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ABSTRACT: The Government of the United Kingdom (UK) has proposed a reduction
in Arts & Humanities degrees in favour of STEMM disciplines. At the same time
funding for Libraries in the UK continues to decline annually. This broader context of
attack and decline is now being significantly exacerbated in Northern Ireland by an
“Austerity Budget”. Libraries there will be severely hit by this budget and anticipate
reduced opening hours and not purchasing any new books in the coming year. This
punitive budget is designed to critically weaken services in an effort to force
politicians in Northern Ireland back into a Power Sharing Government. Such an
attack on libraries is inappropriate, unacceptable and will have negative long-term
repercussions.
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been under threat for many years. Despite an increase in funding during the years
Tony Blair was Prime Minister (1997-2007) as leader of the Labour Party, libraries
subsequently experienced static and then declining funding (MacDonald, 2012). It is
important to remember that even static funding represents a decline in real terms
given inflationary pressures.

At one level, unfortunately, this subsequent decline in funding is no surprise.
Although Tony Blair effectively moved the traditionally left-wing Labour Party to a
much more Centrist position, it retained support for public libraries. The
Conservative party that has largely ruled since, however, are ever-more right-wing,
opposing taxation (other than to support the monarchy, police forces, the
increasingly privatized prison service (Goodwin, 2023), and to a certain extent the
military) and are extremely critical of the provision of public services such as
libraries. During their period in office, both absolute and net funding of public
libraries has declined significantly (Kemp-Habib, 2023). CILIP, the Chartered Institute
of Library and Information Professionals, the professional organization that
represents most librarians in the UK, has called on the Conservative Government to
end their policy of “Library Austerity”, pointing out that in in the decade leading up to
2020 library funding had been cut by £243m per year in real terms since 2010
(Macdonald, 2020).

Although no longer led by Margaret Thatcher, the UK’s Conservative Party retains the
neo-liberal philosophy that she so clearly articulated:

[...] you know, there's no such thing as society. There are individual men and
women and there are families (Thatcher, 2013)

The UK’s slide to the political right has continued under the current Prime Minister,
Rishi Sunak. He and his wife, Akshata Murthy, are the richest ever couple to live at 10
Downing Street, the address of the Prime Minister of the UK (Smout, 2022). Sunak’s
latest attacks on public education generally have been to target what he has termed
‘rip-off’ degrees that he states are of low value (Aldrich & Gillespie, 2023). Sunak
strongly supports a focus on STEMM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Medicine and
Mathematics) subjects at university, as well as increased apprenticeships in trades
subjects. His approach typifies the increasing neo-liberal instrumentalist approach to
higher education evident in many countries (Harley et al., 2004; Apple, 2005; Todd,
2022; Dominelli & Hoogvelt, 1996; Holmwood & Servos, 2019; Neumann & Guthrie
2002; Clark, 1998), which is distinctly at odds with more humanist (e.g. Plato &
Aristotle) or emancipatory approaches to education (Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994).
Sunak’s administration claims that they are targeting low quality courses with high
dropout rates and poor employment prospects (Guardian Data Blog, 2016). However,
critics see such statements as either an attack on the Arts and Humanities generally
(Davies, 2023), or as little more than a smoke screen designed to divert and deflect
attention away from ongoing underfunding of the higher education sector generally
(Williams, 2023; Aldrich & Gillespie, 2023). Sunak appears unaware of the significant
contribution of the arts to the UK economy, which is estimated to be in the region of
£8.5 billion annually (€9.75 billion, US$ 10.4 billion) (Centre for Economics and
Business Research, 2017).
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Other critics have pointed out that any move against such courses will clearly
disproportionately negatively impact students from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Students from disadvantaged backgrounds may struggle to both get onto university
courses and may be more likely to struggle to complete them. However, cutting
courses that support and facilitate access to a broader cross-section of the population
is a short-sighted measure that will only serve to reinforce and exacerbate existing
inequalities. Evidence demonstrates how some more modern universities that have a
strong track record in widening access are crucial facilitators in supporting social
mobility (Aldrich & Gillespie, 2023). These universities may have higher dropout
rates, but in part this is a feature of widening access. Many students accessing
courses in such universities are at the intersection of multiple dimensions of
disadvantage and may be without the resources to weather storms that more
advantaged students can overcome. Inequalities in accessing higher education by
socio-economic status in the UK continue to rise inexorably (Department for
Education, 2023).

