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With little sign of the recession lifting, increasing pressrrres placed on local
authority brrdgets, ajld ever nlore complex dtrnands placed on local studies
and archives services. how can we continue to nlaintain. develop and deliver
these services to meet crrrrent and frrture demands? Do we admit defeat or do
we explore other ways of doing things?

This article shares some of the charllenges faced by South 'Iyneside Libraries,
and steps we h:rve taken to overcome the barriers arld constraints.

South'Ilneside , once part of Counff Durham, now standing irlone within the
Tyne and wear conurbation. is geographicalllr small. but with a comparatively
large population and fascinating local heritage. The Great North Run leads some
54.O0O mnners to the stunning coastline at South Shields every year. Heritage
and Tourism are recognised as vital to the local economy. The riverside can
be alluring al]d intriguing. with clrres to the forner businesses along the river
and the industries that have declined alld disappeared: fishing. boatbuilding.
coalnrining. salt panning. glass-mal(ing, chemical industries. and shipbuilding.
Part of the Durham coalfieltl, 'lJ.nesidc drew people from Wales. Scotland and
Irelald. to work in the coalfields and other industries. and to tal<e advantage
of other opportunities which grerv up alongside. The river carried coals from
Newcastle. to lrndon and beyond, :rnd brought sailors to Tyreside. for work
aI]d training.

When interviewed lbr the post of lrcal Stlrdies Librarian in 2OO5 the strengths
ald weakness of the service were made known:

Strengths
The collection is a wonderftrl treasrrre trove, with printed works covering
Northumbria generally and South Tyneside specifica1ly. The South lyneside
collection compriscs photographs. maps. cphen.rera, newspapers, microforms
and audio visual materials. Thcre are flve microfilm reacler printers, one fiche
reader. and four People's Network terminals. All printed works are catalogued
on card. Many local printed works have been indexed on card. The department
is within the central library. and is open sjx days a week, with late night opening
to 7pn1 on four days. The lrcal Studies Library is situated in the basenlent of
the Central l-ibrary. in South Shields, which is on the metro line fron.r Newcastle
al]d Sunderlzurd. and accessible from the north side of the rir.er Tyne by ferry.
There is a car park outside the library. The department can bc reached by
stairs or lilt, irnd the sen'ice is enhanced by the proximity of a cafe. toilets and
library thcatre. There are two full time members of staff. a librarian and senior
library assistant.

The seniccs of the library irre well used by lamily historiiuts. local historians.



schoolchildrcn. stud rts. teachers. councillors. othcr librarians. mrrserrms anrl
archives. plalners. aJchitects. authors. ald browsers.

lVeaknesses
Non book materials sccrnc(l to disappear into a chasm. While the knowledge of
staff rvithin the department was recognise(l. the collection remained a mystery
to the uninitiated. There were backlogs of photographs nrld donations lvaiting
to be siftecl. indexcrl antl catalogued. Many itcms of the collection. including
the card index. were not pultliclv accessible. for rcasons of security ancl lack of
space. Retrieving items for cnqrriries olten necessitated lca\,ing the department
unattencled. There was insrrfficient capacity within the department lo make a
meaningful impression on the backlogs. .rnd insufficient capacity within thc rest
ofthe librarv sen'ice to bring ad(lition:rl stalfing in. Thc option of disappearing
into the stack to sort. index ancl cataloglrc was not an option itr the climate of
pro-ject {rnd partnershit) working. So rve turned to the bigger picture to look fbr
solutions. We needed to create a bal:rnce.

Opportunities to meet the Challenges
The first three months in post provided timc to take stock. to get to know the
collection. how it was used. alld indiridrrals iu'rd teams u,ithin the librarlr scrvice.
colleagues and potcntial partners outside of lillraries. the needs of regular
custonlers and occasionitl \.isitors: to assess the lvider picture and to consider
the challcnges set. This invoh'cd a process of exploing the chasm. mapping
the collection. iclcntifying gaps. assessing the scale of backlogs. considering
priorities. finding funcling and support.

