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Case Study

“Newham’s new library offers self-service with a smart card”
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1. Case Study

Self-service is the order of the day at Newham’s modern Forest Gate library. Local citizens can now use new hi-tech smart cards to efficiently issue themselves with their own library books or DVDs. 

There are currently five self-service machines in the new Forest Gate library, which has been designed to be accessible to all members of the community. There is a lounge area as well as free internet access facilities.

Shane Mills, project manager for the Newham Connects card, says the new smart card system is now offering considerable benefits for staff and for the citizens who use the library. “From a customer’s perspective, there is less queuing. They can look at what has been issued to them and see what the return dates are. If they want to extend the loan of a book, they can do that themselves. It enables them to do things without having to go to the counter.”

The smart card is equipped with an e-purse function so citizens can use the self-service machines to carry out traditional library services in their own time. They can use the smart cards to pay off fines, avoiding any embarrassment about having the amount announced over the counter, or they can, for example, use their card to pay for the rental of DVD titles. 

But what are the main benefits of the smart cards for the council staff who work in the new library? “It’s about freeing up staff to provide a better service for more detailed queries,” Shane Mills says. “You don’t have to have staff standing at the reception counter. The staff can walk around the library and, for example, help people who are using the internet. They can be looking for a specific book that a person cannot find. It’s about freeing them up to provide a better service. The business case is not based on reducing staff as a result of the technology. It’s about providing a better service.”

The self-service technology is currently only available at the new Forest Gate library but a business case is being put together to roll the service out across the nine other libraries in the Borough. There are currently about 6,000 Newham Connects cards in circulation. Each card holds a chip that is intended for accessing services other than those available from the council’s libraries. Shane Mills says the card can also be used for access to leisure centre services and could eventually be used for paying rent, council tax, parking fines and for identification purposes and building entry.

The new self-service library at Forest Gate is reported to have proved very popular with the community. When it opened on 18 May 2003, there were about 1100 visitors in the first week compared to just under 1000 visitors a month at the old library building. There are a total of ten libraries in Newham with about 120,000 register users across the whole borough but obviously not all of them go to Forest Gate. To pave the way for the smooth introduction of the self-service library smart cards, the council trawled through the library user database, pre-registered the Forest Gate users and carried out a mailshot campaign to inform them of the new technology developments.

“When we open the next self-service library we will certainly be doing the marketing to get people to come along,” Shane Mills explains. “The new Forest Gate library is well-liked by the community. It’s very targeted at young people. Newham has a high percentage of people under 16. They are using the library as a place to meet up rather than hanging around on the street corners. There is a coffee machine and a snack machine.”

The new Forest Gate library is also combined with a local service centre that has a queuing system for people who have specific council queries. While citizens are waiting, they can browse the library. “Their time is not wasted,” Shane Mills says, “they are able to issue themselves with a book or get a DVD to watch when they get home that evening.”

Another advantage of the Newham Connects card is that it has London Transport’s Oyster Card chip on it so citizens can use the card for travelling around the capital on either the tube, the Docklands Light Railway, across the bus network or on rail services within London. Newham citizens just have to place the smart card flat on readers at the access gates and they don’t have to go to the trouble of buying paper tickets in the traditional way. It always makes boarding trains and buses a lot quicker and more efficient.
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