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1. Introduction 
The National Library of Scotland (NLS) welcomes this opportunity to provide written 
evidence to the Committee on the National Library of Scotland Bill. NLS also looks 
forward to presenting evidence to the Committee in person on 7 February 2012. 
 
2. What we do 
In order to set the scene, we would like to describe briefly the work of the Library. Our 
purpose is to advance universal knowledge about Scotland and in Scotland. We play a 
key role in supporting education, research, business and innovation and in enhancing 
the reputation of Scotland as a country with a rich cultural heritage and a vibrant future. 
We act as a national resource for research, education, enterprise and culture, 
specifically by collecting material, preserving it for the future and providing access to it.  
The Library is one of Europe’s major research libraries, with over 14 million printed 
items spanning internationally-renowned historic ‘treasures’ as well as the very latest 
publications. A theme running through all our work is collaboration. It is no longer 
possible (if it ever were in the past) for a library to collect, preserve and give access to 
its collections by acting alone and NLS works in partnership with other organisations at 
the global, European, UK, Scottish and local levels. 
 
The Library is Scotland’s only Legal Deposit library, entitled to claim a copy of all printed 
UK and Irish publications. Through this route we add some 4,000 new items every week 
to the Library’s collections, requiring three kilometres of new shelving each year. NLS 
also buys a significant amount of material to meet the needs of users, where we cannot 
obtain it through legal deposit (typically, because it is published abroad, or is in 
electronic form). 
 
Access to this material continues to be provided through our reading rooms, principally 
at George IV Bridge, Edinburgh (as a reference library, printed material is consulted 
onsite). Increasingly access can also be provided through online services, allowing 
material to be consulted remotely in schools, homes or workplaces. NLS handles 
thousands of enquiries from across the world each year and has a full programme of 
events and exhibitions. We have a small education team that works directly with schools 
and teachers, and increasingly contributes material to electronic learning resources.  
NLS users can be anyone - family researchers, students, professional and business 
users, tourists or the general public. Our users come from all parts of the world. 
 
3. Our Successes 
Over the past decade or so, NLS has undertaken a concerted and sustained 
transformation to ensure that it is a library for all.  The old notion of a ‘library of last 
resort’ (a place you could go only if you could not find the resources anywhere else) is a 



thing of the past. This is demonstrated by some figures on our usage and public 
awareness from 2004/5 to 2009/10:   
 public awareness of NLS among Scottish public increased from 20% to 49%; 
 reader visits increased from 58,000 to 79,000; 
 the value of NLS media coverage increased from £0.922 million to £1.487 million. 
 
Notable recent additions to the NLS collections are the John Murray Archive, purchased 
in 2006 for £32 million with support from the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Scottish 
Government and many private individuals and trusts. The merger of the Scottish Screen 
Archive with NLS in 2007 added more valuable material to complement NLS collections. 
Other achievements include the opening of the Visitor Centre at George IV Bridge, with 
visitor numbers exceeding our initial ‘footfall’ target of 1.5 million in the first year. The 
introduction of online reader registration in June 2010 has already attracted 9,500 
additional users from over 100 countries by March 2011.  NLS has pioneered the 
negotiation of free remote access (ie in the home, school or office) to many important 
and valuable research resources1 for people living in Scotland. Increasingly, the Library 
is in close collaboration with the National Galleries of Scotland on shared administrative 
services. 
 
4. Opportunities for the Future 
Many of the opportunities (and challenges) currently facing the Library relate to the 
digital information revolution. On one level, this needs no explanation as it touches 
every level of modern life and is clearly continuing at pace; however, its importance for 
an organisation such as the National Library of Scotland cannot be over-stated. As 
information, knowledge and creativity of all kinds - film, music etc. as well as books and 
journals - are increasingly produced electronically (‘born digital’), new, challenging 
questions emerge which NLS is actively addressing: How do we collect this material? 
How do we preserve it for future generations? How can people find what they need and 
use it?  
 
In order to collect digital material the key issue at present is electronic Legal Deposit. 
There is an urgent need to implement the 2003 Legal Deposit Act which permits NLS 
and other UK Legal Deposit Libraries to collect a copy of everything published 
electronically, just as the Library and its predecessor have been able to do for printed 
publications since 1710. The Department of Culture, Media and Sport is currently 
working on this at a UK level but it remains a concern that draft Regulations have yet to 
be published nine years after the Act was passed. Meantime, we have been working 
with the British Library and the National Library of Wales so that, collaboratively, we will 
all be ready to collect material when the appropriate regulations are approved.  
 

                                            
1  Examples include the Scotsman Archive, a full-text digital archive of every issue of The Scotsman newspaper, from 
1817 to 1950, in its original published context; and Credo reference, a full-text collection of over 400 high-quality 
reference books from the world's leading publishers, with over 4 million entries and 1 million images on subjects 
ranging from art, language, business, and history, to geography, music, literature, science and religion, and 
biography. 