Thc traditional local studies sen ice remains essential: acquiring. cataloguing
books ancl non book materials. indexing information. answering enquiries.
supporting research and publishing. However. the sen'ice also has a vital role in
meeting council ancl government priorities. which change as the neecls ofsocietv
chtrnge. Ser]sc of Place is high on the Council agenda. along with community
engagement. lamily anrl inlbrmal learning opportrrnities. Thcvalue ofthe local
heritagc to the area and potcnti:llly to the economy is recognisecl: thc Cultural
Sen'ices department had develope(l an exciting heritage trail and walks. which
enh:rncecl the expericnce of visiting the local area. allcl uncovered the amazing
heritage. Thcre was a wish to dcvelop this further, by digitising the photographs
and publishing these to a website. but lirnding had yct to be fbund.

How could we balance tlte traditional role with the new challenges without
additional staJf?

Developments
Acccss to websites such as Ancestry has enabled aspects of the familv history
service to spread across other departments ard branch libraries. All library
assistants across thc service have reccived introdrrctory training in Ancestry and
how local strrdies resourccs. srrch as maps, photographs ar-rd trade directories.
help to build up a picture ofthe past. The Council's online register search service



is one of the most popular pads of the Council Website : made possible with
the drive arld support ofthe web team and volunteers, this service has enabled
researchers to make preparatory searches trt home. before visiting the library.

Support
Recognising the need for support. we set up a loczrl history group ol, umd for.
individuals interested in local heritage. The group developed a role to srrpport
the local studies library, with projects which enable volunteers to contribute to
collection care, (for instance a glass negatve repackaging project) outreach to
schools and homes. to create and support displays in the communitj,. and to
support programmes for local history month and heritage open days.

Strategy
The first step was to map the collection allcl list all things that needed doing,
- everything from labelling a drawer on a filing cabinet, bringing card indexes
into the public domain. sourcing aIId purchasing copies of maps to plug gaps.
and putting the t gth century posters into order.

The next step was to develop al] action plalr to deal with the major backlogs. and
identil.' priorities. Dropping a collection. Ibr instance indexing the newspapers
rather than cutting and filing the articles. did not meet with approval. As main
ilrticles in the local paper are now archived online. and there are microfilnt copies
ofthe local newspapcr at Colinclale. altholrgh the newspaper cuttings collection
required attcntion . this is a lower priority compared with the photograph and
map collections. Phrgging the gaps in the map collection was achievable with
a planned ?rcquisition strate€y.

Support Sen'ices took on the task of putting catalogue records online. Mindful
of the size of this task. we approached this challenge strategically, working not
from O 999, but from 942, and then to titles most relevant to South !.neside,
then Tyne artd Wear. Durham. ald so on.

The pictorial survey was the most mlnerable and lcast accessible area of the
collection. The photographs are stored czLrefully in any available space in the
basement stack, a store shared with other library sen'ice collections. The
full potential of the collection is not realised. in terms of access and income
generation.

Opportunities
Ifthe photograph collection cor]ld be digitised. alld incorporatcd into a searchable
electronic database, many problems could be addressed. In addition. copyright
information could be linked directly vith electronic copies of each image.
Published. the website would address issues of access, supporting education,
research and provide resources for reminiscence. It would also create a memoriill
to the changing heritage, ald possibly address many of the issues of loss
experienced by local people. The digital surrogate images woulcl prevent lirrther



wear and tear on photographs. and provide a back up to be stored elselvhere. to
meet disaster management issues. Unprecedented access to a valuable collection
of images would create opportunities for inL'ome generation. ln summary.
digitisation offered a solution to mzlny of the problcms that we faccd. Digitising
tbe photographs became the main prioriq, ancl focus for attention - a project
that rvor.rl<i eventually become a mainstream activiq/.

The next challenge was flnding thc funding to achieve this. An earlier bid
for heritage lottery funding hacl not been successful - a large bid pro\iding
opportlrnities lbr community engagement. We looked to turn this idea upside
down arrd to build our digitisation programme project by project. To this end
we prrt in a pre application for lottery funding from Your Hcritage. This was a
project to digitisc up to 4.OOO images which describe the considerable changes
to the riverside - a regeneration area and a council priority. Our application was
supported irnd we received firnding to purchase image management software
and website lrontencl. with opporlunities to work with local commrrnities ard
volunteers. Library ancl Clouncil tCT provided support in sourcing and evaluating
image rnanagemcnt software. and developing the procedures to enable volunteers
to support the project (CRB chccks and log ins for volunteers).

