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Abstract: A library has become a more dynamic information institution. Libraries collection development has
become more diversified and less physical, and the public library’s roles and functions are now extended to not just
the storage and gathering of information and knowledge, but also to interacting, communicating and socializing. In
many countries around the world, the contemporary public library stands for a community hub. It has become an
engaging, inspiring and informative citizen’s centre. Hence it helps to build strong and empowered communities.
The purpose of this paper is to discuss the initiatives of development activities and programs that underpin libraries
and public libraries around the world in supporting their local community development.
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1. Introduction of Public Library: The Historical Context of Libraries
Libraries are said to be as old as the written word and to have existed for almost as long as records have
been kept (Lerner 2000). The existence of libraries can be traced to as early as 3000BCE, and libraries are
known to have existed in some of the most famous early civilizations including those of ancient Egypt,
Babylonia and Sumer. In these early libraries, however, no obvious distinction was made between a
‘record room’, an archive and a library1 (Maidabino 2010).
These early libraries and their collections were mostly associated with civil administration, religion and
trade, and they were located in palaces and places of worship. According to Wayne A. Weigand (2009),
‘many early libraries were located in temples where scribes recorded information that the governing class
considered important, and preserved, classified and arranged it for future reference’. These early library
collections included items such as myths, ritual proverbs, and hymns, manuals of botany, zoology and
mineralogy, mathematics, business records, property ownership and medical remedies. Over time,
additional documentation was added to these collections including historical documents and literary
works, and these ‘record rooms’ became more like our current concept of a library.
These early libraries were not public libraries in the sense we understand it today. Libraries, like the
library of Alexandria, were built for the purpose of catering to royalty, the clergy, scholars, and other elite
members of the community. Despite this, such libraries can be seen as symbols of the importance and
1

According to the International Encyclopaedia of Information and Library Science (2003), ‘records are documents arising from
some transaction that preserves an account of fact of the matter in permanent and discrete form’ (p. 546), therefore records are
‘live’ documents; on the other hand, archives are ‘comprised of physical conservation activities’ (p. 22), and hence refer to ‘dead’
documents. Both records and archives stand as a unique institution. However, libraries are not unique because libraries manage
published work and material; they are ‘collection[s] of material organized for use’ (p. 371).
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power placed by communities on the organization, control and access to knowledge. These private and
royal libraries laid the foundations for more contemporary ideas concerning the place of libraries in
communities around the world today. The tradition of such ‘exclusive’ libraries was to continue in the
Western world throughout the next centuries, however as early as 500BCE a more contemporary idea of
the public library began to emerge.
2. Public library development
In 500BCE, the ancient cities of Athens and Samos were among the earliest ancient cities of the Greek
Empire to establish the ‘first government-sponsored library for the use of their local public and not just
for the ruling elites’ (Murray 2009). Meanwhile in 440BCE, the Romans built libraries; according to
Murray, ‘Roman public libraries were even placed in public baths, a token of the luxurious lifestyle of the
empire’s wealthiest citizens who grew up with a love of books and literature’ (Murray 2009).
Greek and Roman public libraries flourished hand in hand with many private elite and professional
libraries, but because of the low literacy rate among the population these public libraries in reality served
only a small number and a small part of the population and finally closed down. Murray states that the fall
of the Roman Empire brought ‘a culture and intellectual darkness’ (2009) in the Western world and very
few libraries were built in the centuries which followed. What remained of the great libraries fell victim to
neglect and war.
Libraries did not disappear altogether in the West, and with the spread of Christianity between 450CE and
1450CE, church and monastic libraries began to grow. These monastic libraries laid the foundation for the
concept and organization of today’s contemporary libraries. In these religious establishments, Christian
monks set up a textual copying system and began copying many classical and ancient manuscripts and
church writings. These libraries also supported the building of schools serving local clergy and civil
servants. As was the situation in the ancient world, however, these libraries were not open to the public
and according to Murray (2009, p. 33), ‘borrowers were usually nobles or government officials or
individuals who were benefactors of the monastery’. This was as close to a public library as a monastic
library ever came in this era (Murray 2009).
While the Western world was plunged into chaos after the fall of the Roman Empire, many of the
scholarly traditions remained uninterrupted in the Eastern or Byzantine Empire. Also in the sixth century
in the East, beginning from 610 to 632CE (slowly over a period of 23 years) was the first Islamic Quranic
revelations in Mecca. These revelations emphasised the importance of reading and learning (literacy) for
humanity and creation, as indicated in the first five verses of Surah Al-Alaq of the Holy Qur’an:
ك ْاْلَ ْكرَ ُم الَّذِي َعلَّ َم بِا ْل َقلَ ِم َعلَّ َم ْاْلِنسَانَ مَا لَ ْم َيعْ لَ ْم
َ ك الَّذِي َخلَقَ َخلَقَ ْاْلِنسَانَ مِنْ َعلَ ٍق ا ْقرَ أْ َورَ ُّب
َ ا ْقرَ ْأ بِاسْ ِم رَ ِّب
(O Beloved!) Read (commencing) with the name of Allah; who has created (everything); He
created man from a mass suspended like a leech (in the mother’s womb). Read and your Lord is
Most Generous; He Who taught man (reading and writing) by the pen. He; who (besides that)
taught man (all that) which he did not know. (Al-Quran verses 1-5)

