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Manchester Library, Information and Archive Services  
Manchester City Council  

Manchester was the first English local authority to provide a public lending and reference 
library after the passing of the Public Libraries Act with the Manchester Free Library opening 
in  September 1852 at a ceremony attended by Charles Dickens.  

Manchester’s Library, Information and Archives Service delivers leisure, cultural, learning 
and information (on-line and printed) services through a network of neighbourhood 
libraries, community supported  libraries, a world class Central Library, the virtual library, 
HMP Manchester Prison library and the Books to Go (housebound) service.  It also manages 
the Greater Manchester County Record Office on behalf of AGMA (the Association of Greater 
Manchester Authorities). 
 
Manchester’s Library Service has transformed itself, change has been rapid and the service 
is now highly regarded and seen as playing a vital role in the heart of every neighbourhood 
and community in the city. Manchester’s libraries have seen a significant transformation 
over the last decade years.  Part of the improvement has been the significant capital 
investment in library buildings.  The vision for a modern, quality, sustainable and 
comprehensive  public library service  has been delivered through a programme of 
modernisation, refurbishment and replacement of library buildings with a focus on co-
location, digital development , wider community engagement and partnership thus ensuring 
the best use of resources and investment opportunities, resulting in 70% of the library 
estate now being significantly improved.   
 
The City Library Strategy has some underpinning key principles for the vision for Manchester 
City Libraries.  New libraries are co-located and where possible integrated with other service 
providers, ensuring our libraries are at the heart of every neighbourhood.  Locations are 
vitally important in order that residents can access libraries easily.  We have ensured that 
our libraries are on main roads with good access to public transport, ideally with glazed 
frontage on the ground floor , ideally in or near a district centre and on corner plots when 
possible.   
 
All but five of our libraries are in stand alone premises with the majority operating in shared 
premises, where they are a key partner, bringing children of all ages into academy and 
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college sites, bringing non-learners into learning and adult education centres and acting as a 
shop window for other services to inform residents who might not otherwise be aware of 
them.  Co-location with leisure facilities has seen increase in use at three sites across the 
city, with a new library and leisure centre under construction and due to open in 2016, and 
we are also providing library services with housing providers and youth services.  
 
Underpinning the Strategy is a need to clearly articulate what libraries can offer.  We offer a 
tiered library service with defined levels of provision with a consistent, but localised 
approach to the library offer in relation to size, opening hours, book stock, staffing, learning, 
reading and information services.   
 
The library transformation programme is supported by better systems, new technologies 
and a range of customer focussed service improvements.  This form of channel shift is cost 
effective, convenient and empowering for customers who want easier, faster access to 
information, library resources and the ability to manage their library accounts.  The library 
website is a key part of the service with access to 24 hour resources, local and family 
history material and ebooks for loan.  Wifi has been introduced at all  libraries across the 
city and a mobile phone library app has been launched which is available for iphones, 
android and blackberry devices, allowing greater access to customer accounts and the 
catalogue. 
 
The jewel in the crown of Manchester City Libraries is the transformed and extended 
Central Library which re-opened in March  2014, after a four year £48,000,000 programme 
of renovation and refurbishment which underpins the city wide library offer.  The library 
now boasts the new Archives + centre of excellence which utilises digital technologies to 
promote the collections to new audiences with a particular focus on children, schools, 
families and our diverse communities,  The library houses the Henry Watson Music Library, 
one of the finest music collections in a UK public library and has developed a cultural 
programme of events and activity attracting 1,400,000 visits in its first year of opening.  
 
These are exciting and challenging times for Manchester City Libraries, both in terms of 
building on the excellent work that has already been done, and in terms of future 
development with new buildings, new partnerships and new technology within the current 
climate of austerity.  This paper will outline the journey from vision to venture and also 
explore our plans for the future.  


