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The NOAA Libraries Advisory Committee (NLAC) has developed this document at the request of the NOAA Research Council (RC).  In it, we have proposed some specific steps that begin moving NOAA towards having a more viable library system.  In this summary, we highlight the major principles guiding the committee’s work, key findings from two recent surveys, specific recommendations, and additional topics of concern.  

Major Guiding Principles

One of the first things the NLAC accomplished was to develop a set of guiding principles, which were approved by all NLAC members.  They can be found at the following URL: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mdFMFMGVYVCywR3XPfiWi41kLajrYZhH_PZaJrROCu0/edit.  Some of the key points include:
• Library resources and services are critical to NOAA’s and its Line Offices’ (LOs) missions;  
• NOAA librarians are the best group within NOAA to recommend how library services should respond to changes in the informational landscape as well as to institutional needs within given budget constraints; 
• Consolidation of some library services may be an efficient way to meet NOAA’s needs, but any additional library consolidation or library closure should be reviewed carefully to ensure continuity of library services and preservation of critical NOAA intellectual material.  Local ease and efficiency of access to specific material may outweigh the administrative advantages of centralized services.  These needs should be determined on a case-by-case basis.

Key Findings of Recent Surveys

Two recent surveys relating to NOAA library services have been performed; both of these informed the development of our recommendations.  A survey in 2012 was sent to all employees at NOAA, and the NLAC circulated a survey to NOAA librarians in 2015.

Insights gained from a 2012 survey of library users include:
• Employees at NOAA who had access to local library services were generally satisfied with those services;
• Some employees identified certain service needs as important but not effective at the time of the survey; however, this was a small fraction of those responding to the survey, demonstrating a generally successful overall library system; 
• The most valued library service is access to scientific journals, especially remote access to electronic journals.
From the 2012 study, it can be concluded that the current combination of providing centralized services that are beneficial across NOAA, while having regional and field libraries focus on specific local requirements, has generally served employees at NOAA well. However, the survey also pointed out that not all staff were receiving the library services they needed. 

Results from a 2015 survey of NOAA librarians showed:
• There has been a 26% decrease in library staffing from 2005 to 2015;
• The majority of NOAA Library budgets have remained flat or declined while scientific journal costs increased, on average, 6-8% per year;
• Reduction in staff and effective funding has affected library services in a variety of ways including: suspension of important projects; loss of archival/preservation capability; reduced ability to pursue innovative ideas and technologies; inability to maintain skilled staff; and dramatically slowed pace of reviewing and dispensing donated materials; 
• Over the last decade several NOAA libraries have closed. Impacts of these closures have included loss of NOAA-related archival materials, loss of local access to needed physical materials, and a shift in library services workload to library staff in other NOAA libraries who must cover the gap caused by the closure.
This 2015 survey has improved the NLAC’s understanding of the current status of the various NOAA libraries and has illuminated some of the key concerns of their staff.


The recommendations below try to balance the overall satisfaction with current library services with concerns about challenges that may be encountered by the library system.  Not all problems can be foreseen, and some that are currently expected to pose challenges may not due to evolving external forces.  Thus, while we recommend some actions to address specific concerns, we also recognize the need to implement a process that improves communication, agility, and responsiveness within the libraries to position them to better handle unexpected future challenges.

Specific recommended actions:

Improve Understanding of Library User Needs
• As an agency, we need to be able to properly evaluate the importance of our libraries and how they are being used, as they will continue to compete for valuable and limited resources.  In order to assess their health and effectiveness and to understand the potential impacts of library closures or consolidation, relevant and current data is needed on the services they provide and on NOAA employee library use and needs.  The following should be implemented to make sure that information about libraries is available to inform future decisions:
- Conduct regular surveys of library customers and library staff to determine the evolving needs for libraries and library services and impacts if those needs are not met.  
- Ensure that all NOAA library staff are aware of the library services that are available so that a proper corporate assessment of the need for those services can be performed.
- Require that each library produce an annual report to provide information on routine activities, customers served (including their affiliation), types and frequency of services provided, library staffing levels and responsibilities, annual highlights, and evolving needs.  The report should also include detailed data about the ways library users are accessing information and what information they are requesting.

Improve Corporate Knowledge of Our Holdings
• Begin a systematic approach to catalog items held in NOAA libraries that are currently not cataloged, and thus likely not accessible. This is generally a higher priority than digitizing existing material for the purpose of archiving.

Develop A Corporate Process to Deal with Library Closures
• Develop a process relating to library closures that includes: 
- assessing and mitigating the impact of a possible closure on existing customers and other NOAA libraries; 
- assessing and mitigating potential impacts of the loss of the librarian position(s) on existing customers and other NOAA libraries; 
- ensuring that unique NOAA material and expertise are not irretrievably lost;
- a plan for where customers that are currently served by a closing library would turn for library services, and who would pay for those services. 

Improve Communication Among Libraries
• Establish a Committee of Librarians.  This committee would have representation from all NOAA libraries, if feasible.  This committee could be chaired by an NLAC member and would work with the NLAC, as necessary, to ensure the recommendations approved by the NOAA Research Council are implemented.  Proposed initial tasks for the Committee of Libraries could include: 
- develop guidance for libraries that will close or are considering closure;
- identify and develop a list of core resources that could allow for purchasing efficiencies and/or more widespread distribution within NOAA;
- develop guidance for collection development on a NOAA-wide basis;
- develop a consistent format for the annual reports each library will prepare.

Begin Considering Service and Funding Requirements in Response to the Recently Changed Library Organization
• Evaluate the funding structure regarding laboratory, Line Office, and Direct Bill funding of the various libraries.  Each of the funding mechanisms could play a legitimate role, given the range of services provided by the libraries.
• Most NOAA libraries now reside in OAR and NMFS. Develop a plan to ensure that other Line Offices are effectively served by these libraries;  service needs could be identified from the survey referenced above.  Consideration should be given to how the other Line Offices will financially compensate OAR and NMFS for the service.  


Additional topics of concern:

Staffing
• Evaluate staffing needs as well as distribution between federal and contract staff.  This should be an ongoing activity for the funding entity of each library, particularly when staff retire or leave.

Outsourcing Library Services
• Exercise caution regarding reliance on external library service providers (e.g., Cooperative Institutes) at the expense of in-house library support until a thorough evaluation of risks and benefits of such a shift is conducted.

Print vs. Electronic Resources
• Continue to assess the merits of choosing electronic journal subscriptions over combined print and electronic resources.  It is important to balance short-term budget challenges with long-term effectiveness.
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