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Reforms Required in Kerala Public Library Act

1989

R RaMAN NAIR*

The paper argues that public library systems in federal countries will be effective only if they are
planned as national systems. Suggests the reforms that arc essential for Kerala Public Library Act to

achieve its aims and objcctives.

0 INTRODUCTION

Collection and organization of informa-
tion which is the basic resource for national
development; in all forms and formats and

~the dissemination of it to the people are
the primary function of fibraries especially
public libraries.! Public libraries contri-
butes to sustaining the quality of lile in all
its aspects—educational, economic, indus-
trial, scientific and cultural-and promotes
the concept of a democratic sociely in
which equal opportunity exists for all to
develop into true citizens, with wholc and
balanced personalitics leading to an in-
crease in the sum total of the man’s happi-
ness and awarencss of himself and his
fellow men and his cnvironment.? So the
government must take appropriate step to
maintain and develop this sector which is
collecting, organizing and disseminating in-
formation so as to make them casily and
freely accessible to all® An efficient and

.

continuous sharing of the basic resource
that is information which is essential for a
socialist set- up can be ensured only by a
library legislation

11 RIGHT TO INFORMATION

To ensure the citizens right to informa-
tion, public libraries have to pool the total

_information resources of the state and na-

tion and should make it available to all the
people in an unbiased and efficient way.’
These functions cannot be fulfilled by iso-
lated libraries or library systems limited
within localitics or states. It requires a
nattonal level library system.

12 PusLIC LIBRARY SYSTEM

A public library system extending
throughout the nation should have a
National Library at the apex with each
state having its Statc Central Library and a
network of public library services with
District and Talug Central Libraries and
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service outlets at village levels.® A system
of co-operation and coordination would be
established between all types of librarics
with the ultimate aim that any one living
anywhere should have access to the docu-
ment and information resources of the
State, the country and even the whole
world at a time when he requires them and
in a form which would best suit his necds.”

In order that this may be donc as fully,
promptly, cheaply and conveniently as fea-
sible; it is necessary to establish an efficient
system at national level with State systems
as participating units. These systems
should be under the authority of law at na-
tional and state levels and should be well
co-ordinated and backed by efficient ad-
ministrative machineries; the Ministries
and Directorates formed on the basis of
legislation to implement policy decisions.

13 SYSTEM AT STATE LEVEL

-If the information resources of the en-
tire nation is to form a single unit with an
indeflinite mobility to move from end to
end of the nation, so as to make the re-
sources useful to all those residing in dif-
ferent states, the states should have uni-
form library and information systems sup-
ported by law. Without the states having a
uniform pattern of library system and legis-
lation, co-ordination at the national level
and sharing of resources will not be practi-

cable.? Of the 25 states and 7 union territo-

ries only 8 have library legislation now. But
the existing legislations were not uniform
and the working of most acts shows that
the system envisaged by them are not effi-
cient. Without lcarning lessons from other
Acts or considering the advances and
growth in the information sector, Kerala
has enacted a legislation which is not at all
useful for information service to the
people. Its system cannot become a‘partici-

pating unit of a National Library and Infor-
mation System which will be founded on
scientific methods. If this is permitted
more States will pass such defective legisla-
tion and more they do, the longer it will
take to bring them into line and materialize
the objectives of a National Library and
Information services.

14 NEeEeD For NatioNaL PoLicy

The fault is not that of Kerala or other
states. It is also due to the wrong policy of
the centre. Library legislation requires
mandatory legislation. In 1947 Ranga-
nathan has advised for a National Library
System and Union Library Act and State
Library Acts which are of uniform pattern -
at second level” In 1957 Sinha Committee
also recommended a Central Library Act
by Government of India and State Library
Act by cach State.'® But no action has been
taken by Central Government on this line.
The longer the Central Government hesi-
tate to enact a Central Act or do not insist
on mandatory State legislation the more
difficult it will be to provide this basic serv-
ice, and materialize the National Library
and Information System as recommended
by Chattopadhyaya Committee."

