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Introduction 

Victoria’s public libraries are complex, culture-making social entities (19) . They traverse multiple sectors, 1

demographics, jurisdictions, economies and categories. They are internationally recognised paradigm breakers; 
considered leaders in their field, equal to the most progressive and creative libraries across Scandinavia, The 
Netherlands, Canada, USA and New Zealand. 

Our public libraries come in all shapes and sizes. There are 53 library services (263 branches and 28 mobile services), providing for the state’s 
population of 5.738 million. The public library network employs around 1,800 staff and 
offers diverse services across the 79 local government areas. Around 50 per cent of 
Victorians belong to a public library. In the last 12 months, around 20 per cent of the 
Victorian population (1.119m) used a public library’s physical resources.

The public library network is largely funded by local governments (80 per cent), with the 
Victorian state government contributing to core funding (20 per cent). The Living Libraries 
program and the Premier's Reading Challenge contribute further capital assistance. The 
State Library of Victoria also allocates triennial funds for collaborative statewide research 
and professional development projects as part of its remit to provide support to the public library network. Independent economic research 
confirms that  Victoria's contribution to public libraries is falling behind other Australian states and territories (24). Recent analysis by the 
National and State Libraries Association (NSLA) ranks Victoria second last in terms of per capita spend on public libraries (22).

Victorian public libraries spend on average $218 million annually on operating costs and collection building. They deliver an impressive return 
on investment. For every dollar spent, $3.56 is returned by way of benefits to Victorian communities. The level of return from public library 
investment is the same as, or better than, the return on investment from other state government spending (24, 28).

Endnotes are used throughout this submission. All references are included in the Bibliography.1

In the last year, 1.135 million people have 
used a public or mobile library generating 
28.475 million visits, including 1.597 million 
participants in various library programs and 
events. 
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Public Libraries Victoria Network     

Public Libraries Victoria Network (PLVN) is the peak membership body for the state’s public library sector. The membership 
comprises 34 services operated by individual councils; 11 regional library corporations (as defined by the Local Government 
Act) providing services for a number of councils; one shared library service operated by the City Ballarat for seven councils; 
the Vision Australia Information and Library Service providing services to the print impaired.

PLVN, in partnership with the State Library of Victoria (SLV), has commissioned important research reports on the complex roles public 
libraries perform. This internationally regarded research has identified the multiple benefits public libraries generate on behalf of Victorian 
communities. These reports have described and quantified the distinct economic, social and cultural contributions of the state’s public library 
network (25, 26, 27, 28, 29). This comprehensive, evidence-based research forms the basis upon which our submission is constructed. 

Libraries are part of Victoria’s creative economy

Victoria’s creative economy – of ideas, products, services and practices – includes public libraries. By offering a diverse range of activities and 
highly inclusive forms of participation, our libraries are a vital node in a dynamic creative industries ecology.

The fundamental cultural role of public libraries as gateways to literacy and literature is well understood. Libraries nurture, extend and 
distribute the culture of the written word, in all of its forms, through reading, poetry slams, storytelling, language acquisition and development, 
writers’ festivals and literary awards. What is less well understood is their wider role in cultural development.

Libraries provide opportunities for the development of 21st century skills – digital literacies, multimedia skills, collaborative practices, and the 
shared stewardship of public spaces. Victoria’s public library network stimulates and supports the creative makers, entrepreneurs and 
industries in metropolitan, outer metropolitan and regional locations throughout the state. Libraries are at the forefront of new forms of 
participatory creativity, helping to catalyse Victoria’s capacity to thrive in an uncertain and unpredictable world. Participatory creativity moves 
the locus of creative thinking, making and problem solving away from a fixation on something an individual is or has, to something people 
experience and do together (5, 9, 21).
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This more distributed notion of creativity is, in effect, an invitation to participate in civic life and creative expression; available to all Victorians 
regardless of educational opportunities, geography, background and individual talent. Public libraries are great democratisers in this respect. 
After cinema attendance, public libraries are the next most used cultural institution in Australia, attracting a diverse and representative 
segment of the population (3).  

Ten themes

Victorian public library services have a role to play in each of the ten themes proposed in the Creative Industries Discussion Paper. Their role is 
already strong and growing in many of the articulated themes, and could be further enhanced by additional funding, a more equitable 
distribution of contemporary library spaces, and new creative partnerships. 



  | Creative Industries Strategy Paper 6

Theme One: Fostering Creative Excellence    

Creativity starts with human imagination before being transformed into material and digital art forms, performance, and 
innovative ideas, products and services.

Imagination is fed by stimulation, inquiry, random associations and being in inspiring spaces. Victoria’s libraries are places where random 
discovery and stimulation occurs (11, 25, 29).

Contemporary, well-designed public libraries attract a diverse range of artists, writers, performers and creative entrepreneurs, who use the 
library’s physical and digital spaces, collections, equipment and public programs to advance their 
creative work. Thousands of Victorians flock to public libraries to attend art classes; practice piano; 
borrow musical instruments; make and exhibit art, jewellery and sculpture; attend an author talk or 
literary festival; join a fibre art group; tinker with a 3D printer ; book a recording studio; plan a 
creative performance; access the latest magazines in their field of interest; participate in reading and 
creative writing groups; lounge about and rest; get help from a librarian; conduct serious research; 
write a novel; or just read.

When it comes to children and young people, few cultural institutions can match the public library. 
From rhyme time to story time, in English and a range of other languages like Mandarin and Bengali, 
parents and young children can commingle in a public space and be entertained by enthralling stories told well, often in highly performative 
ways with music, magic and controlled mayhem (11, 25, 32).

