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Introduction:-  
 

  WHAT IS A “PUBLIC LIBRARY”? 
 

                According to UNESCO‘s Manifest for public libraries, public 

library is ―a local information centre which provides its users with basic 

conditions for learning throughout their whole life and its services are based 

on equal access to everybody regardless of their age, race, sex, religion, 

nationality, language or social status.‖  

 

                A public library is a library which is accessible by the public and is 

generally funded by public sources such as taxes. Public libraries exist in 

most places in the world and are often considered an essential part of having 

an educated and literate population.  

 

                Their mandate is to serve the public‘s general information needs, as 

well as offering materials for general entertainment and leisure purpose. 

Public libraries are typically lending libraries, allowing users to take books 

and other materials off the premises temporarily; they also have non-

circulating reference collections. Public libraries primarily focus on popular 

materials such as popular fiction and movies, as well as educational and 

nonfiction materials of interest to the general public; computer and internet 

access are also often offered.  

 

                 In addition to print books and periodicals, most public libraries 

today have a wide array of other media including audio books, e-books, CDs, 

cassettes, videotapes, DVDs, and video games, as well as facilities to access 

the Internet and inter-library loans. Public libraries may also provide other 

services, such as community meeting rooms, storytelling sessions for infants, 

toddlers, preschool children, or after-school programs, all with an intention 

of developing early literacy skills and a love of books.  

 

                 One of the most popular programs offered in public libraries are 

summer reading programs for children, families, and adults. In rural areas, 

the local public library may have, in addition to its main branch, a mobile  



Library service, consisting of one or more buses furnished as a small public 

library, serving the countryside according to a regular schedule. Public 

libraries also provide materials for children, often housed in a special section. 

Child oriented websites with on-line educational games and programs 

specifically designed for younger library users are becoming increasingly 

popular. Services may be provided for other groups, such as large print or 

Braille materials.  

  



Government policy  

                         

                      India is a multilingual federal country with 25 states and seven 

union territories (UT). Re–districting has resulted in an increase in the 

number of states/UT since independence. Each state and UT is divided into 

districts and sub–districts called talukas, tehsils, or blocks. Constitutionally, 

the subject ―libraries‖ is the responsibility of the individual states in India. 

The central government has jurisdiction only over those libraries which it 

has established, and those institutions which it has declared nationally 

important. 

                     Public library finance is part of the education budget. In 1948, 

the first public library bill was passed in the state of Madras (now Tamil 

Nadu), mainly due to the efforts of the eminent librarian S.R. Ranganathan. 

One of the earliest Advisory Committees — the Sinha Committee, appointed 

in 1957 — recommended that public libraries be developed on the basis of a 

hierarchical network. The hierarchy should have the national central library 

at the apex, followed by state central libraries, district libraries, block (sub–

district) libraries and panchayat (village) libraries. This is the foundation 

upon which the public library system has been built. 

             

                      The pattern of organization and development of libraries has 

not been uniform all over India. Most of the states and union territories, 

except Sikkim and Lakshadweep, have set up state central libraries. Most of 

the district headquarters have established district libraries, but the ways in 

which they are funded vary. Beyond this level, the organization varies even 

further. For example, in the southern states, branch libraries have been 

established. In the west there are taluka libraries. Tehsil libraries exist in the 

north, and in the east there are subdivisional libraries. Other types of 

libraries are classified as town, city, panchayat, urban, municipal, regional, 

rural, village, block, and divisional. 

At present, the states that have enacted library legislation are Tamil Nadu 

(1948), Andhra Pradesh (1960), Karnataka (1965), Maharashtra (1967), West 

Bengal (1979), Manipur (1988), Kerala (1989), Assam (1989), and Haryana 

(1989). Not all of these acts conform to a standard hence legislation should 



be implemented at the national level to provide even development and 

funding for all states. The remaining states and territories maintain regional 

state libraries, district libraries, and their branches either directly through a 

government department, or through a system of grants–in–aid to private 

libraries, which are designated as district libraries. 

