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During 2000-2004 a project was undertaken to create a comprehensive and informative inventory of South African public
and community libraries, the Public and Community Libraries Inventory of South Africa (paCLISA). The project was
executed in two phases, initially under the guidance of the Libraries Working Group of the Print Industries Cluster Council
(PICC). Phase I was carried out during 2000-2001 and funded by The Carnegie Corporation of New York and the
Foundation for Library and Information Service Development (FLlSD), through the National Library of South Africa. The
Centre for Geo-Information Science of the University of Pretoria was contracted to carry out the project. In light of the
response to Phase I, a consultative process was followed to redesign the inventory questionnaire, after which Phase 2 was
carried out during 2003-2004 as a project of the Department of Information Science and the Centre for Geo-Information
Science of the University of Pretoria. Although the project was not an unqualified success, it was a valuable learning
experience. The article provides an overview of the project with special emphasis on the lessons that have been learned
and what these imply for future efforts to inventorise South Africa's public libraries.
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I Introduction
South Africa's public libraries face huge challenges. Although South Africa is probably better endowed with public libraries
than any other sub-Saharan country, the distribution and impact of these libraries have been skewed by the inequalities of
the apartheid system. While affluent, largely white suburbs were well-served by branch libraries of urban and provincial
public library systems, library provision in the black townships, informal settlements and rural communities left much to
be desired. During the 1980s the rise of community resource centres, established and maintained by non-governmental
and community-based organisations, spearheaded a rethinking of the role of the public library in the community. It was
clear to the committed that libraries are not value free or ideologically neutral. In the struggle against apartheid,
community resource centres were part of the struggle (Stillwell, 1994, 1997; Mostert ,1998, 1999, Mostert & Vermeulen,
1998, Leach, Stillwell and Verbeek, 1994).

With the coming of democracy in 1994, foreign donors diverted funding to the now legitimate government. Foreign
funding for community-based organisations declined dramatically (Lor, 1998, Stillwell, 1997; Leach, Stillwell and Verbeek,
1994). As a result many community resource centres were closed down or merged with local public libraries. Managers
of the latter, in an attempt to realign their institutions, started renaming their agencies community libraries. Where
township residents tended to look upon public libraries with suspicion as agencies of the discredited municipal structures
of the apartheid government, the term "community library" was intended to imply a non-elitist library of, by and for the
community. In practice, the difference between the agencies called "public" and "community libraries" is today largely one
of emphasis, if not packaging. In this article the terms are considered to be essentially synonymous.
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Economic realities and many urgent needs competing for the same funds meant that the coming of an ANC-Ied
government in 1994 did not automatically translate into a significant investment in public libraries (Brown, 2004). A large-
scale and still ongoing reorganisation of local and provincial government created much uncertainty. Management, funding
and morale were affected (Mametse, 2003; Baker 2004; Anderson 2005). Today the public library scene in South Africa is
difficult to summarise. There are areas of neglect and pockets of excellence. New buildings may be erected in formerly
disadvantaged communities, but there may be no money to stock them, or existing libraries may be starved of new
materials while resources are diverted. South Africa has vast rural areas largely devoid of library service points
(Mokgaboki, 2002) but, in contrast, also the prize-winning Smart Cape access project (Valentine 2004). Various
government agencies pump capital into glamorous but technology-driven community IT projects such as telecentres.
Many of these fail to thrive (Snyman & Snyman, 2003), prompting the thought that the money could have been better
spent on developing the IT infrastructure of the existing community libraries. Questions and doubts of this sort underline
the need for rational, well-informed planning, which calls for reliable information.

Comparative statistics of South Africa's public libraries were included in the South African municipal yearbook for many
years; in its successors (the Official South African Local Government Yearbook and Gaffney's Local Government in South Africa
(e.g. 2004)) very limited or no library statistics are provided. Since South Africa's transition to democracy in the 1990s
useful and reliable statistical data on the South African public and community libraries is not readily available. Wehmeyer
(1995, 1996) compiled comparative statistics on the provincial library services, with the emphasis on the Western Cape
Province. Hooper and Hooper's (2000) contribution to Issak's report, Public libraries in Africa, was based essentially in
earlier reports by Lor (1998) and Leach (1998). Neither of these provides comprehensive statistics. Yet it is essential to
keep and regularly update contextualised data in order to be able to successfully provide library services to the
community and to effectively manage these services (Roux, Weich & Fouche, 1986; Ramogale & Fortuin, 2004, Iflanet,
2000).