In the afternoons and evenings, young adults drape themselves over bean bags, play with x-box or iPads, colonise teen spaces, do their 
homework, gossip with peers, check out the music collection, plan a performance at the library’s next Music Out Loud event or disco and 
pizza night, participate in a cartooning, Manga or animation workshop, or use the media lab to produce a video, e-book or presentation (25, 
33).

Victorian public libraries also collaborate with local and state run cultural organisations to showcase creative excellence. Examples include 
Museums Victoria, Regional Arts Victoria, Opera Australia, regional galleries and museums, and, of course, the State Library of Victoria. There is 
more fruitful work to be done in deepening and extending these mutually beneficial creative cultural partnerships.
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Equitable access important

The pace and scale at which Victorian public libraries are stimulating new forms of participatory creativity is staggering. However, not all public 
libraries can provide the opportunities listed above. Levels of funding, appropriate spaces, opening hours and staffing, can either facilitate or 
dampen the full realisation of what a modern public library can and should be. Although Victoria is the only state to have library corporations 
in place, which have enabled better resource sharing across wide geographical areas, obvious inequities still exist. Local governments 
contribute the lion’s share of public library funding, and the contribution made by the state government is lower than other Australian states 
(22, 24). If public libraries are to continue to provide welcoming, free, egalitarian sites of creative expression, research, collaboration and 
experimentation to all Victorians, regardless of which municipality they happen to reside in, then serious thought needs to be given to 
equitable access across the state. Victoria’s creative culture and industries will be well served by vibrant library spaces, undergirded by fast 
digital technologies, expansive opening hours, and mutually beneficial partnerships with other cultural organisations and creative producers.

Summary Table: Fostering Creative Excellence

NOW FUTURE

Places where new forms of participatory creativity are being 
stimulated and developed

More research needed into how to extend these opportunities to a 
broader range of people

Partners with state-based and regional cultural organisations to 
deliver cultural and creative programs across the state

Pursue shared grant funding options, especially with cultural and 
creative producers of all kinds

Places where people can do almost anything - from recording music 
to fabricating with a 3D printer

If supported by a statewide creative spaces funding program, we could 
offer more maker spaces, particularly in outer metropolitan and 
regional areas - therefore more capacity for creative workshops 
(visual and digital arts), programs and co-working spaces

Offers facilities, spaces and expertise to support creative producers – 
artists, musicians, writers, multimedia producers, animators, 
researchers

Build on and share best practice in library space design by inviting 
creative producers to co-design new spaces and programs.



  | Creative Industries Strategy Paper 8

 

Creative 
Communities (25) survey data 

shows that between 2011 and 2013, Victorian 

libraries hosted around 1139 theatre, music and 

poetry performances; 6649 creative workshops and 

classes; 719 art exhibitions and installations; and 

1391 public lectures. 

Melbourne’s City Library in 
Flinders Lane has around 100,000 visitors each 

month. Only 30 per cent of library members are city 
residents; most are people working or studying in the city. 

The library also contains a performance and exhibition space, 
and has a part-time technician employed to help deliver a busy 

calendar of visual arts, literature, musical activities and exhibitions. 
The exhibition space is available to artists, musicians and 

performers who may otherwise struggle to get access to a city 
space.The cultural space provided by the City Library has 
helped emerging artists gain exposure, while established 

artists and musicians have been able to take their 
creative ideas in new directions. 

Swan Hill 
Library’s biannual 

Loud@theLibrary is a musical performance 
event for young people. On performance night, 
shelving is removed and the library becomes a 

concert arena. A local secondary college lends staging 
equipment. A local music shop owner volunteers his 

expertise, along with $50,000 of equipment. The local 
sound and lighting business offers lighting equipment for a 

token fee. Initially, the performers’ families and friends 
were the only guests. Now, it has a reputation as an 

exciting night out. There is a calendar of events 
and bands are approaching the library 

asking to play. 
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Theme Two: Building Audiences and Markets 

When it comes to building audiences for literature, literacy, reading and the spoken word, libraries have no peer. Much of what 
they do in this sphere is a result of intense collaboration.

Public libraries support writers’ festivals and/or produce their own; they work closely with the State Library of Victoria to ensure that poetry 
slams, reading initiatives, author talks, and history events are available to citizens across the state. They often support cross audience 
development by working with other cultural organisations on shared projects. For example, the Wheeler’s Hill Library is co-located with the 
Monash Gallery of Art, affording opportunities to run complementary programs on the same artist or theme; Geelong Library works with the 
city’s other cultural institutions on topical events, effectively sharing collections, programs and audiences across the whole cultural precinct.

Libraries are hubs for the promotion of creative events and products through their bulletin boards, both physical and digital. Some library 
services work with locally based musicians, authors, artists, and theatre groups to amplify their creative work via publicity, provision of 
exhibition spaces, collecting local artists’ work, performance events, and the provision of meeting spaces. 

Some library services employ marketing, graphic design and communication specialists; others work closely with the specialist expertise 
available within a broader municipal setting. However, libraries report that their capacity to be more active marketers of events and 
opportunities could be enhanced and improved with communications expertise. Both existing and potential library clients echo this insight, 
often remarking that the cultural and educational opportunities available are not as well known in the community as they should be. Public 
libraries have a well developed and longstanding capacity for statistical analysis, enabling the sector to identify market development 
opportunities. This capability could be used by the creative industries for collaborative data analysis and user engagement projects (8, 20).