This revelation also emphasised the seeking of knowledge and education, and as a result by the seventh
century CE, knowledge was developing rapidly in the Arab Muslim civilization.
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2.1 The Arab Muslim World Libraries
Libraries in the Arab Muslim world (as in medieval Europe) became closely attached to places of
worship: mosques. Mosques performed multiple tasks in education, from the facilitation to the
dissemination of learning and knowledge. In the beginning, these mosque libraries were used exclusively
by scholars and the clergy. This was also due to the low literacy rates among the public. However, in later
years, the libraries of several mosques had begun to open their doors to public use. Among the most
famous of these was ‘the House of Wisdom’ (Murray 2009, p. 55) which was open to the public in 830CE
in Baghdad, but was founded by Caliph Harun Al-Rashid (789-809CE) during the Abbasid period (7501100CE). The House of Wisdom was well known for its many works of astronomy and science that had
been translated into the Arabic language. However, the library lasted only until the Mongols came to
Baghdad in 1336CE. Nonetheless, by the 15th century CE, the Arab Islam empire was established in
Central Asia, between Eastern and Southern Asia and Europe, and with the fall of Byzantine
(Constantinople) to Muslims in 1453, the Arab Muslims had unlimited access to all of the Byzantine
Greek and Roman book collections and libraries.
2.2 Asian Libraries
Many followers of Buddhism, Confucianism and Islam transported various religious texts and
manuscripts to Asia (Weigand 2009). In the 6th century BCE, the rise of Jainism, Buddhism and Islam led
to the evolution of many religious writings and libraries. These libraries were built to collect, preserve and
replicate these religious literatures. In India, for instance, many libraries were established for preserving
Buddhist scripts. However, these libraries were attached to palaces and their local places of worship. The
Chinese empire was known to be active in compiling official ‘manuscripts’ and constructing their official
libraries. These Chinese libraries were mostly used by scholars to assist the emperor with advice needed;
as Lerner (2000) comments: ‘the libraries of medieval Europe served the glory of God, but those of China
were tools of the state’ (p. 40). Under the Han (206BCE to 220CE) dynasty, Chinese literature flourished.
The Han founded an imperial training school to educate and produce Chinese scholars. An imperial
library was also formally established to ‘collect the officially approved classics’ and ‘to control the detail
of the Confucian doctrine that justified their claim to rule China’ (Lerner 2000). Book production rapidly
increased after the invention of paper and the use of woodblock printing. This situation allowed followers
of Confucius and Buddha to bring their religious texts to other parts of Asia such as India. According to
Weigand (2009), three types of libraries existed in India’s ancient period (3000BCE to 1206CE), ‘some
were attached to palaces and courts; others to centres of learning; still others to places of worship’
(Weigand 2009). Nonetheless, access to these libraries was still limited to scholars, the clergy and elites.
2.3 Western Europe Libraries
In the 17th century, the Reformation in Western Europe, along with the growth of printing and the
publishing industry, meant that book learning and literacy were no longer exclusive to the aristocrats and
the clerical scholars. Libraries became open to public use; however, back then the concept of public use
was not necessarily associated with the current meaning of a public library. According to an English
statesman and scholar, Sir Thomas Bodley (who also spent his retirement years and personal fortune on
building a library for the Oxford University; the Bodleian Library), public use in this era meant that ‘men
could use the library freely, although no one would be permitted to borrow books’ (Murray 2009). In
addition, a public library offered very few books to be borrowed; instead books were chained (for
protection from theft) and mostly could only be read in-house. At this time, subscription and social
libraries were also considered as public libraries; and with war, politics, economic, scientific and social
development issues surrounding the daily life of citizens, printed materials such as newspapers became
one of the most popular reading materials available to public. Soon many started to joined subscription
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and social libraries. These types of public libraries were provided to the public through local news-stands
and stalls (where broadsheets could be put up and sold), and bookshops around the cities.
In the 18th century, various academic libraries around the world developed at a steady pace, along with the
emergence of local universities and colleges. Many of these academic libraries were also open to public
use, provided that the users were registered members or had subscription registration. In fact, many
private libraries were also open to public use but again, only if the users were registered members or had a
form of subscription registration (Lerner, 2000; Murray 2009).
Contemporary librarians generally divide libraries into four types: ‘public, academic, school and special 2’
(Weigand 2009)3. In a more contemporary understanding, the notion of the public library goes beyond
just ownership and use; today, the term ‘public library’ refers to ‘the municipal or regional circulating
library that is not only publicly owned and tax supported but also open to any citizens who desire to use
it’ (Harris 1999); that is, it is a free public library.
3. The ‘free’ and ‘public’ library
The contemporary Western idea of the public library has been said to provide the basis of equality of
access for all, regardless of age, race, sex, religion, nationality, language or social status. Many
contemporary Western scholars such as Jennifer McDaniel, Aimee Babcock-Ellis and Jessica
Hernandezoand Western organizations such as FOLA would similarly define public libraries as institution
that:
established under state enabling laws or regulations to serve a community, district, or region, and
provide at least; an organized collection of printed or other library materials; administration by
paid staff; have an established schedule in which services of the staff are available to the public;
have the facilities necessary to support collection, staff, and schedule; and being supported in
whole or in part with public funds. (IMLS, 2012)