Therefore, in 2000, when the Print Industries Cluster Council (PICC) and the National Library of South Africa
expressed a need for a comprehensive and informative inventory of South African public/community libraries, the Public
and Community Libraries Inventory of South Africa (PaCLlSA) was commissioned. The project was executed in two
phases, initially under the guidance of the Libraries Working Group of the PICe. Phase I was carried out during 2000-
200 I and funded by The Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Foundation for Library and Information Service
Development (FLlSD). Phase2 was carried out during 2003-2004 asa low-budget self-funded project of the Department
of Information Science and the Centre for Geo-Information Science of the University of Pretoria.

Although the project was not an unqualified success, it was a valuable learning experience. The purpose of this article
is to provide an overview of the project with special emphasis on the lessons that have been learned and what these imply
for future efforts to inventorise South Africa's public libraries.

2 Goal and objectives of the project
As its name indicates, the PaCLISA project was aimed at creating an inventory. This term was deliberately chosen, as
distinct from a survey, because it aimed to provide a planning tool that would show what public and community library
service points were in existence where. The term inventory further implies the creation of a tool that is kept up to date,
rather than a once-off description. Plotting the physical location and hence spatial distribution of public and community
libraries in a geographic information system (GIS) was a key dimension of the project. Researchers in the GeoLib Program
at Florida State University had already alerted the library profession to the value of GIS systems in decision making about
the location of public library service points (Koontz & Jue, 2000, 200 I). Their work led to the creation of the Public
Library Geographic Database (PLGDB), launched in May 200 I, which covers all of the United States Uue & Koontz,
2002a, 2002b; Koontz et aI., 2004). However, at the time that the first phase of the PaCLISA project was launched in
2000, the experience gained in the United States was nc:>tyet available. PaCLISAwas a pioneering effort, with little or no
prior experience to go on.

In addition to creating the GIS that details the physical locality and distribution of the libraries, PaCLISAalso attempted
to quantify major parameters descriptive of the libraries, including the size and composition of collections of library
materials, expenditure on library materials (books and other materials by age groups, languages, formats, etc.), users and
patterns of use (percentage of target population, demographic characteristics, circulation etc.). In this way PaCLISA
aimed to provide an accurate and reliable picture of the shape and size of the library environment.

This overall goal translated into the following immediate objectives:
• to obtain reliable and current data about each library;
• to create a database containing the data about all the libraries;
• to map the location of all the libraries in geographical context;
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• to obtain demographic information of the areasserved by the libraries;
• to obtain market information on book and print purchasingby libraries;
• to produce a directory of public/community libraries;
• to create an information systemon public/community libraries in SouthAfrica; and
• to disseminate the findings.

3 Phase I
The first phaseof the inventory is described by Van Heiden and Lor (2002a). It commenced in November 2000 with the
establishment by the PICC's Libraries Working Group of a Project Management Committee (PMC) and a Project
ReferenceGroup (PRG).Although the project was originally scheduled for the period of I October 2000 until 31 March
200 I, various revisions to the grant proposal caused it to be approved only on 12October 2000. It was then further
delayed by the onset of the December-january summer holidays in South Africa and the resultant slow-down in the
activities of most institutions.

First, the scope of the survey was set to include all public and community libraries in South Africa, including depots.
The following categories of data that had to be obtained from individual libraries were then identified as relevant to the
survey:

• Identification information
• Collection information
• Circulation information
• Operating costs
• Source(s)of funding
• Staff
• Public services
• Facilities
• General problems experienced
• Demographic data
• Geographic data