Given the already high usage of public libraries by creative artists and entrepreneurs, there exists potential to further develop a statewide 
approach.
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Summary Table: Building Audiences and Markets

NOW FUTURE

Support creative industries and producers via collections, spaces, 
exhibitions, competitions and events

Ensure new and retrofitted facilities can accommodate the nurturing 
of creative industries, now and future

Good data gathering and analysis skills
Specialist events management, marketing and communications skills 
needed. Better data analysis, especially new ways to measure impact 
and reach

Partner with creative producers and organisations on numerous 
cultural initiatives 

Would love to be able to pay artists, writers and performers
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The City of Moreland is home to an 
eclectic mix of musicians, writers and filmmakers. To 

celebrate and preserve this artistic complexity, Moreland's 
library service created the Made in Moreland collection in 2002 – a 

program to support and promote local musicians, writers and 
filmmakers. The library buys CDs by local musicians. Copies are placed 
in the library's general lending collections, with one copy of each CD 

also kept in the library's local history collection, thereby preserving 
Moreland's musical history for future generations. A specially designed 
‘Made in Moreland’ sticker highlights local CDs, as well as books and 

films by Moreland residents or those with a special connection to 
the area. ‘Live at the Library’ brings music to the libraries, 

showcases Moreland’s talent and promotes local 
music. 

Bayside Library 
Service gives local artists the 

opportunity to exhibit work in a library. 
Through an acquisitive art prize worth $1000, 

winning artworks are permanently acquired for library 

spaces. Frankston City Library’s Art for Loan 
program, lends artwork created by local artists. There are 

currently 89 artworks in circulation. 

The Fitzroy Library has on display a number of 
paintings on loan from the City of Yarra's Art 

collection, while the Richmond Library supports 
and circulates the Women’s Art Register 

Collection. 

Watsonia 
Library’s busy cultural calendar 

recently featured a partnership with Opera 
Australia. The performance attracted 270 people, and 

opera performers were shadowed using Auslan 
interpreters. People who would not normally go to the 

opera, or had never been to an opera performance, 
were given a rich, locally-based cultural 

opportunity. 
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Theme Three: Enhancing Creative Spaces and Places 

There are two interdependent dimensions to this theme: the sense of place libraries inspire as sites in which local identity and 
community possibility are instantiated, and the physical and psychological aspects of library spaces themselves.

Place

As Creative Communities: the cultural benefits of Victoria’s public libraries (25) showed, public libraries can and do contribute to urban and 
regional place-making, and in many cases have shifted the nucleus of civic activity by generating new precincts around them. Melbourne’s 
Docklands Library is a case in point, as well as libraries in Echuca, Kerang, Bendigo, Geelong, Craigieburn, Altona, Camberwell and Melton. 
Building smart, beautiful, multipurpose, well situated libraries can have radial benefits for 
the creative life and well being of communities.

One of the strongest themes to come out of the Creative Communities study was the 
value people place on libraries as explicitly public places. Victorian public libraries are 
seen as safe, welcoming and non-commercial. People have a sense of pride and 
ownership over public libraries, describing them as “like a second home”, a “life-saver”, a 
place of “no limits’, a place that “has saved my sanity”.

Even people who do not use a library on a regular basis seem to understand the 
library’s place in the collective imagination. The sense of place libraries inspire is 
associated with pride, cultural identity, and gentle, low-key forms of sociality (1, 2, 23, 29).

Space 

Substantial investment in the building of new and/or renovated library spaces has occurred over the last decade or so. This is an international 
trend and some Victorian public libraries are considered to be leaders in the field. Contemporary libraries offer free and/or affordable spaces 
in which creative producers and businesses can meet, perform, exhibit, learn together, teach others, use digital technologies and equipment, 
access ideas, and conceive of new business opportunities. Outside metropolitan Melbourne, public libraries often represent the only 
contemporary cultural and creative space available to citizens. Even if other cultural spaces exist, the library attracts and serves the largest and 
most diverse audience in outer metropolitan and regional cities and towns throughout Victoria.

“We want to create a city of twenty-minute 
hubs, and in many of these hubs the library 
will be the honey pot.” 
Roz Hansen, Head of Melbourne Metropolitan 
Strategy, Creative Communities Study 2013 
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Creative potential

Modern public libraries represent a space renaissance in two ways; in the physical reanimation of public space; and in the development of civic 
imagination that can conceive of new possibilities. However, as mentioned elsewhere, the creative potential now afforded by new library 
spaces is unevenly distributed.  The absence of flexible library spaces severely restricts their ability to facilitate the kinds of creativity, 
collaboration and community connections highlighted above. 

Given the demonstrable return on investment Victorian public libraries deliver 
(economic, social and cultural), the development of new library spaces and/or the 
refurbishment of older ones should be seen as a priority for Creative Victoria. This is 
especially pertinent given the historical underinvestment by the state government in 
Victorian libraries relative to the other Australian states (22). Imagine what our 
libraries – urban, outer metropolitan and regional – could do with more well-designed, 
flexible spaces? 

