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DURING JOHN LAKE’S VI-
SIT to Barcelona to take part in 
a seminar organized by the Fa-
cultat de Biblioteconomia i Docu-
mentació (Department of Library 
and Information Science) at the 
University of Barcelona (UB)1 EPI 
sought an interview to further ex-
plore some of the themes addres-
sed in the seminar, drawing on his 
extensive experience in the world 
of public libraries.

In your lecture you mentioned that 
“The internet is the most important 
revolution after the invention of the 
press”. In your opinion, which role 
has the public library to play in our 
social and cultural environment? Will 
bricks still be necessary or just clic-
ks?

– Public libraries will need to 
be a stimulating combination of the 
physical and the digital environ-
ment for many years to come, in 
my view. Public libraries are seen 
as safe, neutral places to be in and 
people will continue to visit, use 
and spend time in them as a com-
munity space, whether that be to 
borrow a physical book or other 
material, study in the library, use 
the digital resources or to enjoy a 
cultural event or activity. However, 
the digitised environment will grow 
and grow and we must adapt our 
spaces to cultivate this increasing 
activity and develop services to 
complement that growth.

information available while provi-
ding and applying acceptable use 
policies to govern the environment 
which is open to abuse. Just as with 
any other source of information, li-
brarians have a role and a duty to 
provide guidance and recommen-
dation of reliable sources which we 
know to be of good providence and 
which provide accurate and up to 
date information.

The Public Library Manifesto of the 
IFLA starts with the following sen-
tences: “Freedom, prosperity and the 
development of society and of indivi-
duals are fundamental human values. 
They will only be attained through 
the ability of well-informed citizens to 
exercise their democratic rights and to 
play an active role in society”. Howe-
ver it is not always the situation in 
many countries and for different rea-
sons, mostly political and economic. 
How do you think the public library 
and internet could play an active role 
in this respect?

– I think public librarians need 
to work within the law and envi-
ronment of administration of each 
country which they are governed 
by, but by providing freely acce-
ssible information and being an 
honest broker of information sour-
ces, librarians can assist citizens 
to make informed decisions about 
what type of governance is best for 
themselves, their families, commu-
nities and their future. The internet 
is a powerful information source 
but also a fragile one in its unrelia-
bility and librarians can play a role 
in assisting citizens to make their 
choices by training and guiding 
them through it. 

“The digitised environment 
will grow and grow and we 
must adapt our spaces to 
cultivate this increasing 

activity and develop 
services to complement 

that growth”

John Lake cuenta con una importante 
experiencia profesional en el campo de 
las bibliotecas públicas en Gran Bretaña, 
y desde 1987 colabora de modo perma-
nente con las secciones de la IFLA relacio-
nadas con la lectura pública. Entre otros 
reconocimientos, ha recibido el “Public 
Library Entrepreneur of the Year Award 
1999” otorgado por The Public Libraries 
Group de the Library Association. Actual-
mente es director de la Barbican Library 
en la ciudad de Londres y Presidente de la 
Sección de Bibliotecas Públicas de la IFLA 
desde 2007.

One of the most important issues for 
the public library has been to provi-
de free access to information. How 
should the public library position it-
self and act in an internet context to 
select information, provide access to 
technology, avoid censorship, and se-
cure the liability of the sources?

– Librarians of public libraries 
should aim to apply the lowest level 
of censorship or filtering of the in-
ternet permissible by the law of the 
country they work in and thus allow 
as free as possible access to the 
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How do public libraries have to un-
derstand and interpret free access in 
an internet context? What should be 
the good compromise between free ac-
cess and copyright? What about mu-
sic, for instance?

– As with any intellectual pro-
perty, librarians need to be aware 
of the ownership and providence 
of sources of information and di-
gital products on the internet and 
observe the copyright implications 
of that when providing any service. 
Any compromise between free ac-
cess and copyright needs to be care-
fully negotiated and agreed with the 
appropriate industry or owners of 
the products to allow librarians to 
provide digitised access to music, 
art, literature or indeed any inte-
llectual property which they wish to 
present through their library portals 
for access or further downloading 
by the library’s users. Some exam-
ples of this working already are in 
the EUA with the MyVideo servi-
ce, digital dvd services available 
through public libraries, and in the 
UK the agreed access to the data-
base of Naxos, the largest recorded 
classical music company, through 
public library websites.

