Everyone always says libraries need more friends in high places. I can’t think of a better connected friend than Liz. How great to have the Arts Council weighing in with new support. I’m  excited by the prospect of a big new push on libraries’ reading role.  My life has been transformed by the freedom libraries have given me so I feel very lucky to be running a charity that’s working with you to increase libraries’ impact through reading. (I don’t think there’s an authority in the room we aren’t doing something with, and if we’re not, please can I talk to you?!)   So in this big new push, what might The Reading Agency do, what’s our manifesto for change? 

Reader development

It’s shameful that 56% of UK adults have literacy skills below the level of a good GCSE, and that some children go to school without knowing which way up to hold a book. Horribly telling that 25% of young offenders have reading skills below those of the average 7 year old. 

We’ve been backing and building a movement in libraries called reader development because we think it can make a serious contribution to tackling these problems, and add to the sum of human happiness. The movement is creating a livelier, more interventionist reading service that’s both much more attractive and socially relevant. It’s all about motivation, pleasure and recreation as the precursor to learning and growing. Research shows this reader development way of working has profound implications for helping people enjoy reading, for bringing communities together, building literacy skills, for helping people feel better in and about themselves, even for increasing community volunteering. 
The movement is changing the way libraries operate. Its most intense work has been with children’s reading and it’s no accident that children’s book issues are rising. It’s making ground with adults too. 15 years ago writer’s events and proper book promotions were rare, now they are much more commonplace and professional. Library reading groups are mushrooming. We could make such ground if this new offer was more systematically developed and supported by decent book stock. 

So, The Reading Agency is seven now. With you and with readers we’ve found new ways of working that have had a big impact across the library network and on people’s lives. When you’re experimenting, not everything works, so we’ve been looking at where our national role can make the most difference. 

· You, and readers, tell us you value the way we’ve created huge shared national reading programmes. These give readers irresistible experiences, improve their quality of life and literacy and at the same time drive library improvement through economies of scale and sharing good practice. The Summer Reading Challenge, Chatterbooks reading groups and the new 6 Book Challenge all do this. They also support library advocacy because we can do one piece of impact research everyone can share.    

· We’re also hearing that you value our brokering of national partnerships that make a tangible local difference.  We have a strategy to engage partners like BBC Learning,  UKTV, Disney and Orange so that libraries are not left out of big marketing pushes on reading. These partnerships get positive library messages to consumers and often give libraries free marketing materials. They give the public a richer local library experience, linking people into a bigger world of reading and ideas. 
· And finally you tell us that you value The Reading Agency’s ability to work with you to think out of the box and see new connections

It’s been fascinating to see the All Party Parliamentary Group For Libraires call for a national development agency and to compare that call for advocacy and shared improvement with the work we do. You could argue that we are the reading development agency for libraries! We’re small, but we’re making quite a difference and could do a whole lot more with more resources.  

New Partnerships 

Just a bit more about the partnership work of the last few years, to pick up on Liz’s comments. Publishers first. In 2004 we set up Reading Partners, a partnership between the UK’s major publishers and the whole of the library network. We set out to revolutionise the library/publisher relationship because we were so cross that library users weren’t getting the chance to meet authors or get the same marketing based book choice guidance as bookshop users. Hugely flourishing, the scheme now involves 34 publishers. We’re running author events in 102 authorities, and getting publishers to trust libraries enough to host authors as big as Nick Hornby. I’ve just been looking at the latest returns. It’s so great to hear thrilled feedback from people all over - Barnley to Ramsgate - so grateful to have access to big name authors. And delighted reactions to clever creative new models you’re developing to get writers and readers together -  Girls Nights In, war stories sessions, events targeting minority communities… 

And then there are broadcasters. We’re currently running a small but deeply promising project called Reading Detectives. It’s the literature part of the BBC and Art’s Council’s  Made in England programme. We love Reading Detectives. It cheers us up on bad days! Take a look at www.readingdetectives.org. It involves five library authorities – Lancashire, Staffordshire, Derbyshire, Kent and Cumbria - where teams of readers, authors, archivists and local studies librarians are investigating undiscovered or forgotten writers with a link to the locality; their progress is followed by BBC local radio.  Boy are those teams fired up! Here’s the latest map of their finds…The project seems to have injected reading into that vein of people’s enthusiasm for local studies, and is wholly user driven. We think it has huge roll out potential.

So that’s a gallup through phase one of The Reading Agency: innovating through shared national programmes and partnerships. What’s phase 2? It’s a pivotal point, as we wait for the government’s library review, and have Arts Council backing for a big new reading push. And as we face a tricky combination of reduced budgets and changing public demographics, expectations and need. 

