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Public Lending Right is the right that authors have to be paid by the 

government for the use of their work through the nation’s public libraries.  

Every time you borrow a book from a public library, the writer and other 

contributors to the content receive a payment. The annual payment is 

calculated by dividing the PLR fund by the number of book loans. 

In 2009 writers received 5.98 pence per loan capped at a ceiling of £6,600 

to ensure that the fund is equitably distributed amongst registered authors.
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It’s a privilege to introduce the third issue of Writers Talk, and - in this 30th 

anniversary year of PLR - to salute its Registrar, Jim Parker and his team, in 

their inspired and efficient work.

In this issue, I find myself in esteemed company. The pages ahead include 

Joan Smith’s interview with Maureen Duffy who has dedicated a large part 

of her life to campaign for authors’ rights, including the initiation of PLR; 

Grace Kempster, Head of Northamptonshire’s Library Service speculates on 

what and how libraries will be in 10 years time; Jim Parker, PLR’s Registrar 

takes us on a whirlwind tour of the past, present and future of the scheme 

that has earned respect nationally and internationally; and some of the UK’s 

greatest writers, Simon Brett, Tracy Chevalier and Michael Holroyd to name 

a few, reflect on aspects of PLR that mean so much to them.    

I’ve been asked to reflect on the writing economy, the economics of being a 

writer and the role that PLR plays in this. I therefore find myself revisiting 

some fundamental questions about PLR. Why is it paid and what does it 

‘buy’ for the nation?

Firstly, by supporting writers with badly needed cash, PLR helps to bring 

money into the UK economy. For a comparatively small publishing industry, 

Britain punches well above its weight. It’s tempting to think that JK Rowling 

practically qualifies for a Queen’s Award for Export – taking into account the 

number of copies of books sold globally, not forgetting the additional revenue 

from the films, which have broken box office records for admissions around 

the world, from the merchandising and so forth. This all adds up to a lot of 

dollars, euros, shekels and yen being converted into pounds sterling.

Foreword 
Meg Davis reflects on PLR’s role 
in the writing economy
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a few more books. The best way to build a lasting career is the hard way: 

gradually and with a lot of hard work.

Ten years is a long time to spend working towards becoming a ‘brand’. 

Most authors I know work part-time and have an understanding spouse. 

In other words, their household gets by on half a salary. Add to this what 

they probably receive in those years from the sales of their books, and they’re 

probably up to about two-thirds of a low salary. (If they’re working part-time, 

that’s almost certain to be a low-paid job. There aren’t many part-time jobs at, 

say, upper management level.)  You could estimate the income from this part-

time work at perhaps £15,000, thinking generously. Add to this the current 

annual average income for a writer of £6,600 and you still don’t come up with 

anything like a comfortable wage.

So what writers receive from PLR is crucial. It literally means bread on the 

table and clothes for the kids.

Don’t forget that almost all authors start their careers in their thirties and 

forties. A writer in their twenties is too young to have the necessary stamina 

and life experience. That means that some have given up a well-paid career, 

and many have never embarked on one, for the sake of being a writer. Few 

professions demand this.

Besides being a welcome cash injection, PLR also provides a shot in the arm 

for a writer’s morale. An author spends months alone with a keyboard, then 

occasionally is catapulted in front of audiences for speaking engagements 

(if they’re lucky and their book is actually being marketed). In other words, 

there are long stretches of time where it feels there’s nobody out there. The 

Everyone knows about JK Rowling but what people may not be aware of is 

the number of lesser-known UK writers who reliably bring in money from 

abroad year after year. An example is Anne Perry, a Victorian crime novelist. 

She is reasonably successful here in her homeland, but for some time has 

been a New York Times bestseller and at number one in France. Her books 

are also big sellers in several other territories. It’s not unusual for a British 

writer to sell more books abroad than in the UK – particularly now, when 

UK publishers are arguably more risk-averse than their counterparts in the 

US and Europe, and where booksellers have lost ground to supermarkets 

and Amazon.

Why would these big international successes need PLR?

Speaking in the crassest possible terms (I’m a literary agent, after all), a writer 

can be seen as a ‘brand’. Any brand takes time to build.

It takes about ten years for a writer to start to be successful. There’s 

plenty of anecdotal evidence, including interviews with writers who are 

understandably irritable at being called an overnight success, after ten 

years of being published. Maeve Binchy and Joanna Trollope are, I believe, 

examples. I (and other agents I’ve talked to about this) have noticed a sharp 

rise in sales at the ten year mark, which can’t be explained by an increase 

in marketing or other external factor. It seems to take that long to build a 

certain critical mass.

