
Office of Public Sector Information (OPSI) Review of the Public Library 
Subsidy Scheme 
 
For 80 odd years public libraries have been able to buy UK government 
publications at a 50% discount (‘subsidy’) A few years ago OPSI, which took over 
administration of the scheme from HMSO, proposed changes which removed 
legislation from the ambit of the scheme. Last autumn they published another 
consultation which proposed to remove various other categories. 
 
SCOOP took on the role of co-ordinator of the response eventually sent in 
CILIP’s name (and available on referplus.) As one of the public library people on 
SCOOP I co-ordinated the response and sought views from lis-pub-libs as well 
as from SCOOP colleagues and anyone else I could think of. Although the 
response was hardly torrential I know that some librarians (or library services) did 
respond directly. Where they copied me in I borrowed their thoughts or even their 
words in one or two cases and thank them for keeping me in touch. 
 
There were four major issues in the response. 
 

1. What evidence is there for the recent lack of take up and has any analysis 
been done on it? We know that at least one major library supplier does not 
reclaim the subsidy on behalf of its customers but there are others, 
including specialists such as Latitude and Dandy which will offer this 
service. It might be interesting to see when, how and by whom the money 
is reclaimed. 

 
2. The consultation places a lot of faith in the ability and willingness of the 

public to use on line sources. We questioned how practical this is for all 
users when some authorities charge for the service. Even where they 
don’t reading an 80 page consultation paper online is not always 
conducive to comfort and retention. 

 
3. The removal of Office of National Statistics (ONS) publications from the 

scheme. SCOOP and others have been very critical of the ONS website – 
offered as the alternative- and cited many of the points we had made 
before. In addition we reiterated the reliance on online as opposed to print. 
A number of those who contacted us were especially worried about doing 
comparative statistical work which they find much more practical from print 
sources. 

 
4. The removal of Ordnance Survey publications from the scope of the 

scheme. ‘Pure’ reference librarians and the CILIP Local Studies Group 
were very concerned about this. The consultation seems to regard most 
purchase and use as for recreational purposes – which it sees as outside 
the scope or intent of the scheme. In response we quoted educational 
research, legal, genealogical uses as well as pointing out the difficulty of 



obtaining and using digitised versions. Many people feared for the ability 
to buy this material in the volume and range required by their customers if 
the price effectively doubles. 

 
At the time of writing we are awaiting the outcome of the consultation. I am 
grateful to those who commented. The continued proliferation of official 
publishing in all its forms requires librarians to ensure that they can offer them in 
the most appropriate form to their users. The proposals from OPSI seem to make 
this more difficult. 
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