many
families that are living in rural areas and who cannot afford to obtain information resources when their basic needs such as
food, water, light and shelter cannot be met, depend solely on public and community libraries to obtain information that can
address educational, informational and recreational needs. Real, Bertot and Jaeger (2014) confirmed that public and
community libraries are the only point of access to information in many rural communities, while Goodman (2008: 513)
pointed out that “community libraries are built to serve the needs of rural populations outside the reach of standard
information services”. Therefore, the pronouncement that public or community libraries play a fundamental role in fostering
social and economic development of people, especially those living in rural environments, cannot be overemphasised. Due
to the value attached to the existence and use of public and community libraries, governments across the world are
committed to prioritising them, investing more in them, and recognising their potential as strategic interventions and role
players in advancing economic and social development of citizens.
The South African government demonstrates this determination through energies directed towards improved subsidy
and political support for libraries. After an era of neglect, public and community libraries have been the beneficiaries of
substantial additional funding from the government in a programme “to transform urban and rural public library infrastructure,
facilities and services” (Patel, Skarzynski & Nassimbeni 2015: 1). The government of South Africa initiated a conditional
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grant through the Department of Sports, Arts and Culture (DSAC), allocated to all the nine provinces in South Africa, “to
redress the past imbalances and inequalities in the library and information services (LIS) sector by improving and
refurbishing existing services, establishing new libraries and purchasing new books for public libraries” (Department of Arts
and Culture and National Library of South Africa 2016). The conditional grant targets previously disadvantaged communities
with the “objective of providing and improving library infrastructure and services to meet community needs and to promote
a culture of reading” (Patel, Skarzynski & Nassimbeni 2015: 1). Furthermore, the National Council of Libraries and
Information Services (NCLIS), in conjunction with the DSAC, produced the Library and Information Services Transformation
Charter in 2014. The purpose of the LIS Transformation Charter is to define the challenges facing the LIS sector in South
Africa and to “provide a clear framework of principles and mechanisms for effecting the changes needed for [libraries] to
contribute to the elimination of illiteracy and inequality, and the building of an informed and reading nation” (Nkondo et al.
2014: 5). Moreover, DSAC commissioned the South Africa Public Library and Information Services Bill (2012) with the
purpose of legislating public library norms and standards for LIS at a national level in South Africa. In addition, the
government launched the LIS National Policy in March 2018. To produce this policy, the members of the task team consulted
widely both inside and outside the LIS sector; they consulted with LIS academics and specialists, consumers of library and
information services, the community, and political leaders. The task team “met individuals and groups from each of the nine
provinces, ... received numerous formal submissions and … made a particular effort to engage with both policy
implementers and policy beneficiaries” (Nkondo, Hart & Nassimbeni, 2018: iv).
All these measures are steps in the right direction in gradually addressing the findings uncovered in previous studies
on the state of LIS in South Africa (National Education Policy Investigation 1992, Arts and Culture Task Group 1995, Van
Helden and Lor 2002). In these studies, the issues of policy, governance and funding are at the top of the list of challenges
that are faced by LIS organisations in the country which were, in one way or another, inherited from the apartheid era and
a period of capital desertion in the first period of the new South Africa (Nkondo et al. 2014). Furthermore, there are grant
funds from The Carnegie Corporation of New York that are used by various libraries in South Africa to increase access to
the internet and to purchase library materials, thereby strengthening the collections of these libraries. These purchases
include those published by South Africans locally and abroad, thus building the collection of contemporary indigenous fiction
and non-fiction in all eleven official South African languages (Nkondo et al. 2014).
Ralebipi-Simela (2015: 9) made mention of the Mzanzi Libraries Online (MLO) Project courtesy of the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation grant that is enhancing the commendable work already being done by community libraries. The MLO
Project, a conditional grant, provides pilot libraries an opportunity to redefine their services based on free internet access
to information, introduction and incorporation of new technologies in existing and new services, re-designed spaces and
technology infrastructure, and training and development of library end-users and staff based on identified training needs
(Matolong 2016). Efforts of this nature are set to guarantee more access to, and uninterrupted use of, internet services in
community and public libraries across the country. Moreover, these efforts by the government are steps in the right direction
to bridging the digital divide and equalising access to information in rural communities (Russell & Huang 2012).
Following plausible establishment and improvement of numerous public and community libraries, supported by
distribution of the DSAC conditional grant as well as the introduction of the MLO Project and other initiatives working towards
improved access to information for the rural communities, there is a need to establish if there are any problems and
challenges that public and community libraries still face. Patel, Skarzynski and Nassimbeni (2015: 1) expressed the view
that there was a lack of empirical evidence to demonstrate the extent to which additional funding and support were achieving
the desired objectives of “empowering communities, promoting reading and improving literacy rates”. In the same vein,
Real, Bertot and Jaeger (2014: 6) expressed the feeling that “rural public libraries have been relatively understudied when
compared to public libraries as a whole”, while Stilwell (2011, in Mnkeni-Saurombe and Zimu, 2015: 47) reported that
“research on public libraries and social cohesion is constrained due to lack of comprehensive information”. This study serves
as an attempt to fill this gap by investigating the challenges that new or improved public and community libraries encounter
in their quest to advance the social and economic status of the people of Limpopo. Accordingly, the objectives of the study
are:
•
•
•
•