As if these attacks on arts, libraries and education were not enough, the ongoing
political situation in Northern Ireland is exacerbating problems for public libraries
there. In UK terms the population of Northern Ireland is relatively small. Although the
population of the UK is 67 million people, the population of Northern Ireland is just
1.9 million, which makes it almost identical to that of Idaho. The crucial issue in
relation to Northern Ireland is the intense division which exists there along religious,
political and national identity lines.

It is difficult to give a clear and easy to interpret history of the complex situation in
Northern Ireland. However, Box One gives a simplified, albeit undoubtedly partial and
subjective, description of Northern Ireland that hopefully covers key elements of its
longer-term history.

Box One: An Overly Brief & Undoubtedly Subjective Overview of the Northern
Ireland “Troubles”

Northern Ireland consists of six of the nine counties of the Irish Province of Ulster
and currently remains part of the United Kingdom (UK). The rest of Ireland,
comprised of the remaining 26 counties, broke free from the UK in 1922 following
a war of independence.

The politics of Northern Ireland are largely based along the lines of religion and
identity. On the one hand, for roughly 100 years the State has been dominated by
its larger Protestant Christian population who are often described as Unionist or
Loyalist and generally strongly support both the link with the UK and the
monarchy. Many people from this ethno-religious group see themselves as loyal
British citizens. The existence of this large Protestant Christian group in

Northern Ireland can largely be traced back to deliberate efforts by the English
throne from the late 1500s onwards to subdue and secure Ireland as one of its
nearest neighbours following the reformation, England’s break with Rome, and the
establishment of a Protestant Christian church with the monarch as its head.
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Historically the minority population of Catholics in Northern Ireland are often
referred to as (Irish) Nationalist or Republican (in the sense of Ireland being a
Republic and having no monarchy). Many from this group support Northern
Ireland leaving the UK and creating a united Ireland. This ethno- religious group
can be traced back to the native Irish Catholic population living in Ireland before
Protestant Christian plantations were established which killed, displaced and
subjugated many.

From the late 1960s onwards, a civil rights movement emerged to challenge the
intense sectarian inequalities and discrimination faced by Irish Catholics in
Northern Ireland. This movement was harshly and publicly repressed by the full
force of Northern Ireland’s police and state paramilitary forces. This repression
further galvanized public opinion amongst the Irish Republican/ Nationalist
community leading to the formation of many paramilitary organizations and
splinter groups, the most well-known of which was the Provisional Irish
Republican Army. Loyalist paramilitary groups also emerged as tit-for-tat tactics of
terror and counter-terror escalated.

This was the beginning of a low-level civil conflict often referred to as the
“Troubles”, which resulted in approximately 3,500 deaths over about 30 years. It is
estimated that 60% of these deaths were attributable to Republican paramilitary
groups, 30% to Loyalist paramilitary groups, and 10% to State security forces.
During this period, Northern Ireland became increasingly militarized, non-State
jobs declined, and the economy stagnated and declined.

Various attempts at a peaceful settlement culminated in the Good Friday
Agreement in 1998 which largely ended paramilitary activity amongst both
Republican and Loyalist paramilitary groups. However, cooperation between the
leading political parties on each side of the sectarian divide is tenuous at best and
the devolved Northern Irish Government has repeatedly collapsed for extended
periods (Herman & Burrell, 2022). This Government is based on a Power-Sharing
model guaranteeing both major traditions roles and say in the governing of
Northern Ireland. However, to date this Government has been non-functioning due
to its collapse for approximately 40% of its existence.

