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“Libraries provide meeting places for different age groups,
different education levels, and ethnic backgrounds, and they
offer enriching activities mostly for the weaker segments of
society. In Israel the enormous potential of public libraries is
nearly untapped, due to budget shortages. Many are of the
wrong opinion that lending libraries are an institution whose time
has passed.” [Ref: Ha'aretz] This editorial statement in Ha’aretz,
Israel’s oldest daily newspaper, has shed light on a 40% decline
in state and municipal funding for public libraries in Israel from
1975 to 2007, in recognition of the fact that “a mere 16 percent
of the public registers at the local library”, and that “the average
in books loaned per person in the country is 1.8 per year” [Ref:
Ha’aretz]. Declining public library membership, the proliferation
of high-speed internet access and continued competition for
state funding means the future of public libraries, in Israel and
beyond, is being questioned. In 1975 the Israeli parliament, the
Knesset, passed The Public Libraries Law, establishing the right
of local councils to establish libraries at public expense, making
charges for book rental illegal and providing universal access to
literature and information [Ref: [FLA]. Today there are over 1000
libraries, with 1.28 million members, where local authorities have
a statutory duty to contribute to the provision of public libraries,
overseen nationally by central government. But do they fulfil the
same role they did in the past? What exactly is the purpose of

a public library today? Have our reading habits changed to the
extent that we no longer require a national network of public
libraries, instead accessing books and information online and

via E-books? Or in the process of using and promoting new
technologies, do we miss something vital about the purpose of
libraries within society? Can the seemingly limitless information
we are able to access on the internet be a replacement for these
“cultural and intellectual” centres [Ref: Wall Street Journal]?
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THE LIBRARIES DEBATE IN CONTEXT

A timeless institution?

Public access to books was initially provided by both synagogues

and secular initiatives, predating the creation of the State of
Israel. In the 100 years from the establishment of the Montfiore
Collection in Jerusalem in 1874 to the passage of The Public
Libraries Law in 1975, libraries have catered to the changing
needs of Israel’s population. Whilst the reading rooms and
mobile libraries of the Histradut Labour Foundation of the
1920s provided Hebrew language instruction and critical
educational materials to urban workers and agricultural settlers
[Ref: Wikipedia], the public libraries of the 1960s onwards,
coordinated and maintained by the Service Center for Public
Libraries, further encouraged reading as an aid to acculturation
and social integration in the face of diverse and “massive
waves of immigration” [Ref: [FLA]. In spite of the 1975 libraries
law stipulating that the central and municipal governments
“contribute to the funding of all activities, the buying of books
and the salaries of librarians”, these contributions dropped
from 50% of library budgets in 1975 to an average of 10% by
2007 [Ref: Ha'aretz]. With membership of public libraries as
low as 15% and the government continuing to run a budget
deficit, some ask if public libraries still needed. Stricken library
membership and squeezed governmental budgets are not
limited to Israel; in the UK and the USA in particular, the debate
over whether public libraries are obsolete is ongoing. The ease
with which we can access online the information traditionally
housed in libraries has led some to argue that “nobody... would
dream of building and stocking conventional libraries the length
and breadth of the land...it’s not just a question of cash: it’s

a question of change” [Ref: Guardian]. Indeed, in light of the
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launch of Amazon’s Kindle Unlimited E-book subscription service,
offering readers access to 600,000 books one writer asks, “why
wouldn’t we simply junk the physical libraries and purchase an
Amazon Kindle Unlimited subscription for the entire country?”
[Ref: Forbes] This perspective isn’t limited to those looking to
balance the government’s books. The British Council’s director in
Israel, Simon Kay, admitted that “as the years went by, libraries
obviously became less and less relevant, as people accessed
more and more information digitally... Libraries have always
been a very expensive way of reaching a relatively few number
of people.” [Ref: Ha'aretz] However, others, like Jay Jordan of the
Online Computer Library Center, counter that “libraries contain

a very important treasure for humanity... Our challenge is to
show that the library has value in our day as well” [Ref: Ha'aretz].
Moreover, those who oppose library closures argue that they
provide something unique within communities that cannot be
replaced by the proliferation of new technology: libraries in Israel
form “a meeting place and cultural resource for Jews, Muslims
and Christians alike... a dynamic space for intellectual and
creative encounters” [Ref: Jerusalem Post].