15 CoNSTITUTIONAL HINDRANCES

One reason for the inactivity of Central
Government is the existing constitutional
and legal hinderances. In constitution, li-
braries fall under State list as a subject

.coming under the jurisdiction of State gov-

ernments. So now States only can enact
legislation on public library system. For-
merly education was also under State List.
But when Government of India faced prob-

" lems in the management of education

system it amended the Constitution by

"Constitution 42nd Amendment Act 1976

and changed education from state list to
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Concurrent List.”? If by such an amend-
ment Act libraries which are the insepa-
rable part of education also can be changed
to concurrent list on which Central Gov-
ernment and State Government can legis-
late. Tt will solve the problem of public li-
brary legislation in India in a single stroke
and permanently.” It will ensure the uni-
form, systematic and speedy establishment
and development of network of public Ii-
brarics in the country as required by Na-
tional Library and Infrormation Dissemi-
nation System.

16 UNIFORM PATTERN

For being co-ordinated at the national
level it is essential that the Central Govern-
ment should enforce by the provisions of
the Union Library Act; a uniform pattern
for library systems of the States. Centre
should also prepare and provide a Model
Act to be used by the States. Whatever the
size of the State, if the Act follows the State
administrative system at different levels;
the scrvice point of the lowest viable unit
will have to serve almost the same size of
the population in every region of India.

The latest of the Model Act was
drafted about scventeen years back. In
course of the years some provisions would
have become out dated in their essential
features. Then the observation of the work-
ing of the existing Acts also can suggest
some alternations and additions in the

Model Act. It is therefore urgent that the

Government of India appoints a committee

with specificd time limit to conduct a study -

of the Model Act and working of the exist-
ing State Acts and to frame a-Model State
Act which is to be used for State Legisla-
tions. Till this committee ‘submits its report
the State Governments may be directed to
desist from enacting any defective legisla-
tion. This is esseitial to eliminate wastage
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of energy, money and materials which is
bound to happen especially where the
methods of trial and error and hit or miss
are still followed as in Kerala instead of
pursuing rational, real and tried systems.

2 KERALA PUBLIC LIBRARY ACT

An evaluation of the Kerala Public Li-
brary Act (KPLA) 1989 bascd on the above
principles vindicates serious deficiencies
which will detain Kerala’s Library System
from becoming a live part of the National
Library and Information System and from
serving the people efficiently and at less
cost. To make the system envisaged by
KPLA able to play effectively its intended
role of collecting, organizing and dissemi-
nating information to the people; the fol-
lowing amendments and additions to the
Act are suggested.

3 STATE LIBRARY AUTHORITY

Instead of providing for a State Library
Authority (SLA) and Library Advisory
Committee the KPLA provides only for a
Kerala State Library Council (KSLC) but
has not named it as State Library Authority
(SLA). KPLA should clearly lay down; who
or what would be State Library Authority.
So for as it may be possible, the supreme
authority should be vested in an individual
instead of vesting it in a large committee.!
Dispersion of power at the top is, gener-
ally, detrimental to efficiency and service.
As proved in the Model Act and latest. li-
brary Acts of the world, the KPLA may
vest such an authority in the Minister for
Education.

4 STATE LIBRARY COUNCIL

The KSLC may be. given the functions
of advising and assisting the SLA as pro-
vided by the Model Act. KSLC should be
made ‘adequately representative and com-
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prehensive in scope so as to include all in-
terests and shades of opinions as result of
which the rich experience of the cream of
the State can be put at the disposal of the
authority. Adequate representation of Li-
brary and Information Science experts in
KSLC is essential for the proper planning
and organization of the system. Among its
members it should include the Minister as
ex-officio Chairman, Director of Public Li-
braries as ex-officio Secretary, State Li-
brarian, Secretary to Higher Education,
Heads of the Departments of Library and
Information Science of the universities of
the State, representatives from Library As-
sociations of the State, Secretaries of Ker-
ala Sahitya Akadami, Sangeetha Nataka
Akadami, Kerala Lalita Kala Akadami and

adequate number of members from Kerala

Legislative Assembly. Like this necessary
additions and amendments may be made in
provisions related to Local Library Au-
thorities and Councils.

5 STATE CENTRAL LIBRARY

The Act should provide for the State
Central Library (SCL). Trivandrum Public
Library the biggest Library in the State
may be designated as the State Central Li-
brary by the Act to make its rich collection
useful to the people living throughout the
State. The clauses in the KPLA providing
for the establishment of more than one li-
brary SCL like Trivandrum Public Library
may be removed.

The State Central Library may be
charged with the responsibilities of being a
depository for all publications published in
Kerala, publishing Kerala State Bibliogra-
phy, undertaking centralized processing of
documents, working as a centre of interli-
brary loan within and outside the State,
preparing union catalogue of holdings of
various libraries of the State, organising

a reference collection and service on
gencral topics and acting as the coordinat-
ing agency and source of all technical
and other information asked for by the
district and other libraries of the State.
Layout of the library system of the State
with State Central Library, District Central
Library andscrvice units at different  lev-
els and their relation with each other unit
or authority should be spelled out in '
KPLA.

