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The recent launch of Apple’s iPad may not open “open the floodgates for sales of 

e-books” but there are forecasts that  “by 2010 more than 50 percent of books 

worldwide will be read on digital devices rather than in print form.” E-books are 

already having an impact in public libraries 

 

This is a personal account based on my experience since 2002 in trialling and 

implementing e-book services first with the People’s Network Excellence Fund at 

Richmond Libraries with SAFARI, NetLibrary and Audible.com services and then 

with further developments at Hillingdon and Windsor & Maidenhead libraries  

 
 
What are e-books? 
 
I use the term e-books to cover a wide area ranging from services, ranging from 

OverDrive e-books that you can download and read on your Sony reader, to 

bundled and aggregator web-based e-books such as the Proquest Safari IT 

books and Oxford Reference Online as well as the Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography. It is also a term that I would use for audio books that you can 

download such as OverDrive and even the Playaway, a digital player pre-loaded 

with full length audio book that you can borrow from the library. On our website 

we promote a range of e-books, both those that we subscribe to as well as links 

to the growing number downloadable for free from Project Gutenberg (over 

30,000 free e-books) and public domain Google Books  
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Why e-book services? 
 
 

In providing such services we have been responding to user demands and 

expectations. Digital content complements our physical collections at Windsor 

and Maidenhead. We value the convenience to the user of a 24/7 service and in 

the recent adverse weather conditions, our users were still able to download or 

use web-based library e-book services. I echo what Clifford Lynch, the Director 

for the Coalition for Networked Information, has to say: 

 “The most compelling case for e-books… is based on greater convenience and 

ubiquity of access, and somewhat enhanced use. The case for digital books 

broadly, as new genres of works, is about more effective communication of 

ideas, enhanced teaching and learning, and renewed creativity. While the first 

case is a good one, if the price is not too high (in social as well as economic 

terms), the second case is truly compelling and inspiring.” 

 

I make no apologies for focussing on 2 excellent e-book services – Safari 

Technical Books Online and Overdrive, both of which are responsive to the 

needs of public libraries and their users in terms of content, technical support, 

marketing assistance and MARC records for the OPAC.  

 

 

Proquest’s  SAFARI Technical Books Online 
 
Our subscription to  SAFARI with an online collection of over 400 computer e-

books provides:  

 Instant access from home or the library to the best IT books from the top 

IT publishers  



 Content for the beginner and the professional that covers everything from 

using Microsoft Office, digital photography, social networking to Google 

Android, iPhone to Windows 7, SQL and networking  

 A service that can cope with fast changing user needs, helping users find 

high quality information easily. Meeting this demand and filling stock gaps 

or swapping titles can be done instantly   

 An invaluable e-reference tool for library staff especially for ICT topics with 

which they may not be familiar. Using full-text searching facilities that are 

far more powerful and flexible than those offered for print-based products 

 The facility for users to browse through a Safari e-book just as they would 

with a printed book. Each e-book contains a complete table of contents 

with chapter links for easy page-to-page browsing. All charts, graphs, and 

other images are included just as originally published, ensuring that users 

get total access to the entire range of content offered in each title 

OverDrive 
 
Since September 2009 we have used Overdrive to provide our users with digital 

content 24/7. We currently offer e-books and audio books and in future will 

consider lending music and video to download. With OverDrive we are able to 

provides a service that offers:  

 Best-selling and classic audio books and e-book titles. 

 3 eBook formats - Adobe EPUB, Adobe PDF & Mobipocket and 2 audio 

book formats - OverDrive MP3 and WMA  

 A range of platforms such as PCs, Smart phones, PDAs, MP3s including 

iPods  

 Excellent ongoing technical and marketing support 

 Scope in a virtual world for libraries to join up to offer users a wider 

selection of e-books and audio books by pooling digital content 

 

 



 

 

 

We are proud of the e-services that we offer to users at Windsor and 

Maidenhead who have responded very positively to the advantages of e-books.  

The future of some e-book services, in my opinion, depends on what advantages  

public libraries can offer to users. In a digital environment users can easily turn to 

commercial providers if public libraries under pressure to raise income 

discriminate against e-books by charging for such services. As it is unlikely that 

we will be able to provide as extensive a range of e-books as commercial 

providers, what will be the USP of libraries if charging for e-books is introduced? 

 

I am hopeful that the 21st century public library service will provide the full range 

of digital services that our users expect of us.   
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