The changing face of libraries

Libraries are “accessible, multi-generational, classless,
community spaces providing free access to books, information
and an increasing range of services” according to librarian
Catherine McNally [Ref: Guardian]. In recent years many libraries
have been transformed in an effort to revitalise and integrate
them as an essential part of the community, and in 2015 Tel
Aviv’s Beit Ariela library opened Maketec, “a youth center for
digital-making” offering young people the use of a 3D printer,
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THE LIBRARIES DEBATE IN CONTEXT CONTINUED

robots and tools for developing coding and programming skills,
with the intention of “making the library a space that will
draw [young people] in” [Ref: Ha'aretz]. Meanwhile, the new
National Library of Israel building — scheduled for completion
in 2019 — will “provide enhanced physical and virtual services
as well as cultural and educational programming that foster
engagement with its wide-ranging collections.” [Ref: Jerusalem
Post] Many proponents in favour of retaining existing library
provision argue there is a strong economic case for doing so

as they can, “assist job hunters, education for small business
entrepreneurs, orientation for newly arrived immigrants” [Ref:
Globe and Mail]. This lead author Janette Winterson to dub

many modern libraries as, “a community centre with books” [Ref:

Guardian]. For some, this multi-use development of libraries

is too utilitarian a defence. Critics of the trend to move away
from the core purpose of a library claim that, “we’re coming up
with all these other ways to try to keep these buildings open.
Co-working spaces! Media labs. Art galleries? But it’s impossible
to see a world where we keep libraries open simply to pretend
they still serve a purpose for which they no longer serve” [Ref:
TechCrunch]. Perhaps, some argue, “the abandonment of

the library’s main purpose: books for readers” is why library
attendance has suffered [Ref: Telegraph], and if “lending libraries
are an institution whose time has past” why repurpose them for
the sake of sentimentality? [Ref: Ha'aretz]

An abandonment of the values of culture?

In defence of continued public library provision in the 21st
century, Rabbi Michael Melchior argues that “the state’s
abandonment of the public libraries is a sign of our general
abandonment of the values of culture”, as public libraries carry
symbolic value as totems of Israel’s wilful cultivation of her
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own heritage and culture [Ref: Ha'aretz]. Public libraries also
provide a means for reducing inter-community stigma, a position
articulated by social leader Abbass Abbass, who argues: “Build
them because when we foster learning and access literature, we
are also accessing culture. And when we access culture, we can
begin to de-stigmatize the other.” [Ref: Jerusalem Post] Public
libraries, supporters say, are repositories of the “lives of others”
which help generate an understanding of the world around us
[Ref: BBC News]. And others suggest that in an age where we
have a seemingly endless supply of information at our fingertips,
an “information glut”, libraries help us to find what’s important,
making a value judgement on the information housed in them as,
“information has value, and the right information has enormous
value” [Ref: Guardian]. Librarians, “have specialist knowledge
and are trained to find reliable information and evaluate it - a
skill as relevant in the digital age as it has always been” [Ref:
BBC News]. In response to the idea that online services such as
Google effectively replace the need for libraries and librarians,
one American librarian argued that: “Everything you see on the
library shelf has gone through a tremendous filtering process.
Publishers don’t just publish anything. Libraries don’t carry just
any old book” [Ref: New York Times]. So are public libraries as
we know them past their sell by date? Have new technologies
usurped their place, or do they remain repositories of the
“world’s cumulative knowledge and heritage” [Ref: WIPQO] in a
way that Google never can? What value do we place on curation
and judgement about the world of knowledge before us, and
how best can we be assured of accessing not just information,
but good information?
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