Visiting De Krook
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by Victoria Hunter

While visiting friends in Belgium in June 2017, I was fascinated to learn that their local city library had recently been closed down and a
completely new one built, which was custom-designed to fulfil the myriad changing functions of a busy city library. They offered to take me for a
visit whilst on a trip into the city centre; the resulting experience was incredibly interesting when compared against both my current library
management of a historic, listed public library building and our culture in the UK towards public libraries as a developing community service.

De Krook (continued)
The literature surrounding the recent opening of De Krook
described the new library as "remaining an oasis of peace and
quiet, with the same extensive collection of books, DVDs, CDs
etc [...] however in this digital era, it will also become a place to
meet other people, develop skills, experiment in the "maker's
lab", collaborate in research, and much more besides"

An
"experience
staircase"
(my
favourite thing, see
photo at left)
on
the ground and first
floor, the staircase
also functioned as
tiered seating, for
smaller events like
author talks or
poetry slams

(https://stad.Ghent/ghent-international/city-policy/de-krook-new-public-library-ghent).

Obtaining a brochure on entering the new building, I was
astonished by how much they were offering whilst we have
many innovative and wide-ranging city libraries in the UK (e.g.
Manchester Central Library, the British Library, Liverpool
Library etc), the resources and activities at De Krook were very
impressive and quite different in many respects to how we
perceive and support our libraries in Britain. For example, as
well as the two dedicated, ultra-modern study floors at the top,
there were three more floors offering adult fiction, non-fiction,
CDs, DVDs, music scores
not so different to UK libraries,
which is reassuring, but all of these are interspersed with a
fantastic array of "spaces" offering incredibly unique services
that are currently not the norm in the majority of British public
libraries. These included:
Bespoke meeting rooms for corporate meetings, author
visits, training workshops, debating clubs
Exhibition spaces for changing art installations (a small hall
within the ground floor)
"Fab Lab", which offered digital technology and training (e.g.
3D printing, tablet help, coding, app workshops etc.)

De Krook library
described wanting
the space to be
"contemporary,
stimulating public
participation [...] in
its rich collection
actively". Looking
at the innovative
use of space in this
way, I felt that this
focus had really
come through
the library felt very
versatile, in a way
that I (with my historic, oddly laid-out, Grade II listed library)
really came to envy! However, it also didn't feel like the
modernity of the space sacrificed the traditional purpose of the
library to "connect with citizens [... in] all diversity" despite its
many unique, interactive and high-tech offers, I was pleased to
observe that it is still a free library for its citizens and therefore
still accessible to all.
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Just viewing the library from the outside a modern build of
glass and concrete, with extended top floors that I later
discovered were dedicated study halls with an amazing,
inspiring view for local students!
is enough to reaffirm the
promotional marketing claims of a fresh, "tailored" approach to
LIS.

De Krook (continued)
I was also really impressed to see their dedication in tailoring
the space for children and young adults the YA space was
particularly innovative and engaging, again in a way that very
few of our British libraries seem to be able to facilitate, most
often due to budget issues and staffing capacity. The entire
sub-ground floor level was a private YA space, full of
comfortable seating, study tables and many fresh, recreational
and engaging initiatives e.g. computer game consoles and ageappropriate films/TV box-sets that could be viewed on a TV in
the room. They had also ensured a huge selection of not only
YA content fiction and non-fiction, but also graphic novels and
comic books, something that many services in the UK are
woefully lacking in due to suppliers not stocking particular
series or titles, and the limited budget we have.
I was really impressed that De Krook had taken their YA
audience into consideration so strongly and had ensured to
tailor a space specifically for them my Belgian friends agreed
that it was one of the library's best features, especially as (like
in many cities) there is very little else "recreationally" for
teenagers with low income in the city centre, aside from
hanging around the shopping centre the free, wide-ranging
resources in a personalised space within De Krook means they
have somewhere to go that is engaging, stimulating and safe
without needing to have money. Many services here in Britain
have tried to argue similar; that if libraries had increased title
ranges, particularly in graphic novels, and offered additional
engagements like consoles or even just tablets to play games
on (e.g. Stafford Library's interactive tablet tables), we would
probably increase our YA audience across the board it is nice
to see a major new investment like De Krook implementing this
concept so successfully.