“From a place-making point of view, the 
library is the heart of the town.” 
Esther Anatolitis, CEO, Regional Arts Victoria, Creative 
Communities Study 2013

In 2014, Library at the Dock (Docklands) was opened at a cost of $23 
million. In its first year of operation, more than 123,000 people visited the 
facility, and nearly 4000 new members signed on to the library service. This 
in an area that is routinely described as a cultural dead zone. 
John Elder, The Age, 5/7/15 (10)
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Summary Table: Enhancing Creative Spaces and Places

NOW FUTURE

Acknowledged place makers, often the nucleus of civic activity and 
attention

Could work more closely with other cultural organisations and 
providers

Occupy special place in the imagination of citizens; strong brand as 
free, widely accessible, resource-rich, active and engaging, responsive, 
trusted, non-commercial, welcoming public places

Receptive partner to all kinds of collaborations – cultural groups, 
universities, art galleries and museums

Renaissance in library spaces, award winning design, strongly 
correlated with increased usage and sense of ownership

Appropriate, well designed, contemporary library spaces should be 
available to everyone in Victoria

Often the only contemporary cultural space in many Victorian towns
Pop-up libraries in vacant shop fronts, library lounges in other venues, 
digi library services – are some low cost outreach options

Many councils have long term library building and refurbishment plans 
in place

Expansion of programs such as Living Libraries would support the 
extension of creative spaces and facilities mentioned in the 
submission. A four-year $40 million commitment would be equivalent 
to the cost of the new Geelong Library
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Theme Four: Cultivating Skills, Entrepreneurship & Innovation 

The ways in which Victorian public libraries are experimenting with new ways to stay relevant and create value for diverse 
communities is an innovative thinking and decision-making process in its own right.

This innovative thinking has produced vanguard research such as Victorian Public Libraries 2030 (27), which presents a summary of the global 
trends influencing public libraries and the strategic options available in planning for the future. The report offers two scenarios available to 
Victorian public libraries as they respond to these emerging trends. One scenario emphasises the community learning and connection role of 
public libraries; while the other emphasises the creative potential of public libraries as sites for supporting and sharing individual and collective 
creative endeavour. The creative scenario described in Victorian Public Libraries 2030 is an extension of what is already happening in public 
libraries and could be further amplified by greater recognition, funding and promotion. The two scenarios are interdependent and public 
libraries are finding ways to connect learning with creative production.

Today’s libraries invite people to make things, learn, interact with others, interpret collections in new ways, perform, read, work, relax, play and 
publish. Libraries offer programs that explicitly encourage critical thinking and civic debate. They provide connected learning experiences for 
young people using the creative and digital arts. Their specialist, service-oriented staff train people in the physical and electronic materials 
available.

Public libraries are, in other words, stimulating and supporting creative and innovative communities - right now. The ways in which they do this 
can be understood and described using the six lenses developed by Creative Communities: the cultural benefits of Victorian public libraries (25). 
The six lenses are:

Libraries as public places of cultural meaning and significance.

Libraries provide cultural spaces in which experimentation and innovation can occur. 

Libraries incubate creativity and facilitate creative production and dissemination.

Libraries are cultural connectors, providing the means by which linkages can be made and resources shared.

Libraries support Australia’s complex cultural mosaic, celebrating diversity and stimulating intercultural exchange.

Libraries nurture the culture of the written and spoken word, and provide programs and opportunities in which literary culture can be valued.
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This 2014 report contains new insights and evidence to support the way in which urban, outer metropolitan and regional libraries are 
generating tangible and intangible cultural benefits across all six lenses listed above. In 
particular, we now know that many creative Victorians are using libraries as sites for 
creative production. The Creative Communities survey (2013) attracted over 3,000 
responses; 436 of these respondents identified as writers, graphic novelists, artists, 
academics, art students, illustrators, animators, performers, poets, craft-makers, cake 
decorators and fashion designers.  These respondents use a public library to help enable 
creative production in some form. They, and others who attended focus groups, report 
that libraries stimulate creativity through their diverse collections, spatial aesthetics, 
opportunities to meet/work with colleagues in free spaces, quiet and reflective zones, 
provision of specialist equipment and software, and their generally welcoming, reassuring 
atmosphere.

The capacity to work alone in the company of others, to maintain a singular focus in a 
multi-focused environment, provides a paradoxical stimulus for creative thinking (12, 30). 
More research is needed, but we do know that whether a business or artistic project, a 
presentation or a performance, writing a book or cultivating a hobby – budding 
entrepreneurs, writers, musicians and craftspeople credit the library as a creative 
incubator. While many of our libraries are benefitting from new investment, clever design 
and the enthusiastic uptake by creative people of all ages, others are struggling to provide 
even basic meeting spaces. This is inequitable, and it is limiting the creative, entrepreneurial 
and learning potential of Victorian communities.

“The library provides work space and a 
wealth of source material and helpful staff. 
It's a one-stop shop for contact and 
creativity.” 
Participant, Creative Communities Survey (2013)

“We started our business in the library. We 
run a creative business and we are still 
running five years later with several 
employees.” 
Participant, Creative Communities Survey (2013)
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Summary Table: Cultivating skills, entrepreneurship and innovation

NOW FUTURE

Commissioning vanguard research and refining service offerings based 
on evidence

More specific research needed into how to better support innovative 
practices

Highly desirable places in which creative people work alone or 
together to hatch an idea and/or start a business

Could offer more explicit support to creative entrepreneurs and 
innovators via training, facilitation collaborative projects, co-working 
and telecommuting hubs, new technologies and software 

Serendipitous spaces in which creative associations are cultivated 
Could be more proactive in working with and supporting local 
businesses and creative producers

Already have robust framework in which to understand and describe 
the cultural and creative work being done in libraries

Need to build diverse staff skill sets to further embed the creative 
library future 
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As library professionals, we are inspired by 
the adventurous work being done by our colleagues in 

Finland, Denmark, The Netherlands and Canada. 

