Save the library!
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* Renovation of historic Punjab Public Library halted due to lack of funds
* Structure not purpose built, has many flaws that need to be addressed
* Digitalisation project in the doldrums

By Adnan Lodhi

LAHORE: The renovation of the Punjab Public Library (PPL), which includes the repairing and preservation of old books and database has been halted due to a shortage of funds, Daily Times has learnt.

The historic library building has been severely damaged over the years. It also lacks proper furniture and modern equipment, while rare books and manuscripts fear ‘extinction’ as there are no funds to preserve them. On the other hand, a last ditch attempt to save these pieces of wisdom forever – digitalisation ? has also been hampered due to inadequate funding.

PPL Chief Librarian Muhammad Taj estimated the current year’s expenditure to be at Rs 39.257 million, whereas the government had only allocated Rs 15.923 million. 

The Punjab Public Library is the largest and the oldest library in Pakistan. It was built in November 8, 1884 by then-Punjab governor Lord Aitchison, who donated 75 books from his personal collection. The library was originally built in the Wazir Khan Baradari which itself was built by Nawab Wazir Khan during the era of Shah Jahan.

In 1973, the library was registered under the Societies Act, but has seen various changes and developments since then.

Salvaging: In May this year, the library’s charge was taken over by the Higher Education Department of the Punjab government. Consequently, the library is now known as the Government Punjab Public Library. PPL, being a public library and situated in the heart of the city attracts citizens from all cross-sections of the society including students, teachers, lawyers and researchers. 

Lack of funds: The library is chiefly run by government funds and the income generated through membership. However, the amount is very low and development work is difficult. The chief librarian said lack of resources is the main reason why development work is difficult. However, he said they have managed whatever development was possible within this meager amount.

The books have been classified into different sections and they have also managed cataloguing to facilitate users. A library employee, seeking anonymity, told Daily Times that the unavailability of funds had created various problems. He said the structure of the building was also not ideal for a library, unlike libraries in the West, it did not have separate portions for books and manuscripts. Also, it does not have a proper ventilation system and old fumigation methods were being used to keep the books safe. 

“Yes, the library has had issues in the past but now the Punjab Higher Education Department has taken over and all the previous issues will be resolved,” Director General Librarians Punjab Imran Ghani said.