Building capacity to support L'onmunity engagement rvas developecl through
a sccond projecti Respecting tlte PosL - Rememberitg Souih T!/neside Wcrtime
Memones. fur]clcd by the Uig l-ottery through TPYF2 (Their Past Your Frrture
2 coordinated nationally by llrc Museums l-ibraries and Archives Council).
This w?rs an inter generational reniniscencc drarna project. which explored the
impact of World Warr 2 on the local area and people. This project encouraged
engagement across the Borough. l)reaking down parochial borrndaries and
bringing in nerlcriirl zrbout Lromb damage to areas oulside of Sorth Shields.
oral histories of womer] shipvar(l rvorkers. and so on. There were local histon,
and (re:rtive writing rvorkshops for diffcrcnl gcnerations. The clrama. based on
the expcricncc of l<x'zrl children in World War 2. was t:rkcn out to schools and
perfornred to prlblic audiL:nccs.

Both projects have bcen supportcd b1' other initiatives. for example Crcativc
Partncrships. Opening Cultrrral Doors .md Find Yorrr Talcnt. rvhich have enabled
colleagues in lillraries. muscums an(i archives to engage schoolchildrcn. ESOL
students and Ilomereaclers fhouscbound) with project activity. by coordinating
visits. paying transport costs and organising crachcs.

Volunteers srrpport the collection an(l proiects. gi\ing tjme to a range ofactivities:
listing donations. plrtting images into the main sequcnccs rearly fbr indexing.
sharing their knowledge of the local area to describe images for the website.
scanning images. inputtjng information. crcating an(l taking displays out into the
communiq/. supporting heritage open days ancl local history month. o.ganising
and delivering a progra[]me of monthly talks. and project meetings. recording
memorics and helping to evaluate proiect activity. The vohrnteers have come
lbrwartl from local and family historv groups in the area. as a reslllt of the
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librarian glving talks about the collection. ald also from Culture Works - an
initiative funded by One North East .urd administercd locally by Age Concern,
to provide opportunities to engage with and contribr.rte to local heritage.

Results
Outreach clisplays, events and photographic competitions have created
opportunities for media coverage. and fbr individuals, colleagrres and partners
to give time to slrpport a valuable heritage resollrce rvhich in turn will suppoft
education, rescarch. prrblishing a]ld regeneration. l,oca1 people have an increased
awareness oflocal heritage alld access to sources within the collection. The local
studies collection has an increasing presence on the online catalogue and an
increasing number of images al-e now accessible on our pilot website. Customers
can rcsearch fi-om a diskrnce and prepare their visit ir.r advance. when they
arrive they can use the indcxes independently ard have access to nearly a full
range of maps representing the history and development of South 'Iyneside.

The traditional roles of acquiring. processing and cataloguing material. thus
making this material accessible irre still important. as e'rre assisting crrstomers
ard alswering enquiries. However, the role of local studies has lleen enhanced
through the coordination and de.velopment ofthe volunteer role. in c.tring for ald
increasing access to the collcction. working in partnership to deliver projects to
targeted audiences has brought in funding to protluce better quality publicitj'
material. media opportunities, to develop the sen'ice and enable outreach -
helping to find ways to l)eat the crtrnch.

Arrne Sharp is Irccl Slualies Librcncrl, Soltth TLJnestde Incal Studies Library

JUST ONE WORLD - OR IS IT? Information Skllls for the Small Museum
DierLe Dkott

As a newcomer to managing a small local sttrrlies musellm I stafted to question
whether my traditional library skills would trarsfer con.fortably to this nr:w
environment. Southwold Muserrm opcned in 1933 as an independent museum
and it was completely refrrrbished in 2008. Its permanent exhibition was highly
commended at the Museums.uld tleritage Awards irl 2OOg .rnd this year it
attractcd over 7.O00 visitors. With sonre 4.00O objccts of all shapes and sizes
r?rnging from l4'high Viking ruclders to a tiny light bulb fiom our operailonal
lighthouse. prints and paintings. over'10OO photographs, archives and a local
studies library. it co\.crs a wide rangc of materials. We also answcr a large
nun.rber of queries relating to local emd lamily history. Some knowledge of locarl

studies work was certainly a help but I soon realized that there werc glaring
gaps in my skills.

'l-ocal stuclies stands at the cutting edge of modern library nncl information
work ald demands a variety of skills and techniques' ' somy first task was to
identify these skills. To a large extent my task was made easier Lry Jill Barber's
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