The United Kingdom’s decision to leave the European Union, often referred to as
Brexit (essentially Britain’s Exit) has provided renewed difficulties for Northern
Ireland’s tenuous devolved Government, known as the Northern Ireland Executive.
Much of the highly visible militarization of Northern Ireland, including armed
watch towers and border crossings, has been dismantled and removed after the
Good Friday Agreement, as free movement of people and goods is a cornerstone of
the common internal market of the European Union.

Despite delays, the UK eventually left the EU on 31st January 2020. This has caused
significant problems for both the EU and the UK Government. Neither the British
nor the Irish Government nor the EU wish to see a return to border posts which
would undoubtedly trigger further conflict and bloodshed. And yet both the EU and
the UK have a problematic border issue. Unrestricted goods and people could
potentially travel in either or both directions through the permeable Irish-
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Northern Irish border. This causes problems across a range of areas including
basic health and safety standards and certification as the UK and EU systems
uncouple and diverge.

The latest collapse in Northern Ireland’s Government, the Northern Ireland
Executive, relates to Brexit and how to effectively police goods and people traveling
between Britain, which has now left the EU, and Ireland, which remains part of the
European Union (Black, 2022). In order to avoid what is termed a “hard border*
between Northern Ireland and Ireland, the UK Government effectively created a sea
border between Northern Ireland and Great Britain. The legislation creating this
situation is known as the Northern Ireland Protocol.

In the eyes of many Unionists/ Loyalists in Northern Ireland this de facto border in
the Irish Sea threatened both the territorial integrity of the UK and violated the UK
internal market. Significant civil disturbances ensued with rioting among Loyalists.
The main Protestant/Unionist political party, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP),
has subsequently refused to participate in forming a new power sharing Government
since the summer of 2022. In the meantime, Northern Ireland has been governed by
its unelected government administration (known in the UK as the civil service).
Ongoing negotiations and Repeated attempts to establish a new Government there
have to date failed.

In response, a so-called “punishment budget” has been set by the UK appointed
Northern Secretary who is effectively in charge of Northern Ireland in the absence of
a functioning devolved parliament (Macaulay, 2023). It is felt by many that This
deliberately constrained budget is designed to force the DUP back into negotiations
and support for a devolved government. The DUP are refusing to do so until the
Northern Ireland Protocol and the Sea Border are revoked.

The impact of this punishment budget on libraries is severe. For example, Northern
Ireland’s 96 public libraries currently usually spend approximately £3.5 million
(€4.03 million, US$4.28 million) a year on 350,000 new titles. Instead, this year they
have been allocated a mere £260,000 (€299,228, US$318,210), which will be entirely
used up funding newspapers and periodicals. Libraries are also set to operate
reduced opening hours to manage the budget reduction (Creamer, 2023).

The use of funding in this manner is wholly unacceptable. The negative impacts on
equality, particularly in relation to children have been the subject of a recent rapid
review (Fitzpatrick et al., 2033), the findings of which are a significant cause of alarm,
rather than just concern. These events are occurring at a time of both increasing
inequalities in the UK (Gilbert et al., 2018) and in the context of a literary crisis in the
UK (Finch, 2017). It is crucial to remember that a recent survey indicates that one in
15 children and young people aged eight to 18 in the UK do not have a book of their
own at home (Cole et al., 2022).

The use of public expenditure on basic social and educational services as a political
weapon is wholly unacceptable. To decimate library funding in the context of growing
inequalities and an ongoing literacy crisis is immoral. The concerns raised have long
term implications. The Covid-19 pandemic led to whole-scale closures of many
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services, including libraries. The forthcoming reduced library hours and increasing
out of date selections of books due to financial cuts will compound the difficulties in
attempts at instilling a culture of literacy and the habit of library use. Well-stocked,
accessible libraries are vital for equity. Even if a resolution is reached at some
indeterminate point in the future, it is highly unlikely that the fiscally restrained
Conservative UK government will increase funding at that point to remediate the
current deficit. The damage being done now will be significant and far reaching.