Helsinki’s 37 embedded urban libraries offer 
pop-up performance spaces, media workstations, 3D printers and 

vinyl cutters, working nests for entrepreneurs and small businesses, and 
outreach business brokers. 

The Danish regional city of Aarhus has recently opened Urban 
Mediaspace, a five storey waterside knowledge hub containing Dokk1, the largest 

public library in Scandinavia. Its opening party attracted 12,500 citizens. 

DOKLAB in Delft is billed as one of the most advanced public libraries in the 
world. With its surround sound iPod chairs, video production suites, Tank U 

stations to download Bluetooth content to phones, and Nintendo, Playstation, 
and XBox gaming consoles, it has become a technology and multimedia mecca. 

Canada’s Edmonton Public Library Service (EPL) has won 
the American Library Association’s Innovative International Library 

Projects award for the second year running. EPL’s outreach and 
digital literacy services include social workers and high-

tech epl2go literacy vans. 

“I'm constantly using the library as a 
resource for my design work. ” 

“From books on baking, sewing and design the library is 
a convenient, varied and accessible source of reliable 
information.” Creative Communities Survey (2013) 

“The library runs a range of free art 
related programs, both as a one-off event and 

on a regular basis; provides free access to colouring 
pencils, scrap paper, floor space, comic life software, 

printed and online resources. The library staff is also very 
knowledgeable and helpful.” Creative Communities 

Survey (2013) 

 “I like 
the feeling of the space. I like that I 

can choose to go sit at a music listening post 
while I work. I like the feeling of other people around 

me. It also represents a public space that is free & inside 
-- is there another option (church is the only one that 

comes close) in our society like this?” Creative 
Communities Survey (2013) 
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Theme Five: Harnessing the Opportunities of Digital Technology 

Libraries have historically been early adopters and leaders when it comes to new technologies and the potential of digital 
interfaces, resources and modes of communication.

In Victoria’s public libraries today, people can :

‣ access free high-speed wi-fi

‣ use library computers and/or tablets to perform a range of activities from job applications, after school homework, paying bills online, 
sending emails, and speaking to family members via Facebook or Skype

‣ attend various forms of digital literacy classes or drop-in sessions for novices to the more advanced

‣ attend gaming, Manga and animé workshops for young people, particularly those who have become disengaged from conventional 
learning 

‣ download free magazines, journal articles, newspapers and e-books; access high quality databases normally reserved for academic 
researchers and tertiary students

‣ contribute local stories to library curated digital memory and local history projects, and online blogs

‣ learn about and produce material objects, recorded music, videos and digital publications using the library’s 3D printers, recording 
studios, and digital media suites

‣ learn about what’s on, communicate with, and contribute to community conversations via the library’s social media platforms

‣ attend training in and access software through which basic computer coding skills can be acquired; or participate in a ‘hackathon’ 
whereby open source platforms and data are legitimately ‘hacked’ by budding coders in order to share information and develop new 
apps or uses

‣ access digitised local newspapers and historical records and made available to Victorian and international researchers via the National 
Library’s Trove interface.
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These are fundamental 21st century skills, provided free to Victorian citizens (9, 21, 27).

However, our library managers report that more could be done. For example, the services listed above are unevenly distributed across the 
Victorian public library network. Library managers are concerned that the latest digital offerings are not monopolised by the already 
advantaged and technologically networked, but are available to and taken up by people in all kinds of circumstances and from all backgrounds 
– refugees, unemployed, disengaged youth, girls and women, senior citizens, isolated rural centres, and Indigenous communities across the 
state. 

We need to extend and embed all of the above throughout the entire public library network, especially in areas that are currently under 
resourced. We need to work with artists, small businesses, learning and technology specialists, computer coders, software developers, gamers, 
musicians and writers to curate new offerings, ideas and collectively-focused ways forward. Libraries need to be seen as credible grant 
applicants/partners for funding in the digital arts and related industries.

Summary Table: Harnessing Opportunities of Digital Technology

NOW FUTURE

Leaders in digital offerings and understanding of digital futures
Need to stay ahead and not fall behind, especially in the regions. 
Skilled staff will also be needed to capitalise on new opportunities

Free wi-fi, computers, spaces, equipment, software, resources
More outreach needed – digi- mobile services; productive 
partnerships with businesses and specialists; better user interfaces 

Important mediators in growing digital divide; sometimes the only 
public institution offering digital skills development and access to all 
citizens

Expansion of Living Libraries funding; a new, extended funding round 
with matching funds from Councils to construct and/or modify library 
spaces to maximise digital age

Libraries need to be seen as credible applicants and partners for 
funding in the digital arts and related industries - could offer coding, 
digital mobile arts, creative tools & software, self publishing and 
collaborative work spaces
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Theme Six: Increasing Participation and Social Impact 

There are few cultural institutions that can match the hospitality, neutrality, commercial-free, generous and accepting spaces and 
services extended to citizens by the contemporary public library. Libraries reach out to, enable connections between, and invite 
participation from all sectors of the community.

As previously mentioned, around 50 per cent of Victorians belong to a public library. In the last 12 months, around 20 per cent of the Victorian 
population (1.119m) used a public library’s physical resources.

The social benefits produced and social capital generated by public libraries have 
been well researched and documented (2, 29, 31). This research shows that public 
libraries contribute to building social capital, social harmony and cohesion; they help 
develop civic skills and consciousness, contributing to the maintenance of peaceful 
and democratic social norms (15). Accommodating Victoria’s projected growth over 
the next 20 years will require public libraries to maintain, strengthen and expand the 
social impacts they enable. 