After the questionnaire was designed it was approved by the PMC and PRG and later distributed to the public and
community libraries in February and March 200 I . In SouthAfrica the vastmajority of public and community libraries form
part of either provincial or metropolitan public library systems. There are nine provincial library authorities, in the
provinces of Eastern Cape, Free State, Gauteng, Kwazulu-Natal, Limpopo, Mpumalanga, Northern Cape, Northwest
Province and Western Cape, and at the time of the project the same number of metropolitan library authorities: Buffalo
City (East London), Cape Town, Ekurhuleni, Ethekwini (Durban), johannesburg, Mangaung(Bloemfontein ), Msunduzi
(Pietermaritzburg), Nelson Mandela (Port Elizabeth), and Tshwane(Pretoria). (Severalof the names changedduring the
course of the project.). Certain of these authorities provided substantial assistanceto the project by distributing the
questionnaires centrally from their head offices, afterwards collecting the completed questionnaires and checking them
before they were returned to the project office. The first completed questionnaires were received in April 200 I. The
initial response was poor, and subsequently the cut-off date for the submission of questionnaires was changed many
times. By the end of june, only 65% of the questionnaires had been returned (a total of 817 responses from 1253
libraries).

It was found that the delaysexperienced in receiving the completed questionnaireswere due in part to the fact that
many of the library systems were busy preparing their grant proposals to the Carnegie Corporation and this was an
activity that had been given priority. More significantly, however, a radical restructuring of municipal authorities was
underway at this stage, and as many of the municipal boundaries changed, public and community libraries were
redistributed and reassigned to new municipal areas. This of course caused many libraries to be renamed, and also
disrupted their sources and flow of funding.

In order to capture the data provided by the received questionnaires, aswell as demographic information obtained
from the Municipal Demarcation Board, a GISdatabaseand an MSAccessdatabasewere created.

The geographic coordinates of the libraries were mapped on the GIS database as precisely as the location data
permitted. Basic information on the existence and location of 1253 public and community libraries had been obtained
from the respective provincial and metropolitan library authorities and existing lists.The coordinates of all these libraries
were input, regardlessof whether or not they responded to the inventory questionnaire. In smaller towns and villages,
libraries could not be plotted to street level becausestreet-level mapswere not available,but libraries in larger towns and
cities were plotted to street level whenever their precise addressescould be determined. In the case of some of the
libraries which did not respond, exact physicaladdresseswere not known, and these libraries could be plotted only to
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cases response rates of over 90% were achieved. The result of this patchy response was that it was not, possible to
analyse the data and present countrywide findings on the state of public and community libraries in South Africa. Instead,
analysis will have to focLisona'riumber'of authorities for which good responses were received. AI~o,as in Phase I, the
data reported in the questionnaires that were returned was in many cases incomplete, fragmentary' or unreliable. Thus
even in provinc~~'a~ci'~~tr~'s with good r~ponse rates, it is not possible to arrive at reliable and i~iormative findings in
respect of ~IIthe questions".",: '. ..' .,

6 Lessons learnt' '..,' ":
The outcome of Phase 2 was disappointing, but the exercise has some value if it leads to a better understanding of the
problem. YVhate?<plan~tion.sca'1,be'given for the unsatisfactory r~sponse?'

• : ., I .:, ...~ ~ .,. - I. . • ,

• In spite ofthe ca~e taken in redesigning the inventory questionnaire, it was too long and difficult to complete, and
considerable ambiguity remained.

• The practices and terminology ':ls(O!dby the various library authorities differ. This leads to different interpretations of
the same terms. "

, ", ,'1< - ',. ',-.... .

• The reorgan!sation ()f,localgovernment referred to under Phase I was stillongoing in Phase 2. Thus, ina given province
some "public,libr.a~ies'previously affiliatedto a provincial library system might be transferred to a metro, and vice versa.
Changes in procedures and different ways of collecting statistics made it difficult for respondents to complete the
questionnaires; particularly in cases where transfers took place during the reporting year.'

• Arising from the previous point, there was a great deal of uncertainty concerning the relationships between "main"
and ,"branch:"librarles inl'!Janytowns. In some cases a number of responding libraries all gave the s~me address, that
presu~ably ~ei~gthe ,address of the "main;'library. Inmany cases aggregated data were reported bygroups of libraries.

• The participation of representatives of most of the library authorities in the process to redesign of the questionnaire,
in many cases failed to ensure the hoped-for "buy-in". In these cases the interest and commitment of the workshop
participal)ts failed to filter down to the library managers at local level.