Techniques to preserve digital media are much less well understood and developed 
than those for paper. As a result, while libraries like NLS contain millions of pages of 
paper dating back centuries, Scotland has already lost forever much valuable digital 
information (examples include websites from the 2005 Edinburgh congestion charging 
referendum and the first websites of the Scottish Parliament itself). The solution to this 
issue, which NLS is working to resolve, lies in collaboration at various levels - especially 
internationally.  
 
NLS has a vision that all the published cultural and information resources of Scotland 
should be available to all who can benefit from them - subject of course to the essential 
protection of the rights of copyright holders. NLS sees the scope for developing a 
national digitisation strategy for our cultural heritage. Much, but by no means all of this 
published heritage is held in national institutions such as NLS and the National Records 
of Scotland, while local archives, libraries and museums as well as universities, 
professional and private collections also hold valuable and unique materials. A national 
strategy to digitise all this material (again subject to copyright) would put Scotland in the 
forefront of international best practice, providing a resource for the public and 
researchers in Scotland and across the world showcasing Scotland’s rich cultural 
heritage. 
 
NLS also has ambitions to develop a Sound Archive for Scotland which Scotland still 
lacks (the UK Sound Archive is managed by the British Library in London). A major 
consultation document into sound preservation identified that NLS should lead the 
development of a Scottish Sound Archive which has the scope to ensure that Scottish 
content (for example, Gaelic material) is collected comprehensively, and NLS is working 
with partners to develop this proposal into a viable project. As with other media, digital 
has become the principal format for the storage and dissemination of sound (music, 
speech, radio etc) and we must anticipate the need to collect new formats in the future 
as technology continues to develop. 
 
5. Comments on the Bill 
Turning then to the NLS Bill itself, these opportunities demonstrate why the functions 
outlined in the Bill are so important to the Library. Our work will increasingly involve 
participating in networks, collaborating to develop best practice and ensuring that this is 
made available throughout Scotland (for example, on digital preservation); a legal basis 
for NLS to provide leadership and promote collaboration in Scotland is vital for NLS to 
maximise its contribution to Scottish society in the long run. We are therefore pleased 
with the drafting of the functions of the National Library in such broad terms in Section 2 
of the Bill, which should provide a sound statutory basis for NLS to play its full part in 
the educational, economic, intellectual and cultural life of Scotland in the future.   
 
The inclusion of a statutory Ministerial power of direction has attracted some attention, 
both within NLS and by other educational and cultural bodies. We note that it is unusual 
for such a power to apply to a registered Scottish Charity. Like other national collections 
institutions, NLS has a mandate that spans decades and centuries and in an ideal 
world, NLS would have preferred to avoid the introduction of such a power in law.  



Nevertheless, NLS recognises that the Bill includes substantial restrictions on the 
Ministerial power of direction which have been extensively discussed with the Trustees 
of the Library. We therefore do not seek the removal of provisions relating to this power. 
We recognise that in any case, the Scottish Government inevitably has great influence 
over the Library through its provision of Grant-in-Aid; like all NDPBs and other public 
bodies, it is entirely reasonable that the Scottish Government expects NLS to take full 
account of its priorities. We are also reassured by the Office of the Scottish Charity 
Regulator that this power does not jeopardise NLS’s charitable status (through the 
Charity Test (Specified Bodies) (Scotland) Order 2006). It is essential that this status 
continues and that the Trustees of the reformed board continue to meet the 
requirements of charity law through their independent stewardship of the Library. 
 
We also welcome the reform of the governance arrangements that were enshrined in 
the 1925 Act and agree that it is timely to modernise the legal basis of the Board. Both 
the size of the current Board (32 members) and the prescription of ex-officio places are 
now anomalous and NLS agrees that a smaller Board, appointed on merit and with fixed 
terms, would improve governance. 
 
We have some concerns, however, that the modernised Board should not be too small. 
Paragraph 2(1) of schedule 1 to the Bill allows for between 7 and 14 members of the 
Board (including the Chair). Our current Trustees have expressed concern that the 
smaller end of this scale would not allow the breadth of expertise required to be 
represented on the Board, nor would ensure that the reformed Board maintains the 
appropriate level of engagement with and credibility among the full range of 
stakeholders. NLS would therefore like to see this provision amended to specify a larger 
minimum size for the Board. 
 
6. Conclusion 
To sum up, NLS therefore welcomes the Bill and the provisions contained in it, other 
than the minimum size of the Board as stipulated in paragraph 2(1)(b) of schedule 1. 
Our Trustees fully accept that the time is right for changes to the Library’s governance 
and that the functions of the Library are set out appropriately in the Bill. 
 
Professor Michael Anderson  
Chairman    
January 2012 
 