What is often not fully understood or appreciated is the special place reserved for 
public libraries in the imaginary worlds of their users and supporters. People describe 
their library in poetic and metaphoric ways. For them the library is “quiet, clever and curious”, “Inspiring, well tended and creative”, “delicate, a 
thing of extraordinary beauty”, “home’, “indispensable”, “thrilling”, “a haven”, “heaven” (25).

Can you conceive of another public entity that could engender such intense associations?

To even articulate sentiments and ideas like the ones quoted above represents a creative cognitive process in play; the kind of mental 
trajectory at the heart of creative enterprise and social dynamism. 

“The library is a connector for all the things 
in a community that don’t have to do with 
sport.” 
Richard Bazeley, President of the St Arnaud Friends of 
the Library group.
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More research is needed, but what we can categorically say is that public libraries perform an important and possibly unique ‘holding space’ for 
diverse, heterogeneous communities. This ‘holding space’ enables, allows and invites democratic participation, the ‘creative abrasion’ that can 
arise from a productive approach to difference, and an anchor in an otherwise chaotic, disappointing and/or alienating world (12).

This is good news for the Victorian government, and the local municipalities who fund and support public library services. But more can be 
done. 

Greater outreach into community networks and gathering places is currently constrained by limited staff resources and skills. Creative 
partnerships between public libraries, cultural and social institutions, arts organisations, and mental health services, are often random, ad hoc 
and shallow. If cultivated and built on, as is happening in some urban and regional settings, these new collaborative partnerships would 
reinforce a creative and social ecology of benefit to individuals and whole communities. Collective problems could be creatively explored and 
new possibilities seeded.

Contemporary library spaces and buildings are a critical enabling factor in increasing participation and producing ongoing social benefit. The 
indisputable return on investment from new library buildings/spaces should give the Creative Industries Strategy team food for thought in 
how to better distribute the proven benefits from public libraries more equitably across the state.

Summary Table: Increasing Participation and Social Impact

NOW FUTURE

Libraries attract diverse participation and their social impacts are well 
documented

Broader skills sets working in/with the library e.g. social workers, arts 
therapy workers, multi media digital producers 

Libraries hold a special place in the collective imagination
More outreach needed – digi- mobile services, micro/pop up libraries 
especially in outer metropolitan and regional areas

Libraries are perceived as welcoming, safe, vibrant, free and useful
Libraries need to be seen as credible applicants and partners for 
funding in arts, mental health, social enterprise
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The gasp project aims to provide respectful and 
safe environments for same sex attracted and sex and 

gender diverse young people in Geelong and regional areas. 

Geelong Regional Libraries Corporation (GRLC) is 
giving young people, who may not attend or be connected to gasp, 

access to books with GLBTI characters. The Library chose 30 book titles 
with LGBTI characters. 

Within the first three months, all but two titles had been borrowed at 
least once. This was a total of 81 checkouts. To date the books have 
been checked out 459 times - Gay characters- 274 times, Lesbian 

characters- 136 and Trans characters- 49. 
gasp = Geelong Adolescent Sexuality  

Project  
At Yarra Plenty Regional Library 

Service, the Reading Rover Coordinator and customised 
VW Caddy van, travel to socio economically disadvantaged and 
geographically isolated areas across Banyule, Nillumblk and the 
City of Whittlesea. The Reading Rover reads with families and 

shares the six building blocks of early literacy in a fun and 
inclusive program. 
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Theme Seven: Supporting Aboriginal Arts and Culture 

Public library managers are wrestling with how to deepen the relationship between the library and local Indigenous 
communities. It is universally agreed that more could and should be done.

Many Victorian libraries support Reconciliation and NAIDOC weeks with specially crafted story time, craft, art making activities and displays. 
Local Indigenous history collections are being built.

Some existing programs and partnerships provide encouragement for the necessary work to be undertaken in the future.

Campaspe Library Service has special indigenous collections, and works with local Aboriginal organisations, to provide early literacy programs. 
Two Koori staff members are employed, one permanent, and the other a trainee, through the Arts Ready AFL traineeship for Indigenous 
students.

Eastern Regional Libraries, a consortium of three outer-eastern metropolitan councils, works closely with constituent councils to support 
Aboriginal arts and culture. A recent project, Sharing Stories, featured local Aboriginal artists creating works to be exhibited in one of the 
branch libraries, with a view to extending local knowledge of Aboriginal culture and history.

The Regional Arts Victoria coordinator for Victoria’s north-west occupies space in, and collaborates with, the Swan Hill and Kerang library 
services. Co-location has enabled cooperation on arts and culture projects with Indigenous communities along the Murray River. Film, music 
and theatre projects, such as Project Marruk, built on stories from Wamba Aboriginal elders and involving over 100 people.  Library spaces, 
collections and support were critical to the success of the project. The Black Writers’ Lab, run by Elbidgeree Theatre Company, also takes place 
in the library and draws on its rich historical collections.