It is clear that since independence, the important relationship between 

library services and implementation of educational programs has been 

recognized. In spite of constraints — shortage of funds, non–implementation 

of policies, low literacy rate, and lack of recognition regarding the value of 

reading and information — India has made considerable progress in the 

establishment of public library service, as shown graphically in Appendix II. 

The present government‘s emphasis is on use of modern technology to serve 

the public. Because of this, the future is bright. 

 

Appendix I :- 

 

http://www.worlib.org/vol05no2/j_v05n2.shtml


 

  

Appendix II 

 

http://www.worlib.org/vol05no2/j_v05n2.shtml
http://www.worlib.org/vol05no2/j_v05n2.shtml


A closer look home  
 
  Case Studies:- 
 
              During the past two months, I have visited and studied three 

public libraries. I have lived all my life in Kanpur and I had never been to a 

public library before taking up this project and I was in for a huge surprise. 

It is all good to surf the internet for the role, facilities and services provided 

by public libraries. The services listed in previous sections and the role of 

public libraries are valid only for the developed countries in the world. India 

and certainly Uttar Pradesh has its own sad story to tell.  

   

                      I found the public library to be an ailing institution serving 

mostly as a reading room with very few members and even lesser number of 

books issued. People generally use the library to read the daily newspapers 

and popular magazines. Apart from this, the library seems to offer no other 

facilities to the readers, the reference and issue section find hardly any 

takers.  

 

The libraries surveyed by me were:-  

 

1: - Kanpur Public Library (Phool Bagh)  

2: - Nainital Public Library  

3: - Kanpur District Library (Chunniganj)  

 

                        I shall now proceed to brief you on the situation at hand at the 

three libraries on a case to case basis.  



Kanpur Public Library   

 
 
Timings:- 11 to 6 (closed on gazetted holidays        

and alternate Saturdays) 
 

No of members : Rs 250 (Approx.)  
 
Membership fee : Rs 25 (annually)  
 
Security Money : Rs 175 (Books referred)  

                   Rs 675(Books issued)  
 

Avg. age group of visitors :- 25-35 yrs.  
 
Major Problems : Maintenance of the building.  
 
Plus points:-Space provided ,ideal location. 



Funding through:-Kanpur Development  
Authority(KDA)  
 

                The centre of the town. Right beside the huge phool bagh grounds. 

Quiet, calm surroundings. The perfect place for a public library, right ?  

 

                One look however at the exterior of the building and you can see 

the mess it has become. If ever there is a symbol of the government‘s 

inaction and apathy and the attitude of the Government towards public 

libraries and free services in general, it is this.  

 

                The Kanpur Public library is under the patronage (abuse) of the 

KDA (Kanpur Development Authority). Although, the more than fifty year 

old building was built with a lot of zeal and effort the same cannot be said of 

its maintenance. It is a beautiful old building which was earlier a hospital. It 

has a clock tower with clocks on all four sides and is truly Kanpur‘s heritage 

and a building to be preserved and showcased to the future generations.  

 

                 The staff there consists of 5 people who are employees of the KDA 

and have no qualification or inclination as such for their present role. There 

is no appointed librarian. The so called librarian is Mr Rakesh Mishra. When 

I enquired about the fund allocation and division, they seemed uneasy and 

refused to divulge any details and were hesitant to let me in on my second 

visit.  

 

                  So , the major source of information were the people who come to 

the library.During one visit I met Mr Tariq Ansari (28) who is preparing for 

the Civil Services Examination. He is a daily visitor to the library. Tariq 

comes to the library with his group of friends so that they can sit and study 

together and such space and quiet environment are not quite possible within 

the confines of his home. Tariq complained that the hawker through which 

books are supplied to the library is illiterate and does not understand which 

books are being requested by the readers. He supplies books as per the wishes  



of the staff and not the members of the library. He rued the poor state of the 

building and wished the KDA had more time for it.  