• The, project 'failedto rai~e sufficient awareness of the project among public and community library leaders.
• As a result' oiproblems ~risingfrom legislation relating to the respective responsibilities of provincial and municipal
government and financial relations between them (Dominy 2002), library managers were preoccupied with grave
threats to the survival of their libraries.

• In comparison with Phase I, Phase 2 project lacked the resources for ongoing and persistent follow up of non-
respondents and clarification of suspect data.

Despite the disappointing outcome, PaCLlSAshould not be abandoned. Instead, a third phase should be undertaken, in
which the lessons learned in the first two phases can be applied. Here one thinks of methodological improvements, such
as the use of a greatly abridged and simplified inventory questionnaire and a more focussed campaign to ensure a higher
response rate country-wide. After this the inventory should be updated in an economical basis (for example by providing
a facility for respondents to update their data themselves on a website). A key success factor will be support for the
project at the nati()nallevel. Here the National Council on Library and Information Services (NCLlS), which would be one
of the main beneficiaries of high quality information on the state of public and community libraries, should playa major
role in raising the relevant role-players' and decision-makers' awareness of the importance of management information
for the planning and development of South Africa's public and community libraries, and in persuading the provincial and
metropolitan authorities to participate fully in the regular updating of the inventory.

7 Conclusion
Although Phase 2 of the PaCLlSAproject was not successful in terms of its data collection, its original objectives are still
relevant. South Africa's public and community libraries are at a crossroads. As access to information in digital formats
becomes a precondition for, participation in community, national and international cultural, economic and political
activities, public and community libraries have the potential to playa key role establishing democracy and improving the
quality of life of all South Africans. But if opportunities are not seized, public and community libraries could be bypassed
by the political decision-makers. Up~to-date, accurate and nationally comparable data on the capacity and impact of the
libraries are essential for library ad"ocacy as well as for their efficient management. In the wider scheme of things. good
quality information is needed to underpin national strategies for the development of public and community libraries as
channels for the dissemination of books and other printed material, and thereby help to promote literacy and a culture of
reading and learning and to prepare South Africans for participation in the global knowledge society.
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town or suburb level. This problem also resulted in the elimination of the public library depots from the GIS database.
These could be located in retirement homes, nursery schools, military bases or prisons, some of which may be at some
distance from the relevant town centre and were difficultor impossible to plot with any precision.

The project did not collect demographic data. Such data was purchased from the Statistics SA and the Municipal
Demarcation Board. Essentially the PaCLISAGIS provided an overlay of library locations that could be superimposed on
maps showing the distribution of demographic variables such as population density, mean household income,
unemployment rate, number of children under 15years, and educational level. As an example of the analyses that can be
carried out using the GIS facility, Figure I plots the location of public libraries in the various wards of the Tshwane
(formerly Greater Pretoria) Metropolitan area in Gauteng Province.

Legend
o Libraries

DWards

DTshwane

Population Density

44 to 712
713 to 1197

.1198 to 2533
• 2534 to 5878
.5879+

Figure 1 Libraries related to population density in the Tshwane metropolitan area

The wards with the darkest shading are the most densely populated; those with lightest shading have the lowest
population density. The map shows that the densely populated "township" and "informal settlement" areas around the
formerly "white" city of Pretoria to the north-west (Soshanguve, Mabopane, Winterveld, etc.), west (Atteridgeville) and
east (Mamelodi) together have ten public library branches, whereas the affluent, sparsely populated suburbs of
Centurion, a historically white area south of the city have as many or more branches serving a much smaller population.
Using the GIS it is possible to zoom in for much greater detail, or to zoom out to maps covering much larger areas, such
as the province of Gauteng or South Africa as a whole. Such maps can be used to map disparities and imbalances in public
library provision, relating the latter not only to population density but also to other variables indicative of need, e.g.
unemployment, income and literacy levels.

