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November 2003 E-Government Initiatives Bloom in Bolton

By Marguerite Gracey - Lifelong Learning & Information Manager at Bolton Libraries

Bolton Libraries celebrates its 150th anniversary in 2003,
a year which coincides with the biggest ever programme of
service developments, aimed at achieving a step change in
the way we do business and making giant strides towards
e-government compliance. Fuelled by a
programme of IT investment, the work is
one of the cornerstones in making Bolton
a great place to visit and in which to live,
work, learn and do business.
Bolton Metro is actively working towards attaining the e-gov target of 100% of services capable of
being delivered electronically by 2005 and as a very visible community service, libraries are a key
part of the e-government agenda. Having already recognised we needed to modernise our service
we took the opportunity to place customer service at the heart of what we do. E-gov compliance is
central to this cultural change.
New contact centres improves accessibility for all

Part of our commitment to electronic transactions is to play an intrinsic part in the new contact centre and
working in partnership with other local government services has been a key factor in the successful
introduction of e-government in Bolton. Our plans for moving standard library functions to self access for
catalogue, stock check and requests as well as renewals and general information provision fitted with the
local authority's CRM strategy and corporate agenda and helped us obtain funding. But it's not just about
obtaining budget, it's also important to make sure the projects the money is used on are well thought out
and properly planned. The new IT installation will also free staff to assist lifelong learners, again meeting a

key government objective.

But e-gov isn't just about web-enabling services it's about assisted service, offering the customer a choice
of channels. Research shows that 70% of the UK population prefers to use the phone as a first point of
contact which is why the Council moved towards a 'one-stop' contact centre. Branded 'Access Bolton', it
handles all local authority telephone calls over extended opening hours, covering queries from bin
emptying to council tax, benefits and library issues all in one '‘phone call. In July 2003 all calls for library
renewals and catalogue enquiries were routed through to contact centre staff and as additional

functionality comes online more traffic will be handled this way.

The new service developments

So how did we achieve this? A key part of the drive is our use of
the Talis library management system - giving users at all service
points across our 54 square mile area access to the catalogue

and borrower services, maximising effective and efficient stock

management and helping us work towards meeting the
4 Public Library Standards.
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We have recently introduced the new TalisPrism system to our public terminals to provide electronic and internet
access to the library's catalogue. This has a web interface rather than the previous text-based system, making it
far easier for the public to use and this 'self service' access to information is another key part of our e-gov drive.
This software is also available to contact centre staff, allowing them to answer library queries as efficiently as our
own personnel.

We aimed to keep the public-facing catalogue simple, not creating something so complex that people only used 20%
of the functionality. We didn't want to overwhelm people, so the system is designed for easy use. Colleagues within

other authorities have congratulated us on its simplicity.

Keeping it simple to meet tough deadlines

Our E Services Team Leader Chris Hill, masterminded the project plan for
switching the 60 public terminals to the new catalogue system including new
machines, furniture and network ports. He aimed to keep the system as
simple as possible to help meet the deadline and so implemented a straight
catalogue (OPAC) swap with the decision to phase in additional functionality

at a later date.

The library's 'go live' date for integration into the contact centre was set for
April 2003 with our implementation plan starting in November 2002 a very short timescale. Unusually for an IT project,

the system went live just after the deadline, deservedly bringing our library team credit from those who know how rare

it is to bring an ICT project in on time!

We attribute the smooth implementation to brainstorming with staff and suppliers to draw up a comprehensive list of
tasks for project management early on, and then making sure that every task was completed as closely as possible to
the timescales in the project plan. We couldn't have achieved this without our own e-services staff who developed the
business applications and supported 160 staff using Talis and EDI systems. We also found that having a very

responsive helpdesk at Talis helped enormously.

Extra services will be added to the public terminals on a rolling programme.

Since April, the comments section has already been introduced where library

The public reaction to
the new system has
been tremendous

users can feed online comments or queries back to library staff.