There are notable exceptions to this, of course. Some writers such as Sarah 

Waters and Tracy Chevalier come to prominence with their first novel. 

However, there are many more for whom early success spells failure after 
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rest of us, who work in offices or shops, get companionship and constant 

feedback. It makes all the difference to a writer to be reminded, with the 

PLR statement, that readers have been borrowing their books from libraries 

throughout the year. Anyone who is motivated puts out better work. That’s 

true of writers, too.

Returning to the good news of the revenue writers bring into the UK, they 

also make a huge impact around the world as one of our most important 

cultural exports. Zadie Smith, Monica Ali, Ian McEwan, Sebastian Faulks, 

Jacqueline Wilson and many others take British life to the world. No modern 

literature course in the Western world could be taught without including 

British authors – let alone the definitive foundation our classic authors have 

laid down. There can be no underestimating the respect that UK writers 

command around the globe.

Ambassadors, spokesmen, and entrepreneurs, writers are often the unsung 

heroes of our economy, as well as a success story for our culture. In other 

words, PLR is actually an investment in the writing economy - and a 

relatively small one that sees a substantial return. 

MEG DAVIS

Meg Davis is a book and media agent with MBA Literary Agents Ltd. She 
has served on the council of the Association of Authors’ Agents, and – after 
seven years as co-Chair of the Dramatists’ section of the PMA, a trade 
association for media agents – is currently on their council. She is also a 
member of the management board of PLR.
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2009 marks PLR’s 30th anniversary. The 1979 PLR Act gave authors a new 

legal right, separate from copyright, to receive payment for the free lending 

out of their books by public libraries. Funding was to come from central 

government and payment would be based on how often authors’ books were 

lent out. The new right would be managed by a government-appointed 

Registrar based on rules to be set out in a PLR Scheme. The Scheme 

received parliamentary assent three years later in 1982.

The PLR Act is a landmark in the history of authors’ rights in this country. 

It was passed only after three decades of campaigning by authors in the 

teeth of opposition from many quarters. The Writers Action Group, led by 

authors Maureen Duffy and Brigid Brophy, spearheaded the final campaign 

that achieved success with the passing of the Act in March 1979. Today PLR 

is a fixture in the country’s literary landscape and the benefits it provides to 

authors are widely recognised. So where did the hostility that PLR generated 

before and after the passing of the 1979 Act come from? 

There had been determined opposition from a minority of parliamentary 

backbenchers who were unconvinced of the justification for PLR. Doubts 

about the workability of a PLR scheme were apparently also expressed by 

government lawyers charged with drafting the legislation. And there had 

been concerns in the public library community that a PLR system would 

be funded from library budgets and that loans data collection would lead to 

much extra work. 

So the passing of the Act was not the end of the story. John Sumsion, PLR’s 

first Registrar, still had much to do in getting the Scheme off the ground and 

establishing its credentials. A lot has been achieved in this regard. There 

Jim Parker //
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is now broad support for PLR across all the main political parties and we 

have developed an excellent working relationship with the public library 

community. The Scheme is centrally funded – through the Department for 

Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) – and is not paid for by libraries. Loans 

data collection arrangements are now so computerised that library staff and 

users may not even be aware of the data extraction processes going on behind 

the scenes. Libraries benefit too from PLR’s unique database of loans data 

now freely accessible to them online via the LEWIS service. Over 80 library 

authorities have used LEWIS since its launch last year. 

The fascinating insights into the book borrowing habits of the nation 

provided by the PLR loans data have proved hugely popular with the media 

and have been a key element in our successful marketing strategy. They have 

been important in helping an organisation as tiny as the PLR office establish 

its role in the public eye as a key supporter of authors and libraries and the 

wider creative economy. Wider public awareness in turn helps to ensure that 

authors know about PLR and take the opportunity to register their books. 

Despite those early misgivings in official circles, the Scheme has also proved 

itself very workable. The PLR team has built a reputation for efficiency 

and customer service over the years. No-one would deny that the Scheme’s 

detailed rules for author and book registration and loans data collection are 

rather prescriptive (and this is something we are looking at with DCMS) 

and always had the potential to become a bureaucratic nightmare for all 

concerned. Early feasibility studies pointed to a requirement for a staff of 50 

officials to support the Registrar in his management of the Scheme, including 

an in-house team of lawyers to provide rulings and advice in eligibility cases. 