Notes

1 The title of this commentary borrows from a well-known book by the late Prof. Ed
Cairns (1987) whose text Caught in Crossfire examined the impact of the Northern
Ireland conflict on children.

References

Aldrich, M., & Gillespie, H. (2023). Student number caps on ‘rip-off degrees’ overlook
their potential benefits for social mobility. The Conversation, July 20, 2023.
https://theconversation.com/student-number-caps-on-rip-off-degrees-overlook-
their-potential-benefits-for-social-mobility-209917

Apple, M. W. (2005). Education, markets, and an audit culture. Critical Quarterly.
47(1-2), 11-29. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0011-1562.2005.00611.x

Black, R. (2022). Sequence of events which led to collapse of devolved government at
Stormont. The Irish Times, 28 October 2022.
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2022/10/28/news/seque
nce of events which led to collapse of devolved government at stormont-

2879100/

Cairns, E. (1987). Caught in Crossfire: Children and the Northern Ireland Conflict.
Belfast: Appletree Press Ltd.

Centre for Economics and Business Research. (2017). Contribution of the arts and
culture industry to the UK economy. London: CEBR..
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/8804 /download?attachment

Clark, B. R. (1998). Creating entrepreneurial universities: Organizational pathways of
transformation. Oxford: Pergamon & Elsevier Science.

Cole, A, Christina Clark, C., & Picton, I. (2022). Children and young people’s book
ownership and access to books at home in 2022. London: The National Literacy Trust.
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Book ownership in 2022 final.pdf

Creamer, E. (2023) Northern Ireland libraries can no longer afford to buy books. The
Guardian, 22 Sep 2023.

https://amp.theguardian.com/books/2023/sep/22 /northern-ireland-libraries-can-
no-longer-afford-to-buy-books

Journal of Radical Librarianship, 9 (2023) pp.180-186


https://theconversation.com/student-number-caps-on-rip-off-degrees-overlook-their-potential-benefits-for-social-mobility-209917
https://theconversation.com/student-number-caps-on-rip-off-degrees-overlook-their-potential-benefits-for-social-mobility-209917
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0011-1562.2005.00611.x
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2022/10/28/news/sequence_of_events_which_led_to_collapse_of_devolved_government_at_stormont-2879100/
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2022/10/28/news/sequence_of_events_which_led_to_collapse_of_devolved_government_at_stormont-2879100/
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2022/10/28/news/sequence_of_events_which_led_to_collapse_of_devolved_government_at_stormont-2879100/
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/8804/download?attachment
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Book_ownership_in_2022_final.pdf
https://amp.theguardian.com/books/2023/sep/22/northern-ireland-libraries-can-no-longer-afford-to-buy-books
https://amp.theguardian.com/books/2023/sep/22/northern-ireland-libraries-can-no-longer-afford-to-buy-books

185

Davies, A. (2023). Universities crackdown isn’t an attack on the arts, claims minister.
Evening Standard, 17 July

2023. https://www.standard.co.uk/news/education/universities-crackdown-attack-
arts-minister-halfon-sunak-b1094772.html

Department for Education (2023) Widening participation in higher education.
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk /find-statistics /widening-

participation-in-higher-education#releaseHeadlines-summary

Dominellj, L., & Hoogvelt, A. (1996). Globalisation, the privatization of welfare and the
changing role of professional academics in Britain. Critical Perspectives on Accounting.
7,191-211.