The descriptive data provided by the libraries that did return completed inventory questionnaires was input into the
MS Access database. In view of the unsatisfactory response rate, a special attempt was made to obtain at least basic
identification and location data from all the libraries. These libraries were contacted by fax and telephonically and were
asked to provide only very basic descriptive data: size of collection and number of registered borrowers. As the checking
and inputting of the descriptive data got under way, it became clear that in many cases the data was fragmentary or
suspect. It is clear that South African public and community libraries do not collect statistical data on their assets and
operations in a uniform manner. This appears to be because the managers of these libraries do not view effective
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management information as a priority. This attitude trickles down to the managers of local libraries and branches. As a
result many libraries were not able to answer various questions in the questionnaire, and the accuracy of the data
provided was also drawn into doubt. One of the categories in which data was least satisfactory was that of public library
expenditure on print and other library materials. This was most disappointing asthis information was of particular interest
to the PICe. Given South Africa's multilingual population it was also very disappointing that so few libraries were able to
provide an indication of their holdings of library materials in languagesother than English and Afrikaans.
After a great deal of faxed and telephonic prompting and personal follow-up in order to fill in the gaps in the database,

data entry was terminated and the following products were derived from the GIS and descriptive databases:
• A printed report (Van Heiden & Lor, 2002a)
• A website containing the report, the descriptive data, and a simple GIS system called the "library locator", that could
be used to find the public and community libraries in a particular province, region or city (Van Heiden & Lor, 200 I).
• A CD-ROM with the same contents as the website, but with a more limited search capability (Van Heiden & Lor,
2002b).
• A printed directory of the South Africa's public and community libraries (Public and community libraries directory, 2002).
It had not originally been planned to produce a printed directory, but this was done at the request of public and
community librarians who argued that many libraries still lack accessto PCs and the Internet.

4 Redesign of the inventory questionnaire
Phase I provided the groundwork for an information system on public/community libraries that can be updated and
utilised on an ongoing basis. Thus a second phase was planned to update and refine the original system. First, a new
questionnaire was developed in order to make it easier for the participating public and community libraries to provide
more accurate and complete answers. During Phase I, many respondents had found the questionnaire difficult to answer.
Judging by the errors and omissions in the returned questionnaires, and especially by the explanatory notes and unasked
for data and details that respondents had added to their completed questionnaires, there were various reasons for this:
• Some questions required data that the respondents had not routinely collected and that they could not readily provide
on request (for example, in-house use of materials as distinct from borrowing).
• Some questions were found to be ambiguous.
• Some questions did not appear to respondents to be relevant.
• Some questions gave rise to anxiety because respondents felt that the answers could lead to misleading findings or
place them in a bad light.
• Generally, the questionnaire was too long and time-consuming to complete.

Clearly, in order to actually gain valuable and useful data from the libraries, the questionnaire had to be adapted. There
were two main thrusts: to reduce the number of questions and the amount of data requested; and to reduce ambiguity by
providing a glossary and notes on the completion of the questionnaire. This process was undertaken by means of
workshops with representatives of most of the country's public and community library authorities. The workshops were
funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York. Through this approach it was hoped that not only would a better
questionnaire emerge, but that the joint decision-making process would lead to more "buy-in" and a higher response rate.
The process of designing a new questionnaire is described in De Jager and Nassimbeni (2005). They elaborate on the
process of arriving at a joint understanding of the aims and objectives of measuring performance in the South African
public library system. With regards to the PaCLISA project, they conclude that this type of research is only the beginning
of a "culture of assessment" (De Jager& Nassimbeni, 2005:43) and suggest that a more complete picture is required.

5 Phase 2
Phase 2, which commenced in 2003, set out to provide such a more complete and up-to-date picture. After the
questionnaire had been circulated among the PMC and PRGmembers for comment, it was pilot tested by a number of
PMC members. Once approved, the new questionnaire was distributed to all the public/community libraries (with the
help of various provincial and city library services). As in Phase I, in some cases the returned questionnaires were
checked by the provincial authority before they were returned. The database was redesigned to effectively
accommodate the different format of answers as requested by the new questionnaire. Again, the relevant geographic and
demographic data was acquired from various sources and compiled into a number of basic layers for orientation and
analysis purposes. The geographic data was used to map the individual libraries and determining the population they
served. The data received from the returned questionnaires was coded and captured in the database.
Unfortunately, in Phase2 problems were again experienced regarding the answering of the questionnaire. As in Phase

I, the response rates in a number of provinces and metropolitan municipalities (metros) were very low. In a few
provinces and metros the library authorities declined participation in the data collection exercise, citing workload, local
government reorganisation, and in one case, the fact that the authority had undertaken its own survey. In some other
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