On the other hand, the International Encyclopaedia of Information and Library Science describes public
libraries as,
provided through public funding for the use and the public good. Public Libraries make use of
material in printed, audio-visual and electronic formats in order to collect, preserve, organise,
retrieve, disseminate and communicate information, ideas and the creative products of the human
imagination. (Feather and Sturges 2003, p. 530)

Both these descriptions of public libraries concur in the fact that public libraries are provided to the public
through public funding, and they are for the use of the public.

2

This last category constitutes a miscellany, into which are included libraries of many kinds including national libraries
(Weigand 2009, p. 539).
3
Academic libraries are ‘libraries that are attached to academic institutions above the secondary or high school level, serving the
teaching and research needs of students and staff’ (Feather and Sturges 2003, p. 3). A school library ‘supports teachers, other
school staff and pupils in all areas of the curriculum – literacy and reading; information skills and independent learning – and
gives equality of opportunity for all’ (Feather and Sturges 2003, p. 567), and Special libraries are ‘information resource centres
located in corporations, private businesses, government agencies, museums, colleges, hospitals, associations and other
organizations with special information needs. Special libraries collect, monitor, organize, analyse, evaluate, package and
disseminate resources material for their parent or client organizations’ (Feather and Sturges 2003, p. 616).
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It is vital for any democratic nations to provide free public libraries to their citizens in the name of
political, economic and social progress and development. The idea of the free public library involves a
local library funded by local funding such as taxation. In Britain, before the introduction of free public
libraries, there were limited types of libraries available to the public; one that was well known was the
subscription library (Drake 2009). These libraries originated in the 17th century and were generally set up
by a small group of people within a society, to be used primarily by those who paid a subscription fee.
The poor and less fortunate individuals were excluded from the privileges of using these library services.
It was only after 1797 that a library became available to the poor members of the society (Thomas 1966).
The introduction of the free public library demolished the monopoly of the elite and of selected groups of
individuals. It allowed the lower- and middle-class members of society to participate and develop their
knowledge and literacy.
The development of the free library was and is still closely linked with knowledge and free thinking; it
developed along with an understanding of the needs of democracy and the need for educated citizens.
There is also a strong correlation between the public library movement and public education, with the
realization that every citizen has the right to free access to community-owned resources. David H. Stam
(2001) emphasises that ‘public library development lead to reforms in both England and the United States
to abolish slavery, treat the insane more humanly and educate the young’ (p. 145).
Later in the early 20th century, further innovations were introduced in public libraries, namely travelling
libraries or ‘bookmobiles’; this service involved transporting books to readers in rural or outlying areas
(Lagemann 1989). Contemporary public library collections are not restricted to books; they have almost
always contained many different varieties of materials. In contemporary libraries, collections include both
printed and non-printed materials; the materials in library collections include manuscripts, recordings,
maps, microfiches, CD-ROMs, computer software, online databases, films and audio visual material.
However, the main mission of a public library is to ‘collect, organize, preserve and provide access to
knowledge and information to the users and community surrounding it’ (Orgunsola 2008, p. 43).
In fulfilling the above mission, public libraries preserve many valuable records of cultures and activities
that can be passed down to generations. A library becomes an essential tie in linking the past, present and
future of a community and a nation. As stated in the UNESCO Manifesto, ‘the Public library, the local
gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for lifelong learning, independent decision making and
