Agenda Item No: 7

Library E-Stock Procurement

To: Communities, Social Mobility and Inclusion Committee

Meeting Date: 5 June 2025

From: Executive Director of Strategy and Partnerships

Electoral division(s): All

Key decision: Yes

Forward Plan ref: 2025/038

Executive Summary: This paper provides an overview of library electronic resources and

makes recommendations for the procurement of a new 3-year
contract, commencing April 2026, with the option to extend by one
year.

Recommendation: The Committee is recommended to:

a) Agree to the procurement of e-stock through a single multi-lot
procurement exercise, as set out in the report; and

b) Delegate authority to the Executive Director of Strategy and
Partnerships, in consultation with the Chair and Vice-Chair of
the Communities, Social Mobility and Inclusion Committee, to:

(i) Award and execute the contract once procurement has
been completed; and

(i) Approve all necessary legal documentation relating to
the contract award, along with any transactions,
associated arrangements and their formal executions.

Officer contact:

Name: Gary Porter

Post: Head of Libraries, Archives, Culture
Email: gary.porter@cambridgeshire.gov.uk
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Creating a greener, fairer and more caring Cambridgeshire

Net zero carbon emissions for Cambridgeshire by 2045, and our communities and natural
environment are supported to adapt and thrive as the climate changes.

There are no significant implications for this ambition, although the service will include
reduction in carbon emissions as part of the specification and scoring to ensure suppliers
have considered and worked towards reductions and will seek advice from the Green Team
when evaluating the responses.

Travel across the county is safer and more environmentally sustainable.

There are no significant implications for this ambition, although access to e-stock does
reduce the need for travel, as items can be accessed from anywhere.

Health Inequalities are reduced.
There are no significant implications for this ambition.

People enjoy healthy, safe and independent lives through timely support that is most suited
to their needs.

E-stock is particularly flexible as it provides access to resources in different formats to
reach a wider audience, such as larger print and audio, and at a time to suit any resident,
helping them engage regardless of needs. It includes specialist collections, such as books
on prescription to support mental health. Reading for pleasure helps to reduce isolation and
increase feelings of wellbeing.

Helping People out of poverty and income inequality

Library services and access to e-stock are free to access. This ensures all Cambridgeshire
residents can access resources, creating equity across the county.

Places and communities prosper because they have a resilient and inclusive economy,
access to good quality public services and social justice is prioritised.

E-stock is now a core offer in the statutory public library offer. It helps the service reach a
larger percentage of the population and engage with those who may not be able to access
the traditional library offer.

Children and young people have opportunities to thrive

Age-appropriate e-stock is available to children and young people across the county.
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Background

Library e-stock was last procured in 2022, with the contract starting in April 2022. Table 1
sets out the growth in issues that has occurred over the ensuing time period.

Format Issues in 2021 | Issues in 2024 | Percentage change
eAudiobooks | 91,558 146,679 60%

eBooks 66,207 98,686 49%

eMagazines 46796 181173 287%
eNewspapers | 438918 646802 47%

Table 1 — Growth in issues

The current contract involved a multi-lot procurement exercise that allowed bidders to
submit options for all or some of the following lots:

e eBooks
e eAudio
e eMagazines
e newspapers

This allowed the service to view potential savings from a single supplier across all lots and
against the full range available from multiple suppliers that have their own unique publishing
licences.

E-stock is purchased on a licence model for lending within public libraries. For many items
this means buying a single licence that can be used by one person at a time. The licence
may then expire after a number of years or after 25 issues, and would need to be
purchased again if required. Newspapers tend to be purchased on full access to anyone
over a fixed period of time (e.g. three months). Finally, there are occasional special offers
for multi-licence stock that are unique to suppliers. This allows the service to support
special activities, such as for group reading or listening to a title over a specific period,
including the purchase of a multi-access title for two months to allow a whole reading group
to read it at once.

The current contract terminates on 31 March 2026 and this report details considerations
and recommendations on procurement for a new contract to be effective from 1 April 2026.

Main Issues

Given rising usage and increased inflationary costs of items, the service estimates that a
new contract would spend approximately £550,000 over four years. The Council is
procuring a three-year initial contract with one year extension. However, the service would
be looking for a contract that has freedom to change how much content is purchased to
meet the financial constraints of the service. The Library service is looking for a three-year
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contract with the ability to extend for a year, if it continues to receive good value.