6 STATE LIBRARY SERVICE

The Act should provide for State Li-
brary Service. All personnel working in the
different public library systems as now pro-
vided by KPLA should be brought into a
single State service. All posts in the De-
partment of Public Libraries, the State
Central Library and in all libraries main-
tained by Local Library Authorities should
be filled by appointment of persons be-
longing to State Library service. For the
implementation of the policies and deci-
sions taken by State Library Authority,
KPLA should provide for proper and ade-
quate administrative machinery. It should
provide for a separate Dcpartment of
Librarics which shall be headed by a pro-
fessionally qualified Director. The Act
should also provide for a professionally.
qualified person as State Librarian who
will be having the status of an additional
Director in the Department.

The State Library services shall also
consist District Librarians, Taluk Librari-
ans, Village Librarians and such other
classes and categories of posts as the
Government may from time to time deter-
mine. All members of the said service
should be Government servants, and their
recruitment and conditions of service
shall subject to the provision of Article
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309 of Constitution of India and shall be
regulated by such rules as may be pres-
cribed.

61 PROFESSIONAL STAFF

Knowledge explosion and the
enormous quantity of printed materials
and other recorded information flooding
every day, requires highly specialized staff
to evaluate and collect the required re-
corded information and to do the quick
and timely dissemination of required infor-
mation to the user. It is the knowledge,
skill, initiative and character of the person-
necl who handle this work which determine
the extent to which the information re-
sources become uscful to the public. It is
the quality of workforce that will determine
the quality of services which the public li-
brary system can offer.

In order to ensure proper library and
information service to the people the law
should lay down the minimum professional
qualification for the posts of Director of
Libraries, State Librarian, District Librar-
ian, Taluk Librarian and various kinds of
other library jobs. Further proper cadres of
library staff should be provided by the law
on the pattern of othcr professions and
civil services. '

62 STANDARDS FOR SERVICE

Public library standards are essential to
the effectiveness of public library systems
and without them libraries cannot offer the
best service to users. The KPLA  should
clearly lay down as to whether the Library

-authorities are bound legally to provide
standard and adequate library service. The
world trend today is towards making it
obligatory upon the library authorities to
provide library service to the people of
their respective areas. Library authorities
should be obliged to conform to standards
of library service as laid down by Central
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Government or other appropriate agency.
In order to increase the range of the
resources of public libraries and meet the
needs of the users; various forms of inter-
library cooperation will be required par-
ticularly in the area of reference and infor-
mation services. No single service outlet
can meet all information requirements of
the community it serves; from what is
stored in that unit only. In view of this, pro-

.visions for resources sharing and network-

ing should be included in the law.
7 FINANCE AND OTHER ASPECTS

Universal diffusion of knowledge
among the people is highly conducive to
the preservation of their freedom, a greater
equilization of their social advantages,
their industrial success and their physical
intellectual and moral advancement and
elevation.® Public library and information
system is the only system which can under-
take dissemination of knowledge . effec-
tively, conveniently and economically for
the benelit of all the citizens. It is the only
system that is accessible also to the 75 per
cent of the population who cannot success-
fully approach the formal educational insti-
tutions or huge special information stores
maintained away from them.’® Considering
this aspect of public library system it is only
just that the government provides a mini-
mum annual grant of 25 per cent of the
amount allotted for education in state
budget to the library system. The present

-1 per cent is too meagre to maintain such

an important and costly system.
71 COVERAGE OF THE ACT

There is a trend in modern legislation
to include in the statutory law only mini-
mum number of factors and leave the other
factors to the carc of the administrative
legislation. However, this trend is danger-
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ous, especially in the case of social legisla-
tion of which; the bencfits are not direct,
the public being not sensitive, bureaucracy
may not handle the administrative legisla-
_ tion with proper care.”” Ranganathan con-
siders administration also as one of the im-
portant factors to be provided for in library
legislations.'® The KPLA should also pro-
vide matters of administrative detail. The
Act may be perverted unless the form of
" administration was also not provided in the
Act. Any surreplitious subversion of an Act
was sought to be prevented by putling
detailed provision in the Act itself, so that
they might not be encroached upon with-
out amending the Act.”® Smooth working of
an infant system might be jeopardised un-
less the legilsation supporting it mentions
in detail things which are usually left to
ordinary legislation in Aets related to
established systems.