to establish the library resources and facilities provided in public and community libraries in Limpopo Province;
to identify any information needs that cannot be met by public and community libraries in Limpopo Province;
to establish the perspectives of librarians regarding the changes that they would like to see in these libraries; and
to discover obstacles that impede the provision of library and information services in Limpopo Province.

Revealing these challenges could perhaps serve as a point of departure in the implementation of the LIS policy in
South Africa, and as a platform for proposing possible solutions and strategies for the future improvements of LIS in the
country. In Limpopo Province, in particular, public and community libraries operate in both urban (city) and rural (village)
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settlements. However, “the greater percentage of the population in the province is based in rural areas where poverty,
illiteracy and unemployment are prevalent” (Mokgaboki 2002: 78). Mojapelo (2017) noted that the legacy of inequitable
apportionment for public and community libraries during the era of apartheid South Africa is still visible in the entire province.
It is therefore assumed that the Limpopo’s Department of Sport, Arts and Culture – through its library and information
services unit – plays a vital role in promoting public libraries and archives in the province through the improvement of access
to library facilities and the promotion of a sustainable reading culture (Bopape et al. 2017). It would however be appropriate
to reveal the challenges encountered in both the newly established community libraries and the improved or refurbished
public libraries.

2 Literature Review
The literature review on the provision of access to information in South Africa through public and community libraries reflects
the past injustices, the present prospects and the challenges experienced. The past is characterised by the complexities
that are related to the apartheid government, fuelled by the deliberate under-resourcing of library and information service
facilities in the black communities. The present prospects are seen through the determination shown by the post-apartheid
government to remove inequalities in the provision of library and information services to the people of South Africa.
However, it appears there are challenges that still hinder adequate provision of library and information services in South
Africa.

2.1 The past
It has been persistently noted that the public LIS sector in South Africa is rooted in its colonial past, which has led to insights
into the sector being “derived from the public library backgrounds of other countries that are based on Anglo-American and
Eurocentric library practices” (Bopape et al. 2017: 2). A concept of a community library has existed subsequent to the
previous political dispensation when some communities, especially rural ones, were barred from accessing public library
services (Mostert 1998, Hicken 2004). Mostert (1998: 73) explained that, in an effort to counteract deprivation of access to
public libraries, “innovative services in the form of Community Resource Centres were introduced to serve the communities
with reading materials and advice to local citizens”. Dent (2006) also made mention of the community information centres
which were established in countries like Botswana, Ghana and Tanzania and other countries in Africa whereby local homes
or churches provided space for people to sit and read. These community centres were supported financially and
administratively by the communities themselves and by non-governmental organisations. It was only after the introduction
of the new democratic government that public libraries were faced with the task of delivering information services to
communities as a whole, not only “to the well-educated, literate, and the middle-class members of the community” (Mostert
1998: 73). Lor, van Helden and Bothma (2005) reported that after 1994, funding for Community Resource Centres was
diverted to the new legitimate government which resulted in many of the Community Resource Centres being abandoned
while some were combined with existing local public libraries. This amalgamation resulted in the development of the practice
of referring to public libraries as community libraries. Though there are norms for community libraries and for public libraries
(Mostert, 1998, Aicheson 2006), in this study, these two terms (‘community libraries’ and ‘public libraries’) are used
interchangeably.