Do you think one of the new roles of 
the public library is to produce infor-
mation? If yes, could you give us some 
examples?

– Yes, without doubt, public li-
braries have a role to collect, record 
and provide information, although I 
do not think that this is a new role 
for many libraries. Community in-
formation, local history (especially 
oral history), guidance to recom-
mended reading, information sour-
ces and facilitating the creation of 
new cultural work through the di-
gitised environment are all areas 
which I think public libraries have 
a legitimate role to work with or 
encourage.

How could public libraries take better 
advantage of dealing with web 2.0?

– Public libraries are already 

working in the web 2.0 environment 
and the use of social networking sites 
such as MySpace, YouTube and Fa-
cebook are just a few environments 
being used to collect, record and 
present oral and local history. Web 
2.0 provides a platform for libraries 
to provide blogs and wikis on areas 
of interest to their users and record 
visual databases on platforms such 
as Flickr. Web 2.0 also provides a 
good opportunity for librarians to 
market their services and keep their 
users informed through rss feeds 
and podcasts of news or events con-
cerning their services. In the arena 
of catalogues and databases, the use 
of metadata, folksonomies and tag 
clouds can make the searching of 
library catalogues and databases on 
the web much more powerful and 
user orientated. These are but a few 
examples –the possibilities are only 
limited by our imaginations, and of 
course corporate ICT policies!

What kind of “new” actions or pro-
jects have you undertaken in your 
Library that could be useful for other 
libraries?

– I introduced a stock securi-
ty and management facility using 
RFID technology in 2004. The 
Barbican Library was the second 
public library in the UK to use this 
technology, which is capable of 
very fast transactions using radio 
frequency to read information from 
a tag placed in a book. This allows 
books and other items to be loaned 
by users on a self-service basis 
without having to open the book 
and scan a barcode. This means 
that a large pile of books can be 
issued by simply placing them on 
a pad, which reads through all the 
covers and records the data. It also 
provides the capability for stock 
management, including stock in-
ventory, without having to remove 
books from the shelves and facili-
tates item searching and shelf ti-
dying.

My library also offers online 
access to many electronic resources 
for users from their home computer 
or laptop. All members need to do 
is enter their membership number 
on the relevant website to log into 
a huge range of reference resources 
that would otherwise require a pay-
ment.

Because of your position in IFLA you 
know many public libraries in a large 
number of countries. In your opinion, 
what is the situation of public libra-
ries in Spain in the European con-
text? And where do you think they are 
more developed?

– I have been fortunate to visit 
many libraries in many countries 
but actually have not had the op-
portunity to visit any in Spain apart 
from Barcelona city and province. I 
have found that the library services 
there have a very forward looking 
approach, using IFLA Guidelines 
and Standards to help improve their 
services and this is particularly evi-

“I believe librarians 
need to be excellent 

communicators in every 
sense of the word”

Technology progress goes extremely 
fast. Which qualities, technical and 
personal, do librarians have to deve-
lop in order to follow this challenge?

– I believe librarians need to 
be excellent communicators in 
every sense of the word, energetic 
and wise advocates and leaders of 
their service, and good managers 
of people and resources to rise to 
the challenge of the future develo-
pment of public libraries. Technical 
expertise will inevitably be centred 
on information and communication 
technology (ICT) skills and the use 
of the world wide web, but our abi-
lity to analyse, organise and disse-
minate information will still be the 
centre pin of our technical skills, as 
it has been in the 20th century.
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dent in the excellent new buildings 
programme, for example, where 
modern design techniques are be-
ing used to bring library services to 
communities, fusing the traditional 
printed services with digital envi-
ronment. The approach to marketing 
and presentation of services is also 
well advanced with well designed 

and aesthetically pleasing publicity. 
I am also aware of plans in hand to 
extend their online services into the 
web 2.0 environment, which will 
allow far more interactivity in the 
provision of their web services.

Nota
1. El texto en inglés de la conferencia de John 

Lake está disponible en la web.
http://www.ub.edu/biblio/aula/seminaris/public_
library2010.pdf
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