 

                  Around 50-60 people enter its doors daily. The majority of the 

people are college students studying together or preparing for competitive 

exams. There are no invertors and hence no fans or lights for about 4 of the 7 

hours the library is open making the heat unbearable during the summers. 

There are no proper toilets. However, the water cooler is a recent addition 

which is a welcome addition.  

 

                   The walls are not properly plastered. During the rains, water seeps 

into the walls and the ceiling due to which debris falls down from the walls.  

 

                   The book collection is OLD to say the least. The books are not 

looked after and are totally worn out. The book shelves are open and books 

can easily be stolen. There is no catalogue of books so no one knows which 

books are to be found where. There are some pretty good collections here on 

science, history and literature but they appear not to have been touched for 

years. Some of the books here are very old. They maybe of more historical 

importance than practical use and would be better served in a museum.  

Books are issued for fourteen days and after that a fine of one rupee per day 

is levied on the member. The Hindi dailies available here are Dainik Jagran, 

Aaj, Swatantra Bharat, Hindustan, Amar Ujala, Siyasat and Punjab Kesari. 

The English dailies are Business Standard, Economic Times, Pioneer, Times 

of India, Hindustan Times and Indian Express. The magazines available 

here are chronicles, Success Competition, Yojna, India Today and Samiyaiki.   

 

  



 

  



2: Nainital Public Library 

   

 
 

 

 

 
Timings :- 8-11 (a.m.) and 6-9 (p.m.)  
 
No of members :- 500 (Approx.)  
 
Membership Fee: - Rs 200 (Lifetime)  
Annual renewal: - Rs 50  
 
Avg. Age Group of Visitors:- 40-60 yrs. l 
 
Major Problems:-Services Provided  
 
Plus points:-Maintenance, Beautiful Location 
  
Funding through:-Nainital Municipal Board  



                    The Nainital Public Library is by far the most well maintained 

library of the three. It has a wonderful location. Bang on the Mall Road.  

                    

                    Right by the Naini Lake it affords a breathtaking view from its 

windows and a serene environment for all readers. It has a large well 

furnished and well lit reading room. The wooden catalogue system is well 

oiled and in working condition. But it is high time now that the catalogue be 

computerized. The library is well carpeted and provides heater facility during 

the winters. The basics are all in order. However, there are no toilets, no 

water cooler and no internet. This library has the potential to achieve so 

much more given its location and has so much more to offer.  

 

                     There is no kids section here. People who go out on morning or 

evening walks, stroll into the library to read the newspapers and magazines 

and that is the role it serves currently. The same newspapers and magazines 

as have been mentioned for the Kanpur Public Library are supplied here.  

The collection is very well maintained, albeit a little old. Most of the books 

are hard bound. There are a few collections by authors popular today such as 

Sidney Sheldon, J.K. Rowling, Ruskin Bond but their volumes should be 

increased.  

 

                      The scanning of books that are more than 50 years old is 

underway here so as to preserve them in digital form. This operation is being 

undertaken by the Government which has given a contract to C-DEC, a private 

company based in Noida, for this purpose. Mr Niraj Sharma (in picture) was 

scanning books in a separate room within the library itself when I went 

there. He estimated that he had already scanned about 10,000 books.  

The staff here too consists of 5 people who are employed under the Nagar 

Mahapalika (Municipal Board) Nainital. The readers I interviewed such as 

Hari Joshi (67) and Mayank Joshi (17) felt that the staff should be more 

educated and feel some obligation towards their job.  

 

                       I feel that this library can expand its role so much more. 

Nainital is a tourist hub, so the library should keep maps as well as souvenirs 

of the lake city. The back wall of the library faces the Naini Lake where 

thousands of  people take boat rides each day and the front is on the Mall 

Road where tons of thousands pass by each day. So there is a lot of scope for 

advertising here.     

 

 



                      These could be sources for much needed revenue to get newer 

collections of books as well as increase volumes of novels and comics so that 

the younger generation starts to visit the library and it gets a much needed 

fresh lease of life.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  



 
 

 

 



3:- Kanpur District Library  
 
Timings: - 12-6 (p.m.)  
 