2.2 Prospects
Mnkeni-Saurombe and Zimu (2015: 41) believed that, for the South African government to develop informed inhabitants
who are able to participate in the global and knowledge economy, there is a need for transformation in urban and rural
community library infrastructure, facilities and services, with special emphasis on underprivileged communities. The
provision of LIS to the majority of the people, especially those living in rural areas, has become crucial. The time has arrived
to create community libraries that have a vibrant role to play as an essential resource for satisfying the educational and
informational needs of a community, as well as improving the quality of life for these communities. Mojapelo (2017: 412)
noted that public and community libraries have a role to play in the “attainment of the goals of the National Development
Plan for the development and advancement of peoples’ lives”.
Public libraries and community libraries are Community Information Centres, so they should provide people with
community information. Community information is information that enables individuals to overcome daily challenges related
to their survival and existence (Feather & Sturges 2003). ‘Survival information’ is that information related to health, housing,
income, legal protection, economic opportunities, political rights, civil rights and citizen action needed for effective
participation as individuals or as members of a group in the social, political, legal and economic process (Donohue 1976 in
Chatterjee 2017: 280). Public and community libraries are also an important means to provide services through the creation
of social capital (Hart 2007, Russell & Huang 2012, Johnson 2012, Johnson 2015, Adams 2018). Hart (2007: 14) defined
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social capital as “the stocks of social trust, norms and networks that a community can draw on to solve common problems”.
Eryaman (2010: 136) cites Evan and Boyte (1993) who refer to libraries as
free spaces in which young people can meet, talk about their problems and experiences, reflect on their
rights, work to create change in their communities, as well as to allow disadvantaged people to learn a
new self-respect, a deeper and more assertive group identity, public skills, and values of cooperation
and civic virtue.
Social capital is also used to describe interactions and networks among people living in the same community to build
functional relationships and social units. Adams (2018: 16) emphasised that public and community libraries play a role in
the creation of social capital by “connecting individuals and the community with their library services and programmes and
promoting the staff-patron interactions that attempt to create patron trust in the library”. For public and community libraries
to play a role in social capital, there is a need to redesign their physical space and include rooms where various groups in
the community can meet and interact (Johnson 2015). Hernon and Mathews (2012: 144) made mention of the public or
community libraries that adapt to the changing environments in which they operate, whereby they serve as “multipurpose
community centres offering business information services, tax assistance, safe havens for children after school, and even
places where immigrants can learn English”. Mohan (2002: 133) mentions another component of a community library called
“local information”, which is
information appropriate and useful to the community, including a calendar of local events, courses and
other educational opportunities, and basic information concerning government agencies, local
organisations, fraternal groups, and clubs”.
Mohan (2002) also identified “neighbourhood information or trans-local information, such as information about medical
specialists, employment opportunities in the neighbourhood” as an important dimension of public or community libraries.
Today, a community information service is not only delivered to the people through printed books, but also through increased
access to computers and the internet. Therefore, public and community libraries have a substantial role to play in providing
access to technology-enhanced services, as well as in improving information and communication technology literacies of
library users (Mojapelo 2017). Hart (2010: 83) noted that “providing internet connectivity to the developing world will help
them realise goals for health, education, employment and poverty reduction”. Public and community libraries are, therefore,
identified as institutions that should provide computer and internet services and resources to their users. Free availability
and access to computers and the internet in public and community libraries is seen as a necessity for members of the
community.