New catalogue system puts users in control

The public reaction to the new system has been tremendous. When the new catalogue system and terminals were first
installed people were queuing up to use them, and the online comments facility has proved a hit as well. Most of the
comments about Prism have been complimentary with people saying that the system is 'more like the computers we

use at home' or 'more like a web-based search engine'.

Chris Hill believes that part of the popularity of the new catalogue system is that the previous text-based system was
not user-friendly, especially for those people who had little ICT exposure. Minimal training was required on TalisPrism
for our staff because it's so easy to use, but the training ensured that all employees are proficient and professional

when dealing with queries from the public.

Using the new catalogue system, visitors can search by keyword for CDs, books, software or videos. We have also set
up some prepared searches, for example, 'hardback adult fiction added to stock in the last seven days' which is

available at a mouse click and is proving popular.

Users can also go into 'My account' using their borrower number and name. This shows a summary of what they've
borrowed, any charges outstanding, allows renewals and shows reservations they've made, as well as an activity
history especially useful for those who use material for research and want to be able to cite the source. Users can

borrow more 'smartly’, as well as avoiding queues!
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We have also recently enhanced our Internet site, with self-access via our website www.bolton.gov.uk/libraries now
possible 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. We feel this 'virtual library' offering, as well as meeting the e-government

agenda, will draw more users to our services.

Looking back over the past year the library has made significant technological advances. As well as the Prism
installation, we have upgraded our Talis library management system to version 12 taking us from being users of the
oldest Talis software to pioneers of the latest release. As well as freeing up staff time from general enquiries now that
TalisPrism is available to the public, the upgraded library management system for staff also helps them by filtering
searches by collection or by year, and by location, something they find extremely useful for customer requests. Staff
who used to manually prepare news items for local papers now have this process automated,; it also automatically

generates a list of the most heavily reserved items.
Future

The next 12 to 24 months will be as busy, with a major library

refurbishment and more IT developments planned.

A rolling programme of enhancements to the public catalogue system
will give us self-service interlibrary loans, purchase requests and
online reservations. Initially we chose to introduce a simple system
so 'teckie' and 'non teckie' library users would feel at home with the
system. Changes to reservations will bring paperless reservations,
making the process quicker and less admin-intensive. We are also
considering tailoring interfaces to match the needs of different user

groups, for example, children.

TalisMessage, an addition to the library management system to allow
touchtone telephone renewals, is currently being installed. This gives
access 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and even the local dialects

and pronunciations that people expect to hear will feature on the

telephone service.

We also plan to make the archive database available on TalisPrism. This will feature annotated photographs, which
complement the local history stock. The Archives and Local Studies Unit is based in the Central Library building and
already attracts around 11,000 visitors, producing over 92,000 items for consultation we expect this number to increase

once items become easily viewable by users at any Bolton library or remotely.

Around 80% of citizen interaction with government is through local government and a high proportion of this is through
libraries. These developments will make a huge difference to the ease of use of the libraries for the people of Bolton,
helping to meet the e-government agenda and, just as importantly, advancing the new library role as visioned in

Framework for the Future'..

About Bolton Libraries

The busy central library in Bolton town centre sees around 4,000 visitors a day and 1.2 million visitors a year.
Based in a lovely old 1938 building, which also houses the town's museum and art galleries, it provides a family
recreational facility in the town centre and fits the re:source agenda (the council for museums, libraries and
archives) very well. The service covers 14 libraries and is currently developing closer links and projects with other
services and is investigating joint collections policies.

Around 40% of the 250,000 residents of the Bolton Metropolitan Borough, in the north west of the Greater
Manchester conurbation are registered library users, with this number rising thanks to initiatives such as the
People's Network of internet-enabled computers drawing in new visitors along with the pull of the current
programme of ICT updates.

email: libraries@bolton.gov.uk www.bolton.gov.uk/libraries
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