Similarly, the De Krook
children's library was a
very large, dedicated
space on the lowerground floor, which I
liked because as well
as the standard fiction,
non-fiction and preschool areas they also
had an arrangement of
tables and chairs at one
end which mimicked a
classroom environment,
with a bank of PCs. This
would allow for easy
accommodation of class
visits
that
wouldn't
necessarily be crammed
in around other visitors,
as well as a much more
tailored
space
for
teaching classes and
delivering craft activities
for children.
The use of the space to
encourage creativity and interactivity from the children visiting
the library really made me think about whether we could easily
implement similar concepts in my own service e.g. stacked
seating arrangements to encourage kids to sit and read; the use
of simple ideas like dressing up areas etc.

De Krook (continued)
The dressing up concept is one that I brought back to my own
library and have implemented with great success during the
Summer Reading Challenge, tying the dressing up box to our
social media platforms by encouraging parents/kids to share
photos of them in costume; it's a very simple idea to carry out
and cheap to obtain dressing up items, but it's gotten a lot of
good feedback from the families coming in, and is an idea I'm
happy to have gained from my visit to De Krook.
The final thing that I found interesting to observe, especially
given the different culture, was the emphasis on the library
having a prominent digital focus. The information in the
brochure described how the new building wanted to continue to
embrace libraries' original purpose, "to help people understand
the world better", but the designers and library management
describe how they also recognise that "access to information is
no longer a problem for most people". What they want to
achieve is a library that helps the citizens of Ghent to "find good
and high-quality information [...] using technology to improve
and diversify what we have to offer".
As the majority of public libraries in the UK also now have this
at the core of their digital offer, led by the SCL, I was expecting
to see e-resources, e-books platforms etc; I was therefore quite
surprised and intrigued to see a wider range of services
than many public libraries offer in the UK, including:
Open Access digital files, articles and records on relevant
and current topics
A De Krook library app for members to view and choose
items from the vast collections
An online recommendation tool, tailored to personal reading
behaviour
I thought that the app and the recommendation tool were
particularly innovative concepts for users, and something that
UK public libraries across the board should also be trying to
offer.
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It is possible that Belgium is similar to the UK, with city libraries
often having more resources than their smaller counterparts;
there is a suburban public library near my Belgian friends'
home and I would be interested to visit when I next stay, to see
if this is the case. However, on viewing the digital resources
offered at De Krook library, I felt that Belgian LIS were really
focused on using new, emerging technology to improve and
diversify online offers in fact, the brochure stated that, "De
Krook library does not perceive digitalisation as a threat, but as
an opportunity for the future", a statement that feels very far
from the traditional sentiment still currently held by a lot of
public library staff and users in England currently. This seems
even more emphatic when considering that the UK's approach
to improving digital offers in libraries is also still emerging, with
the Sieghart Report / Libraries Deliver Ambition only recently
starting to tackle basic issues e.g. public Wi-Fi in all libraries, a
more connected network of digital skills training for staff etc.

De Krook (continued)
Overall, I enjoyed my visit to Ghent's De Krook library; as well
as bringing back ideas on improving my own practice and
service delivery within the profession, I also learnt a lot about
attitudes towards public library services in Belgium. De Krook is
clearly a popular community "venue for debate and reflection,
inspiration and research, discovery and meeting"
it was
buzzing with people on every floor and is clearly a very central
new part of the Ghent community. The most interesting thing
was seeing a new build that has all the values of a traditional
library, but delivered in a more modern and versatile approach
than currently seen in the majority our British counterparts
one perhaps we could learn something from, as we continue to
develop and change.

De Krook looks equally impressive at night - ©Stad Gent.
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Note: As I was paginating this submission for ACCESS, I
experienced one of those eerie coincidences: whilst I worked, an old school
friend Jonathan sent me an e-mail . . . about De Krook!
Jon is a lawyer, works as in-house counsel for a well-known global company
and he also volunteers for about 4 hours per month for his local
Advice Bureau. Jon regularly visits Ghent where his employer has a large
facility and where his Belgian colleague Aleksander also volunteers, at
Wetswinkel. The literal translation of De Wetswinkel would be
Law
and they are not-for-profit legal advisors, staffed by volunteers and
supported by Local Authorities and legal firms throughout Belgium. Jon was
emailing to tell me that Aleks is über-exited to be working at a new location for
De Wetswinkel in De Krook Library!
Jon Davis
Access Publisher

