EVALUATION  OF THE COMMUNITY INFORMATION CENTERS IN BULGARIA
By Nancy Bolt

As you know, I’m sure, the Colorado Association of Libraries has been participating in a large federal grant from the U. S. Department of State to work with 18 public libraries in Bulgaria.  We call this the American Bulgarian Library Exchange or ABLE Project.  The grant was for two years initially and then we received funding for a third year.  We have brought 20 librarians to the U.S. for 5 weeks each and sent 21 American librarians to Bulgaria for about two weeks each.  U.S. libraries in Colorado and Iowa are participating.

I just got back from Bulgaria where we held a closing conference for the grant.  Representatives from all 18 participating Bulgarian libraries attended as well as U.S. librarians visiting Bulgaria on their visit.  From Colorado, librarians attending were Patti Gibbons from the Eagle Valley Library District; Gayle Gunderson from Colorado Christian University; and Suzanne LaRue from the Douglas County Libraries.  From Iowa, those attending were Susan Henricks from Dubuque Public Library; Susan Kling from Marion Public Library; and Faye Clough from the Betterdorf Public Library.

This is a report of where I went, what I heard, and the preliminary evaluation of the project.  I’ll tell you right now, the results of the evaluation are extraordinary.  I had tears in my eyes when I heard them.  I’ll start with these and then move to the other events I attended.    The full report of the evaluation will be on the  CAL website and on the ABLE Project website in Bulgaria (www.ableportal.bg)
Project Evaluation

The original grant has several goals.  In summary they were:

· Assist 6 of the 18 participating Bulgarian public libraries to become Community Information Centers to test the concept

· Establish a national website with information about Bulgaria that would be useful to all Bulgarian public libraries

· Increase the understanding and support from local and state authorities and public leaders for the improvement of libraries’ position in a democratic society

·  Strengthen existing and build new partnerships between Bulgarian and U.S. libraries.  

The evaluation of the project is being done in two ways.  First, Ani Popova is evaluating the Community Information Centers and the advocacy efforts in Bulgaria.  Second, Rebecca Miller is evaluating the success and improvement in the partnerships.  The overarching goal is to NOT have this be a federal project that ends when the federal money ends.  We want to be able to sustain the partnerships and the activity after the project officially ends.
Ani Popova begins her official evaluation this way:

We are at the end of the three-year challenge called ABLE Project, which made a large part of us start working with new ideas, diligence, and pleasure.  
She sent out two surveys to the participating Bulgarian libraries, one in December, 2005 and a second one in May, 2006.   The idea of a Community Information Center is new to Bulgarian libraries and Ani found several problems that hindered the evaluation.  First, there is no framework for the development of CIC’s in Bulgaria, no models that can be followed.  Second, each of the libraries creatively implemented the concept, some with broad CIC’s and some focused on a more narrow topic, such as health, making it difficult to compare them.  Third, they are not used to keeping statistics on individual services so data was a little scarce.  However, even with these limitations, look at what they did!
1. 17 libraries that the ABLE project had a positive impact on the work of the library. Only one library replied “partially”.

2. As far as the activities and services initiated by the respective library since the beginning of ABLE 

· 9 libraries say that they stared a website with the intention of developing sections for community information

· 6 libraries created sections with public information as a part of an already existing website of the library

· 12 of the libraries have carried out a staff training in the field of community information

· 15 have compiled new library materials of interest to the community

· 7 have introduced the online service “Ask the Librarian”

· 8 have increased the number of programs related to the local community

· 12 have increased the number of computers freely available to users

· 15 have started new partnerships with Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) (think non-profit organizations in the community)
· 8 have raised the awareness of the libraries by attracting influential persons from the city as friends of the library and strengthening their connection with the media. 
To understand how remarkable these results are you have to realize that the model for public library service in Bulgaria has been to sit in the library and hope people show up.  They have been called “museums of books” and in the ABLE project, we are trying to help them learn to reach outside the library, build partnerships, and provide information that meets real community needs.