No of members:-1500  
 
Membership Fee: - Rs 500 including Rs 300 as  
                                     Security for 5 yrs.  
 
Avg. age of visitors: - 15-25 years  
 
Major Problems: - Lack of funds, Under  
                                    Utilization of space                       
 
Plus Points:- Kids Section, Collection is  
                          Relevant and well stocked  
 
Funding through:- U.P. State Government  
                                     Rs 15000 (per year)  
 



The Kanpur District Library is under the Uttar Pradesh State Government. 

Its main role and functioning is the promotion of education. There are a wide 

range of books on various subjects such as economics, philosophy, 

psychology, social science, literature, home science, etc.  

 

                    It is a good institution to supplement the learning of the day 

scholar after school. Maybe the library could do more to cater to the taste of 

the general public‘s reading tastes. There are no novels, short stories or 

comics here.  

                    It is a one room library. All the books are housed in one hall. The 

space-crunch it faces is not for want of space. There is another hall, adjacent 

to the library that is kept locked and serves as a storehouse. There is massive 

under-utilization of space. A reading room could easily be present in that 

massive space.  

                    I met Mrs Sharda Tiwari who has been the Library-in-charge for 

seventeen years now. She is very well qualified for the job but does not 

appear to have taken any initiatives on her own. She has three staff under 

her – one librarian ,one watchman and one helper. She says that the State 

Government does a good job in providing a number of books each year but 

the funds it provides are just sufficient for cleaning and repairing/purchasing 

furniture.  

                    The Government has installed two computers here. There is a 

printer too. According to Mrs Tiwari, the State should appoint a more 

technically adept staff so as to make proper use of the computers. When I 

told her that she should have the internet or purchase an inverter for the 

library she told me that with the funds available, it would just not be possible 

to sustain such facilities. They could be bought but not kept on.  

 

                     The Raja Ram Mohan Roy Library Foundation of Calcutta has 

provided the library with toys and games in order to open a kids section. For 

now they have been kept in the same hall but a separate room is being 

constructed and the kids section shall be shifted there soon.  

 

                     The library has an able head in the form of Mrs Tiwari and if the 

State provides adequate funds, much progress can be made.  

The need of the hour is for a proper project to be put into place. 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 

 

Comparison with public libraries abroad 

                 

                    As observed by me, public libraries in our country just serve the 

purpose of providing a reading room (where people bring their own stuff or 

read newspapers or magazines) and have by and large an outdated collection 

that does not cater to the tastes of the general public. The libraries should 

aim to maintain a balance between old collections and newer, more popular 

ones. Let us have a look at how public libraries in the western countries try 

to walk this tightrope. 

Lending services:- 

                     Generally in public libraries abroad, all kinds of books which 

maybe fiction(the latest bestseller or a classic novel) or non-fiction(such as 

history, biography, science, travel, self-help, etc.). In addition to standard 

books, libraries also have copies of many books in "large print" format, 

which are popular with readers with a visual impairment. In most libraries 

there are Adult and Junior sections. 

Reserves and Requests:- 

If the book you want is already out on loan, you can reserve it by filling in a 

reservation form or placing a ‗hold‘ on the item using the computerised 

library management system. The library staff or in some cases the system, 

will notify you when the book is available for you to borrow.  

If the library does not have the book you want, you can request it, again by 

filling in a form. The library may purchase the book or may look for a copy 

through the "inter-library loan" system. This is a system through which 

libraries in Ireland, the UK, and around the world, loan items to each other 

for the use of library members.  

 



Other materials:- 

In addition to books, in most libraries you can borrow audio-books, which 

are recorded readings of books. Books of all kinds are available on recording 

and they come on both cassette tapes and compact discs.  

In many libraries you can borrow dvds, compact discs and cassettes of music. 

These range from popular chart music to traditional and classical music.  

Some libraries have selections of prints and paintings which can also be 

borrowed.  