72 LANGUAGE OF THE ACT

The language of the Act should also be
made clear and unambiguous. Standard
terminology of Library and Information
Science should be used to denote the mate-
rials and processes in library system. In this
regard A R Hewit observes: Indian library
legislation, ‘both existing and recom-
mended needs to be simplified and made
less ambiguous.?

8 TREND AGAINST REFORM

An immediate amendment to KPLA
which rectifies all the .defects pointed out
above is required if KPLA is to enable an
effective library and information system.
The objections against these suggestions
. that may be put forward by the persons and
movement that worked behind the present
the legislation is that; appointing the
Minister as State Library Authority, or
constituting a body with experts, govern-

ment officials and Minister also in it, as
SLA or advisory council will make the.
system less democratic and more bureau-
cratic. During the clausewise discussions of
the Kerala Public Library Bill 1989 in the
Kerala Legislative Assembly Sri T M Jacob
the ex-education Minister who prepared
the Kerala Public Library Bill 1985 pointed
out the serious defect of the present Bill,
According to him it is not advisible to pro-
vide for a non official who is the elected
Secretary of KSLC to do the appropriation
of the annual funds of about 10 crores
allotted for library and information ser-
vice.? The person requires continuity of his
office and so the Secretary of the council
should be an official not below the rank of
a Government Joint Secrctary. But the
suggestions were not accepted and the then
education Minister Sri K Chandra Sckaran
who piloted the Bill said that the difference
of LPLA with the other Acts is that it en-
visages a purely democratic set up for li-
braries and so people should administer
the system.?

81 ELECTED BODIES

But the experience on this line has
shown against recommending such a sys-
tem. The findings of Ashok Mehta Com-
mittee and Committees appointed by vari-
ous State Governments to study the causes
of failure or partial success of clected bo-
dies should be an eye opener to the pro-
tagonists of this system for library and in-
formation services.” All the reason attrib-
uted by these committees to elected bod-
ies; political factionalism developing and
diluting efficient working, misappropria-
tion of funds and lack of direct attention by
Government are all applicable to this sys-
tem too. Can a very important system Qf
the State which is to organise the basic re-

“source required for the development in all
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aspects of life and to distribute that effi-
ciently and equally among one and all; af-
fort to sustain such serious defects and risk,
in its system?

9 CONCLUSION

Arguments vindicating the baselessncss
of considering an elected body of library
members; a more democratic Library Au-
thority than a Minister; has appeared in the
press while the Bill was under preparation,
If the system is to be truly democratic it
should be a system run by the representa-
tives of all the people for whom it is in-
tended. The expected users of a public ki-
brary system is the whole population. So it
is the representatives of the whole popula-
tion that should administer it. But the
KSLC is constituted not with such repre-
sentation but with representation of library
members only. The members of public li-
brarics arc less than 5 per cent of the popu-
lation and they belong to the group of edu-
cated and socially advanced persons or
class which comes to only 20 per cent of
the population. But the system is not in-
tended for them only nor is paid for its
maintenance only by them. It belongs to
the whole population. So, limiting the right
of electing representatives who are to run
the machinery, within the members is in no
way justifiable.® Members are in a position
to evaluate, criticise and reform the sys-
tem; but have no right to limit its admini-
stration within them.

If the whole population of the State is
Lo exercise its power the State Library Au-
thority is to be responsible to the legisla-
ture which is elected on adult franchise and
which is having representation of all the
people. So the Minister for Education or
for Libraries if there is one, being the SLA,
advised by a council consisting of experts
on the system and required number of
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members clected through different levels
of library system is the most advisible set-
up in a democracy.

Simply organizing the Library system in

a democralic way has got no meaning if the
system can not achieve its aim to the full.
The system is not for system’s sake. Public
Library System is not a system for training
the people in the working of democratic
systems as Kerala’s people’s library move-
ment and its leaders claim it to be. It is
also not a system to give people; entertain-
ment or a stage for mere cultural activities.
In these days it is to be a highly specialized
system which makes for the people the ac-
cess to information casy and free. Public
library system is potentially an exprt system
meant for establishing some measure of
equal access to, and redistribytion of, the
wealth of mformation® How freely and
how equally citizens have access to knowl-
edge determines how equally they can
share in the governing of our society and in
the work and rewards of our economy.?
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