In addition to the activities above, at least three libraries have formed  volunteer programs and two libraries have started Friends of the Library programs.  Again, the idea of volunteers for a citizen friends group is totally new to Bulgaria.  Many of these ideas came from the visits that the Bulgarian librarians paid to the U.S. where they saw library services that they had never even dreamed of before.  In fact, one Bulgarian librarian said to me, “why would anyone volunteer to work in a library without being paid?  They would want money to work in the library.”

Of the six projected Community Information Centers, 4 of the pilot libraries have started CIC’s and two non-pilot libraries have begun them as well.    The main problems are not so different as starting such a service in the U.S:  designing a website, finding staff to maintain it, gathering information from the community.

Ani also asked if the ABLE project had changed the way the people use the library.  Here are the results:
Increase in Visits to the Library as a Result of the ABLE Project

	Amount of increase
	Number of libraries
	%

	10% increase
	6 libraries
	35%

	11% to 25% increase
	5 libraries
	29%

	More than 25%
	2 libraries
	12%

	No change
	4 libraries
	24%

	
	17 libraries responding
	100%


Increase in Circulation as a Result of the ABLE Project
	Amount of increase
	Number of libraries
	%

	Up to 25%
	8 libraries
	47%

	26% to 50%
	4 libraries
	24%

	No increase
	5 libraries
	29%

	
	17 libraries responding
	100%


Increase in the Number of Registered Readers

	Amount of increase
	Number of libraries
	%

	Up to 10%
	8 libraries
	47%

	11 to 25%
	3 libraries
	18%

	More than 25%
	1 library
	5%

	No increase
	5 libraries
	29%

	
	17 libraries responding
	100%


Increase in the Use of Library Websites
This data was more difficult to gather because libraries began their websites at different points in time and had different information on the website.  The libraries, which have statistical data for 2004, 2005 and 2006, show a modest number of visits for the first year, a substantial increase in 2005 and then a 10 to 20% rise in the first four months of 2006. The undisputable leader in website use is the Rodina Library in Stara Zagora with 120, 959 visits to its website for 2005 and 72,167 since the beginning of 2006. This library is one of the project’s pilot centers, and offers extensive sections for community information. Their website shows statistics of the visits by city and country. It has 53,414 registered users from 77 countries on five different continents.   Between the 1st and the 15th of May the outside users were four times more than the local ones (79% of the users were from the country and abroad, 21% from Stara Zagora). This expansion of information services outside the borders of the municipality is a sign that our colleagues in Stara Zagora have found the key to the needs of the citizens – what and how much of the enormous quantity of online information should be made easily available to the user. 

Ask the Librarian
Two libraries offer this service, which their staff learned about on their visit to America.  Plovdiv did not report results and the Sliven library had 153 completed questions from January to April, 2006.

Increase in the Number of Reference Questions as a Result of the ABLE Project
	Amount of Increase
	Number of libraries
	%

	10%
	6 libraries
	33%

	11 – 20%
	8 libraries
	44%

	50%
	1 library
	6 %

	More than 50%
	2 libraries
	11%

	No increase
	1 library
	6%

	
	18 libraries responding
	100%


Ani notes that even those libraries that did not show an increase in visits, circulation, or new readers showed an increase reference questions.  She believes this “clearly indicates that both the demand for information and the quality of service have risen.  This is most like a consequence of:
· actively advertising the services offered by the library in the local press

· the widespread communication between the libraries and different social groups

· the constant publicity about the library’s resources during discussions, lectures and theme-oriented meetings

· the higher number of computer stations available to the users

· the library’s new authority as a reliable information center

Ani notes that the biggest benefit seems to come to the smaller libraries in the project.  The larger libraries not only have more resources to begin with, there are also more sources of information from other organizations in the community.  She says:

Our colleagues from the library in Goce Delchev explicitly stated that there has been a rise in the number of visits in the foreign literature department, which acquired a lot of new titles through the project’s endowment. In small towns like Rakovski and Goce Delchev where one cannot find many alternative sources of information, the equipment and the donations from the project played a crucial role.
One of the major goals of the project was to increase the local support of the library. We wanted to show local funding authorities that the library plays an important information role in the community and should receive ongoing support.  Otherwise the project just shows what a library can do with U.S. funds and there is little sustainability.  On this goal, the results are truly extraordinary.
Has There Been a Positive Change in the Amount of Support You Receive from Local Authorities

All but one library said yes.  Here is what they got:

· 8 libraries have received better funding ranging from $10,000 to $12,000 (actually a substantial amount in Bulgaria).