cultural development of the individual and social group’ (IFLA/UNESCO Public Library Manifesto
1994).
Information technology has shifted the public library to become a more dynamic information institution.
Collection development has become more diversified and less physical, and the public library’s roles and
functions are now extended to not just the storage and gathering of information and knowledge, but also
to interacting, communicating and socializing. In many countries around the world, the contemporary
public library stands for a community hub: ‘Public libraries engage, inspire and inform citizens and help
build strong communities’ (Bundy 2003a; 2003b). They have also been described as ‘the heart of the
community’ (Goulding 2006). Anne Goulding in her book, Public Libraries in the 21st Century, argues
that although public libraries tend to try to be all things to all people, nonetheless, the idea that surrounds
the role and purpose of public libraries has not and will not change: they are the focus of a community’s
information resources: ‘it is about giving people the access to knowledge so that individuals, families, and
communities can reach their potential’ (Goulding 2006).
In a dynamic sense, information can be viewed as having a life cycle involving collection, storage,
retrieval and dissemination, and within the context of the advancement of technology and the information
superhighway, the need for information security and protection has become vital. Nonetheless, whether
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specific information is meaningful or informative is subject to the information receiver. Information has
always been widely accepted as a national economic and social development resource. It is therefore ‘not
free’. It has to be protected and guarded from being ‘misused’.
Protection of information is needed for many reasons. In situations where information is needed for
research, planning, education, innovation, management and community development, information
becomes ‘valuable’; it can also, however, be perceived as a ‘threat’ to a community, government or
country (Henrici 2001). Information policies are therefore established in order to protect particular
information.
4. Malaysian Contemporary Public Library Development
In Malaysia, the establishment of the ‘first non-subscription libraries began with the Carnegie Library in
Kota Bharu town, Kelantan in 1938’ (Lincoln Resource Centre 2011, p. 2). This was followed by the
Butterworth Library in the State of Penang and in the province of Wellesley (now known as Seberang
Perai) in 1954 (Wijayasuria 1985); it later expanded to several other major towns in Malaysia (Lim 1974).
Through the colonial period, the Malaysian public libraries were very much influenced by the Western
colonial and post-colonial powers (Britain and the United States), yet the local indigenous culture
remained intact. This has remained a priority for Malaysian public libraries; the NLM and all state public
libraries in Malaysia strive hard to promote and preserve their relevant cultures, namely the indigenous
Malay, the Malaysian Indian, the Malaysian Chinese and the Malaysian cultures in general, in spite of the
strong Western and other external cultural influences. Nonetheless, funds alone will not ensure a public
library’s success.
4.1 Post-Colonial Influence
The British, with their first settlement in Penang in 1786, were responsible for introducing the formal
concept of the library to Malaysia (Lim 1970). The British established a firm foundation for the
Malaysian contemporary educational system (primary, secondary and tertiary) (Hussin 2004), and later
this was followed by the development of library institutions within the education system as a learning
resource for school children. When the British education system spread throughout Malaysia, more
libraries were needed to serve the increasing number of students. As well as being influenced by the
British modes of practice, public libraries in Malaysia have benefited greatly from several Western
consultants, such as Hedwiq Anuar, Alex Wilson and John Taylor. The contributions of these consultants
is described by Wijayasuriya (1998):
Hedwig Anuar, he prepared the Blueprint for Public Library Development in Malaysia (1968);
Alex Wilson, he prepared the public library State of Kedah development plan (1978); John Taylor,
prepared the ten year development plan for State of Penang Public Library Corporation (1987) and
also Stephen Parker, who prepared the public library development plan for the State of Sabah and
State of Sarawak. (Wijasuriya 1998, p. 62)