The Learning Stones site at the Bass Coast Principal Library, Wonthaggi, is an identified place for cultural engagement; a place for Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal people in the community to come together. West Gippsland Regional Library Corporation worked to develop Learning 
Stones in partnership with the Koori Engagement Support Officer from the Department of Education & Early Childhood Development. The 
site is a meeting place for developing cultural awareness and ongoing engagement with local Aboriginal community members, Aboriginal 
students from Bass Coast schools, and the wider community. The poles were painted by indigenous and non-indigenous students from Bass 
Coast Children's Centre, Wonthaggi Primary School and Wonthaggi Secondary School.
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Summary Table: Supporting Aboriginal Arts and Culture

NOW FUTURE

Libraries work with Indigenous communities to celebrate 
Reconciliation and NAIDOC week events

More proactive in encouraging Indigenous students to work in 
libraries

Lots of initiatives underway in many libraries Co-location with regional arts workers

Strong desire by libraries and their communities for more work and 
deeper relationships to be built with Indigenous communities

Work with Aboriginal communities on building and developing 
relevant collections, exhibitions, programs and events
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Theme Eight: Regional Victoria & Outer Metropolitan Melbourne 

Public libraries are, by definition, a networked regional, outer metropolitan and urban phenomenon. All public libraries serve 
that function. 

Importantly, some libraries are the only cultural hub or space available in their respective communities. Everything takes place around the 
library. Libraries provide social cohesiveness in good and bad times. During fires and floods, the public library is a trusted meeting place and 
refuge (25). Recently arrived refugees and migrants gravitate to the library for classes, resources (often in their own language), cultural events 
and opportunities to socialise, study and share their culture.

Youth at risk, and youth in general, experience the library as a neutral physical and psychological space in which they are somehow liberated 
from the specific demands of home and school.

Many libraries represent local cultural ambition through their buildings, openness, free collections, diverse services, and non-judgmental 
receptivity.

New library buildings in places like Geelong, Bendigo and Echuca, have galvanised and inspired local communities. In the outer metropolitan 
suburbs of Melton, Altona, Craigieburn, Frankston and Lalor libraries have become pivots for learning and cultural activities of all kinds.

The smaller regional centres of Castlemaine, Kerang, Kyneton, St Arnaud, Horsham and Swan Hill are just some examples of how public 
libraries are local vectors for widespread creative, cultural and social outcomes.

These success stories are particularly apposite during periods of dislocation, structural change and transition. The loss of traditional industries 
in regional and metropolitan communities, leading to a loss of jobs, services, opportunities, and a geographic clustering of disadvantage, is 
deeply concerning. 

We know that libraries in regional and outer metropolitan areas can help mediate the sense of disconnectedness and exclusion experienced 
during periods of transition (25, 29). Libraries strengthen job readiness through the provision of literacy, internet and wifi, writing and resumé 
skills, business and co-working spaces, and extensive physical and online resources. As the projected increase in Melbourne’s population pushes 
people further into outer metropolitan and regional Victoria, libraries need to be geared for growth.
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As mentioned throughout this submission, apart from their obvious learning and knowledge-based offerings, public libraries also represent a 
welcoming, non-judgmental creative and social space. This ‘space’ also has a mobile and outreach dimension. Mobile library services are critical 
lifelines in places without a physical library. In 2000, a statewide project enabled 16 new mobile libraries to be put into circulation across the 
state, and all of these need replacement or refurbishment. What cost $140,000 per mobile library in 2000, now costs $700,000. 

If a vicious downward spiral gains momentum, it will inevitably put at risk the investment needed to maintain, modernise and extend these 
offerings. 

Summary Table: Advancing Outer Metropolitan Melbourne and Regional Victoria

NOW FUTURE

Libraries are often the only cultural hub available; others represent 
cultural ambition in outer metropolitan and regional areas

Maintain and increase investment in physical and mobile library spaces 
and services

Free wi-fi, computers, spaces, services; they strengthen job readiness 
and assist with literacy and skills development

Maintain and extend the important role of fast broadband and mobile 
library services in regional towns. Support NBN connectivity to static 
libraries; and ensure reliable broadband access for mobile services

Great community connectors, a refuge during fires, floods and social 
upheaval

Ensure Victorian libraries are equal to the world’s most innovative, 
community connected libraries (see Spaces & Places)



  | Creative Industries Strategy Paper 28

Theme Nine: Enhancing International Engagement 

Few professions can match the intensely collaborative and networked world in which public libraries are enmeshed. When it 
comes to networking, international partnerships and peer to peer knowledge exchange, libraries are exemplars. 

Victorian library leaders have participated in the international professional development opportunities offered by the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, with now established collaborative partnerships operating across the United States, Denmark, Canada and The Netherlands. The 
International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) facilitates ongoing exchange through its various sectional interest groups, working 
parties, trend reports and annual conferences. Victorian library professionals continue to participate in and contribute to its various activities, 
as well as the International Librarians Network’s (ILN) peer mentoring program. Victorian library professionals have participated in three 
Great Public Library Tours across the world, bringing back ideas and contacts to enrich Victorian libraries. These contacts have enabled them 
to invite the world’s leading library innovators to present at library symposia, conferences and events in Melbourne and other regional cities.

Victorian public libraries have specifically contributed to international library scholarship though the research projects cited in this submission, 
which are internationally regarded and regularly quoted. One project in particular,  Victorian Public Libraries 2030 (27), won the 2014 Richard 
Goodman Strategic Planning Award from the Association for Strategic Planning based in the USA.

This award-winning scenario modelling will assist library managers, in Victoria and around the world, with strategic decision-making and 
planning. The Our Future, Our Skills Research Report (26), commissioned by PLVN and SLV in 2013/14, will also help guide the profession and 
tertiary learning institutions in the development of skill sets required in the modern, internationally benchmarked public library environment.