2.3 Challenges
The provision of public and community library and information services to users has been a problem since they were
neglected by the government in the apartheid era. For this reason, Jiyane, Mugwisi and Moyane (2016: 59) acknowledged
that “public libraries face a plethora of challenges most particularly in the information age”. Hildreth and Sullivan (2015)
suggested that expanding access to information is one of the challenges that public and community libraries face in today’s
environment. The LIS Transformation Charter (Nkondo et al. 2014) indicates that the challenges encountered by public and
community libraries in South Africa are inherited from the apartheid government and a period of funding neglect in the first
decade of democracy. The challenges mentioned in the LIS Transformation Charter “also relate to infrastructural deficits,
human resource demands and operational difficulties” (Nkondo et al. 2014: 55). Similarly, the findings of the study
conducted by Uzoigwe and Chinwendu (2017) revealed poor funding, poor staffing, poor remuneration of library staff, lack
of up-to-date collections, poor infrastructure, and un-automated library services in public libraries in Enugu State, Nigeria.
Therefore, despite the conditional grant by the DSAC, public and community libraries still face budget-related
challenges (Mnkeni-Saurombe 2010, Mojapelo 2017). Due to lack of funding, other key success factors such as space,
resources, electricity, internet connectivity, equipment and security are also affected. Hernon and Mathews (2012: 144)
cautioned that “inadequate funding for libraries may possibly result in reduced opening hours, staff positions eliminated,
acquisition budget reduced, branch libraries closed for one or two days or even permanently”. Accordingly, Troknya (2014)
opined thus: “Many libraries in rural areas are at a crossroads where they find themselves in a financial situation that does
not allow them to advance and they often must reduce to fewer hours and/or less accommodations for their patrons”.
Gichohi, Onyancha and Dulle (2017: 21) stated that “public libraries are also community information centres, hence
well-placed to serve the small-scale business community”. As part of provision of community information, public and
community libraries play a substantial role in the fiscal emancipation of the people they serve by “providing services such
as free and public internet access, space, education, question answering, and materials on many business-related subjects”
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(Bishop, Mehra & Partee II 2016: 37). Gichohi, Onyancha and Dulle (2017: 21) conducted a study on the provision of library
and information services by public libraries to small-scale business enterprises in Kenya and found that the provision of
such information is “in a desolate state owing to inadequate business collections, lack of sufficient information,
communications technology facilities, poor awareness of business information service, a poor reading culture, and weak
collaborations of public library with stakeholders”.
Numerous studies have shown that most of the people who use public libraries and community libraries today are postschool students who are registered for degrees or diplomas with universities, FET colleges and open distance learning
institutions. Conducive space for studying, writing assignments, accessing and consulting reference materials, as well as
accessing and retrieving information from the internet are some of the services and resources that this user group seeks
and pursues in public and community libraries (Raseroka 1986, Hart 2010, Wishart 2012, Hart & Nassimbeni 2013). This
gives rise to the question of whether public and community libraries are in a good position to serve the information and
resources needs of this user group or not. Students studying in public and community libraries may not have full access to
electronic resources and databases. One of the reasons public and community libraries are underused “could be that they
do not offer what people need or want” (Hart 2010: 82).

3 Methodology
To investigate whether the challenges and problems discussed above still prevail in public and community libraries in
Limpopo Province, librarians employed in those libraries were asked about: (a) their respective library resources and
facilities they provide in their libraries; (b) the existence of any information needs that could not be satisfied by their libraries;
(c) their perspectives regarding the changes that they would like to see in their libraries; and (d) obstacles that impede the
provision of LIS in their libraries. The study adopted both quantitative and qualitative research approaches using a
questionnaire, with both closed- and open-ended questions to address both research approaches. The research population
for this study were public librarians employed in selected public and community libraries from all the five districts of Limpopo
Province.
According to the National Library of South Africa’s Directory of Public and Community Libraries in South Africa (2012:
68), there were ninety-four public and community libraries in the five districts of Limpopo Province at the time of collecting
data for this study. For researchers to reach the targeted libraries, a convenience sampling method was used to focus on
public and community libraries that were easily accessible. To solicit accurate and rich information, a purposive sampling
method was used by distributing the questionnaires only to the library staff members who were found in public and
community libraries that were visited. The questionnaires were delivered to each of the selected libraries on 22-23
November 2016 and collected a week later on 1-2 December 2016. Completed questionnaires were collected from the
libraries and forty-three (86%) out of fifty distributed questionnaires were completed. Table 1 shows the libraries from where
the researchers collected the data.
Table 1 Participating libraries according to district
Capricorn District

Vhembe District

Mopani District

Greater Sekhukhune District

Waterberg District

Senwabarwana Library
Lebowakgomo Library
Mogwadi Library
Polokwane Library
Moletji Library
Mankweng Library

Xihlovo Library
Makhado Public Library
Thulamela Library

Ba-Phalaborwa Public Library
Tzaneen Public Library
Letsitele Library

Ga-Phaahla Library
Jane Furse library
Marble-Hall Public Library

Mokopane Public Library

4 Results and discussion
This section covers the presentation and discussion of the findings relating to the participants’ demographic profiles,
available public and community library resources and services, information needs that could not be met, what changes the
participants would like in these libraries, and the challenges that they experience.