While contemporary public library development and practice in Malaysia was introduced by the British,
influences were also brought by the American library model known as the United States Information
Service (USIS). USIS was first established in Mexico in April 1942, and was a joint effort of the ALA
(American Library Association) and the US Office of Internal Affairs. The USIS libraries initiated the
model of an open shelf collection, namely books, magazine subscriptions, newspapers, government
materials, and music materials, as well as microfilms, microfiches and audio-visual materials. The USIS
libraries opened 48 hours per week, on most evenings and on Saturdays. Some even operated for short
periods of time on Sundays (Sussman 1973). This format of USIS libraries continues in the current

54 | Proceedings Seminar on National Resilience 2014

practices of the contemporary public library in Malaysia. USIS in Malaysia later changed its name to
LRC (Lincoln Resource Centre), and currently LRC runs many affiliation programs and activities with
local public libraries around Malaysia, such as Kuala Lumpur (City) Library, State of Melaka Public
Library, State of Sabah (City) Library, State of Sarawak Library, State of Kedah Public Library, State of
Kelantan Public Library and State of Penang Public Library.
By 1955, the Malayan Public Library Association (MPLA) had established 62 public libraries and over
the years, this number increased to 257 public libraries around Malaysia. However, after independence in
1957, all independent funding came to a halt. Wijayasuriya (1985) states that:
The MPLA may be considered to be the first attempt to establish a public library service on a
national scale. Its [MPLA’s] failure emphasises forcibly the undesirability and impracticality of
voluntary support in the field of library promotion. It illustrates what the experience of other
countries has already shown, that a national library service can only be provided if supported by
public funding. (Wijayasuriya 1985, p. 75)

In 1968, a state-based decentralized network of library services was recommended and adopted based on
the ‘Blueprint for Public Library Development in Malaysia’ prepared by Hedwig Anuar for the Library
Association of Malaysia (Persatuan Perpustakaan Malaysia). This blueprint attempted to establish a
national standard for the Malaysian public library. It was later used to assess the existing service and it
also served as a guideline for evaluating and setting up new goals for future public libraries. On
September 1st, 1972, the Malaysian National Library Act (80) was passed, and in 1977, the National
Library of Malaysia became a State Government Department (Wijasuriya 1985, p. 77; 1998, p. 62).
4.2 National Library of Malaysia (NLM)
In the beginning, the NLM was established as a unit within the National Archive in 1966; however, the
NLM became a full federal department under the Ministry of Education of Malaysia. It was established
by the National Library Act (Act 80) passed on 1 September 1972. According to the National Library Act
1972, the NLM was established with the purpose and objective to:
Make available for the use of the present and future generations a national collection of library
resources; to facilitate nation-wide access to library resources available within the country and
abroad; and to provide leadership on matters pertaining to libraries. (Law of Malaysia 2006, p. 6)