The procurement will be compliant with the Procurement Act 2023 and will be split into
three lots covering each of the different requirements. Suppliers will be able to bid for one
or multiple lots, and discounted prices for multi-lot bids will be considered. It is the intention
to award each lot to more than one supplier, to ensure that library users have access to the
maximum possible range of material in each lot. Successful bidders will have to achieve a
minimum quality score, although that minimum score is still being determined.

If procurement is approved by the committee, the Library service will develop the
procurement timeline and work with partners, including frontline staff, to develop the full
procurement paperwork. This would allow suppliers to apply throughout summer and
autumn 2025. The service would complete procurement to allow time to migrate to a new
supplier, to train staff on new systems and to ensure it was ready for the new contract to
launch in April 2026.

The procurement will include a 30% price and 70% quality score, as the core pricing of e-
books are determined by publishers instead of suppliers, and the core differentiation
between suppliers is the added value they bring in their usability, promotional material,
technical support and training. Social value within the contract will also be assessed as part
of the quality score, with added value initiatives that will help engage Cambridgeshire
residents with reading. This could be through reader development initiatives, training,
creation of resources libraries can use and providing skills the service may lack in
promotion and advocacy of services.

Alternative Options Considered

Tendering each lot separately: the service explored procuring eBooks separately from
audio and newspapers/magazines. This would allow a focus on specific type of stock to
procure, however, the challenge would be duplication of work, with three different
procurements required. It would not allow the service to benefit from joint platforms, with
many suppliers able to deliver on multiple types of stock, which could increase costs
through the purchase of multiple platform hosting fees.

Working in a consortium: the service explored shared procurement with its nearest
neighbours, in a similar way to how physical stock is procured, however with fixed licencing
fees for most eBooks, there did not appear to be any evidence of significant savings. The
service also found it had a significant catalogue of stock (particularly eAudio) that was
larger than its neighbours, so the benefits of a shared platform would not favour the Council
as much as others. There were also budget concerns in the nearest neighbours, who could
not guarantee a minimum spend to ensure each service was adding sufficient stock for
local demand.

Single supplier procurement: the service explored a single procurement exercise that would
see all its resources purchased through a single supplier. There is some evidence that a
single platform helps customers discover the full range of stock available more easily and
that it could potentially reduce the cost of hosting fees. Unfortunately, many suppliers have
signed up to exclusive deals with publishers (particularly with popular audio stock), so
having an exclusive contract would mean a significant range of material would not be
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available. The service also found each supplier has different lending models and can
provide varied levels of access, so having a range of suppliers offers greater flexibility for
providing value for money on a purchase.

Conclusion and reasons for recommendations

E-stock remains a popular and growing source of engagement with the public library
service. It helps the service reach more vulnerable residents, providing a greater range of
accessibility options than a standard print book, as well as greater access through 24/7
online support. The service recommends repeating the multi-lot procurement process
trialled in 2022, with the final award process delegated to the Executive Director of Strategy
and Partnerships, in consultation with the Chair and Vice-Chair of the committee.

Significant Implications

Finance Implications

It is noted the contract is not expected to commit the Council to a specific fixed value. The
current spend commitment matches spend so far in 2024, and the 2025/26 library budget
does include an inflationary uplift in spend on library stock, including e-materials.

Legal Implications

The Council has statutory responsibility under the 1964 Public Libraries Act to ‘provide a
comprehensive and efficient library service for all those who live, work or study in the area.’

The Department of Culture Media and Sport also recommends that in drawing up and
delivering their library strategies and plans, councils should consider a number of legal
obligations, including:

Equality Act 2010 including the Public Sector Equality Duty

Best Value Duty 2011 guidance

Localism Act 2011

The Human Rights Act 1998.

Decisions made by councils about library services may also be subject to legal challenge by
way of judicial review.

Failure to provide new library e-stock may be considered a breach of the above Acts.

Pathfinder Legal Services Ltd shall be instructed to assist with the procurement and
contractual documents for the Library Service.

Equality and Diversity Implications

E-stock is not accessible to all and is not being considered as a replacement for book stock,
however, it can help reach a number of residents who may find physical books a challenge,
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most notably through the range of audio content, ability to adjust print size and inclusion of
dyslexia friendly screen adjustments.

An Equality Impact Assessment is attached at Appendix 1 to this report.

Source Documents

None