4.1 Respondents’ profile
The study intended to ascertain the demographic distribution of the respondents: their age, qualifications, years of service,
and the number of staff in each library. Results in Table 2 show that nineteen (44%) of the respondents were aged between
36 and 40 years, fifteen (35%) between 26 and 35 years, four (9%) below 25 years, another four (9%) between 41 and 55
years, while only one was aged above 56 years. Van der Walt and du Plessis (2010) noted that very little research focuses
on the age diversity of information professionals. Regarding qualifications, twenty-three (53%) respondents indicated their
highest qualification as degrees, fifteen (35%) matriculants, and five (12%) held diplomas from technical and/or vocational
colleges. No one had a master’s degree or any other equivalent qualification. When asked how many years respondents
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have been working in those libraries, three (7%) stated that they had been working for less than a year, nine (21%) from
one to three years, eight (19%) from four to six years, five (12%) from seven to ten years, while eighteen (42%) had been
working for more than ten years. Table 2 further reveals that respondents indicated that there were 133 (44%) professional
librarians and eighty-nine (29%) administrative staff, while eighty (27%) were temporary workers (interns, volunteers) in all
the libraries combined.
Table 2 Profile of librarians
Variable

Frequency

Below 25 years

Age (N=43)

4 (9%)

26–35 years

15 (35%)

36–40 years

19 (44%)

41–55 years

4 (9%)

Above 56 years

1 (3%)

Matric

15 (35%)

Degree

23 (53%)

Masters

0 (0)

Highest qualification (N= 43)

Years of experience (N=43)

Staff in libraries

Diploma (Technical/TVET)

5 (12%)

Less than 1 year

3 (7%)

1–3 years

9 (21%)

4–6 years

8 (19%)

7–10 years

5 (12%)

More than 10 years

18 (42%)

Administrative staff

89 (29%)

Professional librarians

133 (44%)

Temporary (interns, volunteers)

80 (27%)

4.2 Library resources and facilities
Respondents were asked to indicate facilities and resources provided in their libraries. As shown in Table 3, all forty-three
(100%) respondents indicated that their libraries provide children’s books/services, forty-two (98%) indicated that they
provide computers with internet access, thirty-three (74%) newspapers, thirty-two (74%) magazines, thirty-four (39%)
reference materials, while fourteen (33%) indicated that they were providing interlibrary loans, followed by nine (21%)
providing databases. Databases and interlibrary loan services are the least available resources and services that libraries
provide. It is the responsibility of every public library to meet the needs of children and youth (Gill 2001: 134). With regards
to the computers and internet access, Mojapelo (2020: 265) wrote that “in this era of information age and information
economy, easy and instant access to the internet are inevitabilities for socio-economic deployment”. Newspapers in public
libraries also keep users informed of new developments in the society (Osborne 2004: 51, Pacy 2014).
Table 3 Library resources and facilities
Variable

Yes

No

43 (100%)

0 (0%)

Databases

9 (21%)

34 (79%)

Computers with internet access

42 (98%)

1(2%)

Computers for typing

41 (95%)

2 (5%)

Wi-Fi

32(74%)

7(16%)

Newspapers

33 (78%)

9 (21%)

Magazines

32 (74%)

11 (26%)

Reference materials

34 (79%)

9 (2%)

Interlibrary loans service

14 (33%)

29 (67%)

Children book/services
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4.3 Information needs that could be met
Respondents were asked whether there are information needs that are not met by the library and, if so, which needs they
were. Twenty-eight (78%) respondents indicated that there were information needs that could be met by the library, while
only eight (22%) indicated that there were no information needs that could not be met by their libraries. The reasons
advanced for the existence of information needs that cannot be met included:
•
•
•