Finch, D. (2017). Dear Education Minister, it's time to stop the shocking decline in our
school libraries. CILIP. https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/schoollibrariessos

Fitzpatrick, C., Loader, R., Suzanne McCartney,S., McConnell, B.,, McMullen, J., Murray,
C., Orr, K., Purdy, N., & Simms, V. (2023). The Consequences of the Cuts to Education for
Children and Young People in Northern Ireland. Belfast: University of Ulster.
https://www.stran.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-Consequences-of-the-
Cuts-to-Education-for-Children-and-Young-People-in-Northern-Ireland-Final.pdf

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. London: Continuum.
Gilbert, L., Teravainen, A., Clark, C., & Shaw, S. (2018). Literacy and life expectancy.
London: The National Literacy Trust.
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/National Literacy Trust -

Literacy and life expectancy report.pdf

Goodwin, T. (2023) Our Prisons Benefit Solely Private Prison Contractors. Red
Brick. https://www.redbrick.me/our-prisons-benefit-solely-private-prison-

contractors

Guardian Data Blog. (2016). Employment statistics by university: how likely are you
to get a job when you leave your course? The Guardian, July 15 2023.
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2010/jul/15/employment-statistics-
university-graduates

Harley, S., Muller-Camen, M. and Collin, A. (2004). From academic communities to
managed organisations: The implications for academic careers in UK and German
universities. Journal of Vocational Behavior. 64, 329-345.

Herman, D., & Burrell, D. (2022). Exploring Responses to the Collapse of Devolution in
Northern Ireland 2017-2020 through the Lens of Multi-Level Governance.
Parliamentary Affairs. 75(3), 596-615, https://doi.org/10.1093 /pa/gsab013

Holmwood, ]., & Servos, C. M. (2019). Challenges to Public Universities: Digitalisation,
Commodification and Precarity. Social Epistemology, 33(4), 309-320. DOLI:
10.1080/02691728.2019.1638986

Journal of Radical Librarianship, 9 (2023) pp.180-186


https://www.standard.co.uk/news/education/universities-crackdown-attack-arts-minister-halfon-sunak-b1094772.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/education/universities-crackdown-attack-arts-minister-halfon-sunak-b1094772.html
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/widening-participation-in-higher-education#releaseHeadlines-summary
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/widening-participation-in-higher-education#releaseHeadlines-summary
https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/schoollibrariessos
https://www.stran.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-Consequences-of-the-Cuts-to-Education-for-Children-and-Young-People-in-Northern-Ireland-Final.pdf
https://www.stran.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-Consequences-of-the-Cuts-to-Education-for-Children-and-Young-People-in-Northern-Ireland-Final.pdf
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/National_Literacy_Trust_-_Literacy_and_life_expectancy_report.pdf
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/National_Literacy_Trust_-_Literacy_and_life_expectancy_report.pdf
https://www.redbrick.me/our-prisons-benefit-solely-private-prison-contractors/
https://www.redbrick.me/our-prisons-benefit-solely-private-prison-contractors/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2010/jul/15/employment-statistics-university-graduates
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2010/jul/15/employment-statistics-university-graduates
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsab013

186

hooks, b. (1994) Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom.
London: Routledge.

Kemp-Habib, A. (2023). Library visits and loans recover post-pandemic but funding
still dropping, CIPFA data shows. The Bookseller, March 2nd 2023.
https://www.thebookseller.com/news/library-visits-and-loans-recover-post-
pandemic-but-funding-still-dropping-cipfa-data-
shows#:~:text=However%?20total%20spending%20continued%20t0,£11%2C970%
20in%202020%2F21

Macaulay, C. (2023). Stormont crisis see libraries unable to buy new books. RTE, 22
September 2023. https://www.rte.ie/news/ulster/2023/0922/1406783-stormont-
crisis-sees-libraries-unable-to-buy-new-books/

Macdonald, G. (2020). End library austerity - secure revenue funding for public
libraries in the Chancellor’s Budget. CILIP.
https://www.cilip.org.uk/news/599414 /End-library-austerity---secure-revenue-
funding-for-public-libraries-in-the-Chancellors-Budget.htm

MacDonald, L. (2012). A New Chapter: Public library services in the 21st

century. Carnegie UK Trust.

https://d1ssu070pg2v9i.cloudfront.net/pex/pex carnegie2021/2012/05/09210158
/pub1455011656.pdf

Neumann, R., & Guthrie, ]. (2002). The Corporatization of Research in Australian
Higher Education. Critical Perspectives in Accounting. 13, 721-741.