In keeping with the development of library and information services in Malaysia, this act was
subsequently amended in 1987: the NLM was then placed under the Ministry of Culture, Arts and
Tourism (MCAT) (Wijasuriya 1998; NLM 2011a).
In a multi-ethnic, culturally and linguistically diverse country such as Malaysia, it is a great challenge for
a public library to provide services that meet the needs of all Malaysians. As an information service
provider, Malaysian public libraries need to formulate strategic plans that will enable their services to
create a knowledge base to meet the needs of all groups of Malaysian society effectively and efficiently.
The NLM was established to take up this challenge.
Currently, the NLM’s role is to coordinate the development of public libraries in all states of Malaysia.
The NLM is directly involved in the development of Bahasa Malaysia as the Malaysian National
Language, and provides support for research activities at a national level. At the same time, the NLM
provides facilities that contribute to the society’s prosperity, and that assist in establishing cultural
relations with other countries, while maintaining activities and services related to librarianship as ordered
by the Minister (NLM 2001; 2011a).
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In 1987, the NLM extended it responsibility (in accordance with the 1987 amended act) to the
establishment of the National Depository Centre to preserve library materials; hence, they act as the
National Bibliographic Centre that is in charge of coordinating the national bibliographic network and
establishing a national bibliographic database that is accessible to users both locally and abroad. The
NLM also operates as the National Centre for conservation, acquisition and documentation of Malay
manuscripts; facilitates national standards for public and special libraries; facilitates library cooperation in
resource sharing; provides courses to upgrade professionalism in librarianship; and establishes
cooperation with national and international professional bodies for the development of libraries
(Wijasuriya 1998; NLM 2001; 2011a).
Despite its expanded responsibilities, the NLM is still accountable for the development of state public
libraries, for they are directly linked to the Federal Government 4. The 9th Schedule of the Federal
Constitution (Act A704 Constitution (Amendment) Act 1988) states that libraries are the responsibility of
both State and Federal governments. This amendment enables the Director General of the NLM to sit in
all state public library board meetings in order to assist in the planning and coordinating of public library
structures in the states5. The NLM organizes biannual meetings with librarians of state public libraries to
coordinate professional matters and monitor development projects (Wijasuriya 1998; NLM 2001; NLM
2010a). Furthermore, through its Research and Training division, the NLM are responsible for providing
courses and examinations for sub-professional staff serving under the Common User Service (CUS), and
for providing leadership training and programs to all library staff on matters pertaining to libraries in
Malaysia (Abu Bakar 2010a, 2010b); they are also responsible for staff confirmation of service and
promotion (NLM 2001, p. 34). In 2009, the total collection of the NLM stood at 3,009,017 including
printed and non-printed materials, manuscripts and digital materials. In 2011, there were more than 1,129
public libraries throughout Malaysia including 14 state public libraries (NLM 2011a).
4.3 Malaysian State Public Libraries
Public libraries in Malaysia are run primarily by the State Public Library Corporation in Peninsular
Malaysia and the State Library Departments in Sabah and Sarawak. There are 1,408 public libraries in
Malaysia; these public libraries are categorized into 14 State Public libraries6 six Provincial libraries, 124
Branch or District Libraries, 84 Town Libraries, 1,089 Rural Libraries and 91 Mobile Libraries. State
public libraries in Malaysia are overseen by a director and supported by professional and non-professional
staff (NLM 2010a).
According to the 1st Congress of Southeast Asian Librarians (CONSAL) XV Executive Board Meeting
Report, the establishment of public libraries in Malaysia is provided for by the Malaysian Federal laws as
well as the State Library Enactments (NLM 2009). Additionally, the Local Government Act provides the
administrative structure for the setting up of public libraries by State Local Authorities. This report also
states that the Director General of the NLM is represented on the State Public Library Corporation Boards
and is required to give advice pertaining to the development of the state public libraries. In addition,
4

According to the Incorporation (State Legislatures Competency) Act 1962, public libraries are a state government
responsibility.
5
‘The annual federal grant to the states, which is channeled through the NLM, assists in the construction of new library
buildings, the renovation of library premises, as well as the purchase of mobile libraries, equipment, and print and non-print
materials for the library’s collection’ (Law of Malaysia 2006).
6
namely the State Public Library of Melaka; State Public Library of Johor; State Public Library of Perlis; State Public Library of
Selangor; State Public Library of Kedah; State Public Library of Pahang; State Public Library of Terengganu; State Public
Library of Sabah; State Public Library of Pulau Pinang; State Public Library of Kelantan; State Public Library of Perak; State
Public Library of Negeri Sembilan; State Public Library of Sarawak and Memorial Library of Kuala Lumpur.
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under the Malaysian Federal laws, the Federal Government allocates funds according to a five-year
development budget as well as being responsible for annual operating expenditures for the state public
libraries (NLM 2009, 2010c).
5. Conclusion
Public libraries have been established as a crucial element in the life of communities. They provide
information that is essential for community knowledge and development needs. They are the special agent
that promotes the idea of information dissemination and the concept of universal learning (Islam & Islam
2010). Hence, they offer people and communities access to knowledge and information that are much
needed for their ‘continuous development of knowledge, personal skills and civic skills and lifelong
learning’ (Yan & Agnes 2009, p. 4). Currently, public libraries have increasingly played a key role in
community development and in building more cohesive and inclusive communities. Many developments
of innovative partnerships and local engagement have supported outreach programs and activities in
various libraries. This leads to better community cohesion and improved community relations for public
libraries as community hubs. However, the significance of a public library in a community depends on
their success in performing their role in meeting the needs of the community, and also how the
community values them as an institution that upholds their self-development and the development of their
community (Aabo 2005). In their research on community engagement in public libraries, Hui-Yun Sung,
Mark Hepworth and Gillian Ragsdell (2011) established that the involvement of local communities and
partnerships are the two main strands in the community engagement process. They suggest that a
community project should be community-initiated, community-led and self-sustained, and the library
service should act as a facilitator. Nonetheless, community engagement and library partnership are best
used to improve and encourage community commitment, participation and involvement in meeting the
community’s information needs. Moreover, this type of engagement and partnership will maximize
community awareness in improving their local social, cultural, learning and economic outcomes.
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