Magazines and Newspapers:- 

Public Libraries carry a range of journals and periodicals including national 

and local newspapers and magazines on a variety of topics. (e.g. business, 

health and lifestyle, gardening, science, nature, history.)  

Reference and General Information Services:- 

All public libraries have "reference" sections, containing books and other 

materials which can be consulted in the library. Reference sections typically 

include resources such as dictionaries, directories, encyclopaedias, 

government publications, business information, yearbooks and atlases. Some 

reference material, in particular business related material, is available on CD-

ROM or over the Internet.  

Public Libraries can also provide contact details and information on the 

services provided by the county council or corporation and by government 

departments, including social welfare information, etc.  

Most libraries also hold a lot of local information about clubs and societies 

and events in their locality.  

Internet services:- 

All public library services now have computers which the public can use to 

access the Internet. In some cases you must be a member of the library to 

use the computers.  

 

 



Case Study:- 

1: New York Public Library:- 

 

              The New York Public Library (NYPL) is the third largest public 

library in North America and is one of the United States' most significant 

research libraries. It is simultaneously one of the largest public library 

systems in the United States and one of the largest research library systems 

in the world. It is a privately managed, non-profit corporation with a public 

mission, operating with both private and public financing. 

              The Library is a memory bank par excellence, one of the greatest 

knowledge institutions of the world. Virtually all of the Library's many 

collections and services are freely available to all comers. In fact, the Library 

has but one criterion for admission: curiosity. 

                  The combination of scholarly research collections and a network of 

community libraries lend to the Library an extraordinary richness.  

                  Currently, the New York Public Library consists of 87 libraries: 

four non-lending research libraries, four main lending libraries, a library for 

the blind and physically challenged, and 77 neighbourhood branch libraries 

in the three boroughs served. All libraries in the NYPL system may be used 

free of charge by all visitors. As of 2008, the research collections contain 

44,160,825 items (books, videotapes, maps, etc.) of which 15,985,192 are 



books. The Branch Libraries contain 7,565,579 items of which 4,416,812 are 

books. 

           Today, the Library‘s online catalog and website make its holdings 

accessible to users worldwide. The New York Public Library has an 

extremely user friendly and very efficient website http://www.nypl.org/  

through which members can search the collections of the library and view 

whether it is available or out in circulation. If so, the member can place it on 

hold so that the person who has it cannot re-issue it again and has to return 

it within the specified time or else incur a fine. 

  



Conclusion 

Suggestions:- 

                 The  State Government must pay more attention to the ailing 

institution called the public library. At the district level library it appoints a 

library-in-charge who is well educated in this field to have a vison to develop 

and promote the library. But at the local library level, the staff consists of 

people working for the local municipal bodies who have little interest 

towards the library. They get the same fixed salary from the municipal body 

each month irrespective of their performance. Their job is under no threat 

whatsoever and as such they feel no obligation towards their job. Maybe, a 

performance dependant bonus scheme taking into consideration increased 

membership of the general public, satisfaction of the readers, etc. should be 

developed which might lead to the staff working harder to make an extra 

buck and they would probably do so. 

                 The major problem is the paucity of funds. The Government must 

allocate more funds to the libraries in order  employ a better quality and 

more technically oriented staff to plan ahead, make better use of existing 

facilities and help the libraries in expanding their role. 

                 Public libraries need a kick-start. Exhibitions can be held here 

showcasing the culture and history of the town. Summer programmes could 

be started here for children. Vocational or computer training should be 

provided. Maps, video games, audio CD s , DVD s, kids section must be 

provided so that the library becomes a more fun place to be for kids. If kids 

are introduced to the library on a regular basis, this habit would result in a 

lifelong allegiance to the library. 

                   Computers must be installed in all libraries and internet facilities 

be provided to members. This would surely increase membership and 

revenue. Each library needs to have its own website and a digital catalogue 

so that each visit to the library is a fruitful one and you get what you have 

come for. 

                     

                                  

 