Smout, A. (2022). UK's Rishi Sunak becomes richest ever occupant of Number 10.
Reuters. October 25, 2022. https://www.reuters.com/world /uk/uks-rishi-sunak-
becomes-richest-ever-occupant-number-10-2022-10-
25/#:~:text=The%20wealth%200f%20Sunak's%20family,million%20pounds%?20to
day%2C%20it%?20said.

Thatcher, M. (2013). Margaret Thatcher: a life in quotes. The Guardian. 8 Apr 2013.
https://amp.theguardian.com/politics /2013 /apr/08 /margaret-thatcher-quotes
Todd, S. (2022). Reframing Education Beyond the Bounds of Strong instrumentalism:
Educational Practices, Sensory Experience, and Relational Aesthetics. Educational
Theory. 72(3), 333-347.

Williams, T. (2023). Short-sighted’ number caps ‘more about politics than policy’. The
Times Higher Education Supplement, 19th July 2023.
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/short-sighted-number-caps-more-
about-politics-policy

Journal of Radical Librarianship, 9 (2023) pp.180-186


https://www.thebookseller.com/news/library-visits-and-loans-recover-post-pandemic-but-funding-still-dropping-cipfa-data-shows#:~:text=However%20total%20spending%20continued%20to,£11%2C970%20in%202020%2F21
https://www.thebookseller.com/news/library-visits-and-loans-recover-post-pandemic-but-funding-still-dropping-cipfa-data-shows#:~:text=However%20total%20spending%20continued%20to,£11%2C970%20in%202020%2F21
https://www.thebookseller.com/news/library-visits-and-loans-recover-post-pandemic-but-funding-still-dropping-cipfa-data-shows#:~:text=However%20total%20spending%20continued%20to,£11%2C970%20in%202020%2F21
https://www.thebookseller.com/news/library-visits-and-loans-recover-post-pandemic-but-funding-still-dropping-cipfa-data-shows#:~:text=However%20total%20spending%20continued%20to,£11%2C970%20in%202020%2F21
https://www.rte.ie/news/ulster/2023/0922/1406783-stormont-crisis-sees-libraries-unable-to-buy-new-books/
https://www.rte.ie/news/ulster/2023/0922/1406783-stormont-crisis-sees-libraries-unable-to-buy-new-books/
https://www.cilip.org.uk/news/599414/End-library-austerity---secure-revenue-funding-for-public-libraries-in-the-Chancellors-Budget.htm
https://www.cilip.org.uk/news/599414/End-library-austerity---secure-revenue-funding-for-public-libraries-in-the-Chancellors-Budget.htm
https://d1ssu070pg2v9i.cloudfront.net/pex/pex_carnegie2021/2012/05/09210158/pub1455011656.pdf
https://d1ssu070pg2v9i.cloudfront.net/pex/pex_carnegie2021/2012/05/09210158/pub1455011656.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uks-rishi-sunak-becomes-richest-ever-occupant-number-10-2022-10-25/#:~:text=The%20wealth%20of%20Sunak's%20family,million%20pounds%20today%2C%20it%20said
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uks-rishi-sunak-becomes-richest-ever-occupant-number-10-2022-10-25/#:~:text=The%20wealth%20of%20Sunak's%20family,million%20pounds%20today%2C%20it%20said
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uks-rishi-sunak-becomes-richest-ever-occupant-number-10-2022-10-25/#:~:text=The%20wealth%20of%20Sunak's%20family,million%20pounds%20today%2C%20it%20said
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/uks-rishi-sunak-becomes-richest-ever-occupant-number-10-2022-10-25/#:~:text=The%20wealth%20of%20Sunak's%20family,million%20pounds%20today%2C%20it%20said
https://amp.theguardian.com/politics/2013/apr/08/margaret-thatcher-quotes
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/short-sighted-number-caps-more-about-politics-policy
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/short-sighted-number-caps-more-about-politics-policy