· 11 libraries have acquired new computers outside the funding of the grant.. The overall number of new computers in all libraries is 35. The library in Sliven alone has received ten computers while Rodina-Stara Zagora purchased two with the donated salaries of the Chairman of the Municipal Council.

· 9 libraries have opened a total of 18 new permanent positions and several ones as a part of the program for temporary employment. Shumen is a leader in this category with 5 new job positions. 

· 2 libraries (Goce Delchev and Sliven) have raised the salaries of the staff

Each of the U.S. Bulgarians that visited their partner met with the mayor of the community.  They emphasized over and over how important a library is in a democratic society and how the library should be supported.   No doubt, some of the new support is a result of a general improvement in the Bulgarian economy, however, each mayor and town council can determine which community agencies get increased support and they gave it to the library.  Much of this is a result of the advocacy training given to the Bulgarian librarians, teaching them how to articulate what they needed and not give up.

Participants were also asked for comments about their support and here is what they said:
· “The library now has a better image in the eyes of the local authorities” (Sliven)

· “The library is considered an institution of huge authority as a result of its international partnerships” (Pazardjik)
·  “We now have the reputation of a sought and reliable partner, and the complete support of the mayor and the governor of the municipality for all of our initiatives” (Silistra)
·  “The prestige of the library and its staff has increased among both the local authorities and the community” (Rodina, Stara Zagora)
·  “ We receive support in the realization of various programs and projects as well as in the task of improving our reputation” (Montana)
·  “The local authorities respond faster to our proposals and requests” (“Zahari Kniajeski – Stara Zagora)
·  “Our relations with the local authorities are excellent and aimed towards the mutual benefit of the two sides. As a CIC, the library has information resources, which are often used by the local authorities. Partnerships in the projects dedicated to the funding of the technical equipment of the CIS and its maintenance have become an indispensable part of our work together” (Shumen)
·   “Thanks to the funding from ABLE Zora-Sliven came to be the only library in the city offering free Internet access to its readers. As this innovation was warmly received by citizens and improved the image of the library, we decided that we must continue to offer the service even after the ABLE financial support is over.  The resources for that will be taken from the library’s budget.”
· The municipal government of Varna showed its appreciation for our work by awarding the regional library “P. Slaveikov” with a golden badge for the project for digitalization of the fund and the activities on the “American-Bulgarian Library Exchange” project.

Publicity about the project in the towns of the participating libraries has been very heavy, and often initiated by the media.  Publicity covered many aspects of the project:

	Type of publicity
	Number of libraries

	General information about ABLE
	18 libraries

	Information about new computers
	14 libraries

	Information about donated books
	15 libraries

	Information about US librarian visits
	18 libraries

	Information about new services
	17 libraries

	Information about new websites
	12 libraries

	Articles about the new role of libraries in a democratic society
	13 libraries


The evaluation also presents conclusions and recommendations for the future.
Conclusions

1. The ABLE project had a stimulating and beneficial influence on all participant libraries. For some libraries this influence even turned out to be crucial – it improved the reputation of the library and led to significant changes in the way of operating services. 

2. The most unquestionable and satisfactory results are demonstrated by the libraries in which was implemented the formula for success presented by Nancy Bolt at the educational seminar in September 2004. 
3. The community information center model is most successfully applied in middle-sized and big libraries, which prove out to be most flexible in the implementation of new services because they have qualified staff, technical resources and motivation. Smaller libraries are lacking trained professionals in the field of information technologies as well as librarians with good knowledge of English. This slows down the process of making community information available online. 
Recommendations
The evaluation concluded with recommendations of:

· Increase staff training about CICs using the book written for the project.

· Popularize and export the successful experience of the community information centers in the regional library network

· Find new ways to present their achievements in front of the financial institutions and the ones with decision-making power

· Solicit and disseminate “stories” from library users about how helpful the library is.