•

•

Lack of databases: Ten respondents stated that their libraries had no databases and online resources to enhance
their collection and broaden their searches. One complained that “the library still uses the manual system for
providing library services, for example, there is no online catalogue to facilitate interlibrary loans”.
Limited study materials were also mentioned, and it was indicated that there were too few resources, so often
many users had to share a book. One respondent wrote that, “there are fewer books and most of the times users
have to argue over them. Sometimes users do not find what they want”.
Irrelevant and outdated library collection: Fewer librarians indicated that library books were outdated. This
phenomenon is observable in libraries that were modelled on Western patterns of librarianship. Public libraries in
developing countries are generally stocked with materials that are foreign, out-of-date and unrelated to the
information needs and interests of the people expected to read them (Abu, Grace & Carroll 2011, Okiy 2003),
contrary to the statement from the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) Public
Libraries Section (n.d.: 1), that “collections and services [of public libraries] are developed to meet the current,
emerging and future needs of the local community and include print and electronic resources”.
No services for people living with disabilities. Nine librarians stated that they could not meet the information
needs of people living with disabilities. Some stated there were no computers and braille materials. Some stated
that even the physical structure of the library was not user-friendly to people in wheelchairs. One librarian specified
that there was no Job Access With Speech (JAWS) software to allow the visually impaired to access and use
computers. Therefore, the needs of people living with disabilities are compromised.
Lack of reading space: Three librarians indicated that the libraries were too small, so there was no reading space.
This meant that most of the users who visited the library for a quiet reading space were not catered for.

4.4 What would be changed in the libraries?
Table 4 shows what the respondents would change at their libraries if given the chance to do so. The question was meant
to identify areas that needed improvement in the libraries. The majority of the respondents ‘strongly agree’ that they would
change a number of things in their libraries. Thirty-one (72%) respondents strongly agreed that they would change to large
buildings, twenty-six (60%) to current and up-to-date materials, twenty-five (58%) to buy more computers, and twenty-four
(56%) to increase internet connectivity. Mojapelo and Fourie (2014: 140) revealed that teacher librarians at schools in
Limpopo Province commented about “library buildings, furniture, funds, computers and access to the internet” which are
among some of the things needed to support fully-fledged library services. Latimer (2007) suggested that, when changing
library and information services, the planning and design of library buildings to achieve attractive, efficient and futureoriented new library spaces should be taken into consideration.
Table 4 What would be changed in the library?
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Larger building

4 (9%)

0 (0%)

6 (14%)

31 (72%)

Current and up-to-date materials

1 (2%)

3 (7%)

10 (23%)

26 (60%)

Extend opening hours

12 (28%)

5 (12%)

10 (23%)

8 (19%)

Reduce opening hour

31 (72%)

9 (21%)

5 (12%)

6 (14%)

Expand reference collection

3 (7%)

3 (7%)

13 (30%)

22 (51%)

Provide handicapped access

4 (9%)

5 (12%)

15 (35%)

18 (42%)

Buy more computers

3 (7%)

2 (5%)

10 (23%)

25 (58%)

Increase internet connectivity

3 (7%)

1 (2%)

10 (23%)

24 (56%)

Acquire more children 's literature

2 (5%)

8 (19%)

14 (33%)

16 (37%)

Acquire materials in home languages

3 (7%)

3 (7%)

15 (35%)

17 (40%)

Conduct community needs analysis

2 (5%)

3 (7%)

18 (42%)

17 (40%)

What would be changed

4.5 Challenges encountered in the provision of library services
Librarians were asked what problems were encountered that hinder or prevent them from meeting the needs of their users.
This was an open-ended question, and, for the purpose of data analysis, the responses were categorised into themes. The
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challenges that were identified by the thirty-three respondents, who stated that they encountered challenges in providing
library services to their users, included the following:
•