How can we best help library services against this background? What’s next in our own manifesto for change? There’s lots we’re totally powerless to change - the government mess where library policy and finance sit in two different departments, the confusing plethora of library reports, the strange performance measures where the English indicator for libraries is just about adult library use … 

Sad not to have a magic wand, but we’ll be focusing on what we can change, on where you tell us we really can make a difference, and where future social trends are pointing – a much more diverse population, more children in care, continuing skills problems, an ageing population needing to keep their brains active and wanting more than the traditional housebound service… 

The innovators are the ones who make it through tough times and we know from working with libraries what an appetite for innovation and improvement there is. We can do our bit towards helping close the gap between the best and the struggling services. We’ll be focusing on five things, in our own manifesto for change…. 

Number 1: working the new shared national reading programmes harder

So these experimental national reading programmes have taken root. Let’s use their power, work them harder to make even more of a difference.  So let’s use the massive Summer Reading Challenge to have a sharper focus on helping looked after children love reading, and act as basis for a big increase in library volunteers. Let’s target reluctant boy readers through Chatterbooks. 

Let’s use Groupthing.org - still in closed beta but already being used by 70 authorities – to be cannier about capturing a new generation of teenage library users by relating reading to their online world.

We’ll be launching a new Reading Groups For Everyone programme, helping you spawn thousands more reading groups, and diversify the model to include very different people – from asylum seekers to families 

We want to expand the deceptively simple 6 Book Challenge to improve the literacy levels and confidence of thousands more adult learners. It’s only two years old, but 145 authorities and loads of prisons and workplaces are using it. I’m so fired up by recently meeting Mary Jervis, who says the Challenge has completely turned her life around. 
Number 2: building new partnerships with publishers, broadcasters and the new media    

We’ll be setting up a think tank group to take our partnership work to a new level. 

· Take publishers, for example. We’ll be setting up a joint digital task force to work out how to take reader development online and keep up with the dizzyingly fast-moving trends on ebooks and downloads from Iphones. 

· Our partners will connect us to the right people – like exploring with Sony  whether their American model of supplying libraries with free ereaders could be applied here, and with NESTA how we might exploit the huge public interest in online gaming in the interests of spreading reading and literacy. 

· Our publisher work is creating well connected new champions for libraries. Here’s a slide about the first of our experimental pairings to build much stronger networks between library and publisher leaders. Tony Durcan of the Society of Chief Librarians and Canongate’s dynamic CEO Jamie Byng are kicking off.  
· Another cross industry development is a workforce development push on skilling librarians to host author events. I’m thrilled that publicists from publishing houses will be part of a Reading Agency  training team.  

· We’ll also be exploring new ways of working with broadcasters. My personal dream, having just met the man who created Who Do You Think You Are, is to roll out Reading Detectives, link it up with teli, and promote reading by tapping into that huge public passion for our local roots.   

Number 3: developing a 21c library workforce 

We’ll be doing our bit to help develop a library workforce fit for the 21c, through skills sharing work with partners from sectors from health to youth, and we’ll be introducing more strategic training and consultancy support. For instance we have a new  Making Reading Count training strand that helps libraries show how their reading work impacts on key local authority indicators

Number 4 . User power and author power 

We all know that the days of professionals deciding what public services should be like and munificently dishing them up to the public are gone. Future library planning must feature user power! Us citizens must have our say! I won’t pre-empt my colleague Clare Styles who’s talking next about rolling out our teenage work to involve young people in designing services. I’ll just say that through reading work we hope to create a new army of author and reader campaigners for libraries 

5. New thinking 

We’ll be focusing on areas of specific social need where reading can help. Health/ well being is a crucial one. We’ve just had an important meeting with libraries and health partners and decided to work together to develop a clear national offer to the public, bringing together health information, books on prescription and reading groups. We hope to develop some pilots. 

So that’s me nearly done. One last slide, of burning books in Nazi times. Dictators are terrified of libraries and books, because they give us the freedom to think our own thoughts; The Reading Agency is a passionate supporter of your work. We are afraid it will get marginalised in the face of massive public sector cuts. Please tell how best to help you make a clear and credible offer so that libraries’ crucial reading work gets into local authority plans, benefits from new funding streams and penetrated the public consciousness. The nation needs what you, and you alone, can do.

I’m here for the rest of the conference. Please talk to me about how we can, in phase two of our existence, best help you fulfil your radical social mission - through reading.