Library architecture, and interior design, benefits from and contributes to an international discourse on public architecture. Hume City 
Council’s Craigieburn Library became the International Public Library of the Year in 2014. The library, located within the Hume Global 
Learning Centre–Craigieburn, beat libraries in England, The Netherlands and Denmark to take out the inaugural award bestowed by the 
Danish Agency for Culture. Melbourne City’s Library @ The Dock is one of five nominees to reach the short list for the 2015 award, the only 
Australian library to do so (14). These successful public buildings, and the many others that populate our towns and cities, have benefitted 
from the collaborative, knowledge sharing ethos library professionals have brought to their working partnerships with Australian architecture 
firms. 

At a fundamental level, libraries help articulate an international perspective in the form of collection building in languages other than English 
(LOTE), often working closely with local cultural groups to determine the scale and content of such collections. Some libraries have substantial 
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and highly valued collections in Hindi, Bengali, Punjabi, Mandarin, Vietnamese, Arabic, Persian and so on. These rich community language 
collections help people maintain contact with and fluency in their first language.

Libraries present international and local authors, thinkers and artists to communities through regular events, festivals and workshops. In the 
intensely multicultural communities of Monash, Maribyrnong, Yarra Plenty, Moreland, Brimbank, Greater Dandenong, Whitehorse and Box Hill, 
the combination of culturally diverse collections, festivals and programs is fostering an inclusive cultural awareness built on celebration, cultural 
confidence and creativity. 

Summary Table: Enhancing International Engagement

NOW FUTURE

Librarians are networking exemplars
Opportunity for library and other cultural leaders to embark on joint 
research and opportunities 

Victorian public libraries are internationally regarded - research, 
buildings, contemporary offerings, thought leadership

Could be better promoted to people outside the library sphere of 
influence

Libraries trade in the international  through collections, multicultural 
audiences, festivals and events
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Theme Ten: Increasing Tourism 

Tourism is a vital part of the local economy in Melbourne and throughout the state. Victoria’s public libraries serve national and 
international tourists, backpackers and travellers by providing free wifi, hospitable spaces, computers, general facilities, local 
information, and, in some cases, the opportunity to borrow from library collections.

Library services in West Gippsland, Goldfields, Greater Geelong, Yarra Ranges, Highlands and far eastern Victoria are geared up to support 
peaks in demand during prime tourist seasons. Libraries are often the sole reason for tourists to stop in a town rather than driving on. Trained 
staff are available to assist with local history and general tourist inquiries. Libraries in tourist locations provide knowledge-rich experiences; as 
places of rest, recharge and relaxation they serve both instrumental and psychological needs. Library-literate young backpackers, in particular, 
know how to maximise their library experiences. 

As library buildings, spaces and offerings become more iconic in some towns and locations, thoughtfully designed and engaging libraries 
emerge as attractors in their own right. For the European cities of Birmingham and Aarhus this has certainly been the case (ref). As custodians 
of local history, libraries have the potential to become conduits for new types of literary tourism. 

Tourism is, however, a complex synergistic phenomenon. For example, the vibrant city hub – comprised of the City Library, the cafés Canteen 
and Journal, the CAE, and the contiguous hubbub of Degraves Street and Flinders Lane – is itself a tourist destination. But who attracts whom, 
and how does each player support the overall tourist experience?

The ways in which libraries contribute to, enhance, and, in some cases, become a primary focus of the tourist experience, is an under 
researched area at present.
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Summary Table: Increasing Tourism

NOW FUTURE

Places of rest, relaxation and recharge
Tourist information services could benefit from co-location with a 
library

Free wi-fi, computers, spaces, services
More research needed on how libraries enhance the tourist 
experience and support other cultural programs, institutions and 
events

Specialist information on local history, tourist options, exhibitions and 
programs

Opportunities for literary tourism should be explored, initiated and 
promoted

Becoming tourist attractions in their own right

Passing through 
The Bass Coast attracts around three million visitors each year (including visitors to the penguins). 
There is a massive surge in library usage during peak seasons for the libraries of Wonthaggi, 
Inverloch, Foster and Cowes. A small library like Inverloch can be overwhelmed in summer, with an 
average of 600 people coming through the doors each day. Libraries do their best, but could do 
even better with funding that recognises non-resident visits, and better designed spaces. 
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Conclusion 

Victoria’s public libraries represent a contemporary cultural network delivering multifaceted services and opportunities to their 
respective communities. 

New library spaces, technologies, skills sets and service models have enabled contemporary libraries to stimulate hybrid forms of social or 
participatory creativity. This playful and alive aspect of contemporary libraries is stimulating social change, civic engagement, and new kinds of 
social entrepreneurship outside traditional business paradigms.

If public libraries were regarded as vital partners in a creative industries ecology, different funding opportunities and partnerships could extend 
the already important work they are doing in this sphere.

The power of the contemporary library is that it brings everyone together. It is a hub, anchor and exemplar in the support and nurturing of a 
creative society, within which Victoria’s creative industries can emerge, circulate and flourish.
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Contact  

PLVN WHO AND WHERE

President John Murrell, CEO West Gippsland Library Corporation

Vice-President Patti Manolis, CEO Geelong Regional Library Corporation

Committee

Karyn Siegmann, Bayside Library Service
Joseph Cullen, Eastern Regional Libraries
Michael Byrne, Maribrynong Library Service
Sally Jones, Darebin Library Service
Chris Kelly, Goldfields Library Corporation
Chris Mackenzie, Yarra Plenty Library Corporation
Jenny Ruffy, Boroondara Library Service

Executive Officer
Karen Ward-Smith 
E:  KWard-Smith@mav.asn.au
P:  03 9667 5542 

Website
Research reports commissioned by PLVN and the State Library of Victoria can be 
downloaded here:
www.plvn.net.au

mailto:KWard-Smith@mav.asn.au
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