•

Lack of community awareness: Most of the respondents strongly agreed that there was a lack of community
awareness about the library. One librarian indicated that they did have business-related materials, but small, medium
and micro enterprises (SMMEs) were not visiting the library. Reid and Howard (2016: 188) stated that although the
“topic of community engagement in public libraries has been researched in urban public library systems, little
research explores community engagement in rural library systems”. It has been revealed by Goulding (2009: 37)
that “provision of community library and information services have been quite effective at involving local people in
the simpler forms of community engagement, such as surveying their opinions and consulting them on a range of
issues”.
Staff training and development: The respondents indicated that there are no workshops to equip them with the
necessary skills or knowledge to serve people living with disabilities. Respondents also indicated that sometimes
they are not permitted to attend workshops to enhance their knowledge. This shows that there is a need for training
and development of public library staff similar to in Meyer (2010) and Mthembu (2019). Hart (2004) emphasised the
need for public and community librarians to become more proactive because of the transformation in education.
Mostert and Vermeulen (1998: 21) wrote thus:
Staff should be trained to develop skills that will enable them to become pro-active agents of information
transfer. They should learn how to anticipate needs, in order to act even before such needs are
expressed. They should also be taught how to go out into the community, using knowledge gained to
bring the library to the people, instead of adopting a sit-and-wait attitude.

•

•

•

•

Library infrastructure: The majority of respondents indicated lack of or little reading space available in their
libraries. A few respondents indicated that some libraries were not fully accessible to the public because of their
geographic location. The results also show that there was a lack of library systems available for information searches.
There were no online facilities, such as online public catalogues or online databases to search for information. One
respondent complained about the lack of library collaboration systems, so they could not participate in interlibrary
loans.
Competent and qualified library staff: A few respondents indicated a lack of competent and qualified library staff
as the main challenge. As shown in Table 2, the libraries employ both administrative staff and professional staff. In
addition, there are volunteers. Table 2 also revealed that the majority (60%) of staff held a degree as their highest
qualification. The study conducted by Fischer (2015) found that the most challenging managerial issue for small
town and rural public libraries throughout the United States of America was staffing.
Management and administration processes: Some respondents indicated that they sometimes received
conflicting instructions from both DSAC and their municipality. This challenge was also highlighted by MnkeniSaurome and Zimu (2015) in that the provincial and local governments struggle to reach an amicable solution with
respect to the policy on the management and funding of community libraries. This has, therefore, also affected
provision of public and community library services. Another factor included budget issues. One respondent wrote,
“Libraries are receiving less budget wherein sometimes there would not be transport for outreach projects”. Still on
the same issue, a few respondents mentioned that they were not aware of some policies, such as a procurement
policy, so some important materials were not bought for the library. Challenges regarding procurement processes
seem to be a widespread problem in the South African public sector and government departments (Ambe &
Badenhorst-Weiss 2012, Mantzaris 2014).
Library resources: Most respondents indicated that their libraries had old, outdated collections. In cases where
there was a current collection, the collection was not relevant to the information needs of the users. There is a need
to ensure that libraries know the information needs of their users (Borlund & Pharo 2019, Harbo & Hansen 2012).
One respondent stated that they did not have books on music or the arts, while the majority of users who visited the
library wanted materials in those fields.

5 Conclusion and recommendations
One of the limitations of the physical spaces of public and community libraries visited is that they are still designed for the
traditional role and capability of public and community libraries in South Africa. There is a need to concentrate more on
developing concepts beyond this traditional role. Perhaps, it is for this reason that most of the librarians working in those
public and community libraries and information services in Limpopo Province agree that there are still information needs
that could be met by these libraries. They cited irrelevant, outdated and limited study materials; lack of online databases;
and lack of library materials, services for the disabled and reading space as some of the factors that prevented these
libraries from meeting certain information needs. These deficiencies were confirmed when they were asked about what they
wished to see changed in their libraries. Their wishes are to have larger library buildings and current, up-to-date library
materials. As far as challenges that they encountered in delivering library and information services, they were very
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concerned about the lack of community awareness about the libraries and the lack of proper training programmes for library
staff. Lack of training programmes for staff results in incompetent and unqualified library staff, which was also mentioned
as one of the challenges encountered in the provision of library and information services. Lastly, the librarians raised
concern about the conflicting instructions from the provincial Department of Sports, Arts and Culture and the municipality,
as well as unclear procurement processes followed by the Department. These challenges should be an issue of concern
for all the provinces when the South African LIS sector is gearing towards the implementation of the LIS policy.
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