Nowadays the Scheme is run by the Registrar and nine full-time equivalent 

staff providing a registration service to over 45,000 authors and collecting 

loans data from library authorities in every region of the country. 

   

Another legacy of the early years of the Scheme’s administration has been the 

recognition that PLR is the authors’ right and that their interests must come 

first in deciding how the Scheme should be run. This has meant minimising 

bureaucracy and red tape to make the registration process as painless as 

possible for authors and aiming to provide a helpful and responsive service. 

Other achievements have included harnessing the power of IT for every 

aspect of the Scheme’s operation. From the earliest stages of development, 

PLR and new technology went hand in hand. Without computers it would 

have been nigh on impossible to collect loans data in the volumes required 

and to build the library sample to its present size. IT systems also underpin 

author and book registration and payment calculation and distribution. 

Exploitation of new technology has helped us keep running costs low and 

provides a growing range of services for authors and libraries. The new 

online registration service, designed and implemented in-house by the PLR 

team, is now being used by 70% of new applicants. It gives authors direct 

access to their personal, book and payment details. The efficiencies provided 

by the new system have helped us cope with the record number of new 

registrations received during our anniversary year. Over 2,000 new authors 

have signed up – 40% more than during the previous year.  

Internationally there are now 29 countries with PLR systems. When we in 

the UK hosted the very first PLR international conference in 1995 there were 

only 15 national systems. Two milestones stand out along the way: the first 
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was the EU Lending Right Directive in 1992 which required all Member 

States to set up PLR systems. This has provided a legal context for the first 

time and the follow-up actions by the Commission to enforce implementation 

(including the threat of court action and fines) have resulted in a number of 

Member States embracing PLR for the first time. We have been happy to 

make our expertise available to countries looking to set up PLR systems, and 

our work in this area has helped establish the primacy of the UK’s position 

internationally as a provider of best-practice advice. 

The second milestone for us in the UK was the government’s agreement to 

open up the PLR Scheme to authors living in all European Economic Area 

countries in 2000. The UK remains the only European country adopting 

such an approach. It has encouraged the development of PLR schemes 

elsewhere and has helped to ensure reciprocity with other countries. 

Much has been achieved in our first 30 years. We are now looking to the 

future and are giving thought to how the PLR legislation can be adapted to 

reflect the changing ways in which libraries operate and the varying formats 

in which authors’ works are made available to the public. Currently, payment 

is made only for loans of printed books. So loans of ‘talking books’, the audio 

versions of the printed word, do not qualify for payment. Also excluded 

are ebooks - the use of authors’ works in electronic format - which are now 

making their appearance in public libraries. The PLR Scheme provides a 

trusted, tried and tested model which could be adapted to ensure that the 

principles enshrined in the 1979 Act can be applied to the use of authors’ 

works in libraries whatever the technology or format. 

JIM PARKER
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For most British writers, the campaign to establish PLR in the UK is 

synonymous with the names of just half a dozen writers. In the early 1970s, 

they took their arguments to MPs, ministers and the press, battling to 

overcome incomprehension - in some quarters, the idea that authors should 

be compensated for library loans seemed outlandish - and even hostility. It’s 

exactly thirty years since their efforts finally paid off and if one name stands 

out from those heady days, it’s that of the novelist, poet and playwright 

Maureen Duffy.

Duffy occupies an extraordinary (and well-deserved) place among British 

writers. She’s still at the forefront of the campaign for authors’ rights, taking 

time off from her own writing to confront the challenges of the digital world. 

Because she first became involved in the campaign for a British version of 

PLR almost four decades ago, she brings a wealth of experience - and some 

admirably robust arguments - to contemporary discussions about the future 

of intellectual property.

When she started campaigning, PLR schemes already existed in Germany 

and Scandinavia but not the UK. Duffy was already an established author 

- her first novel was published to great acclaim in 1962 - and she realised 

how much she and fellow-writers were missing, in terms of recognition as 

well as income. ‘It’s not a lot of money,’ she tells me as we drink coffee in her 

tranquil living-room in west London, ‘but one of the things that writers like 

is knowing that they’re being read.’ The annual PLR statement is proof of 

that, although it’s also arguable that the cash is more important than ever at a 

moment when book advances are at a historic low and authors’ earnings are 

around two-thirds of the average wage.

Maureen Duffy //
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commissioned a report and came up with a scheme whereby a levy would 

be charged on every book a library bought. The money would be paid to 

publishers who might pass some of it on to authors.’ It’s hard to imagine a 

more frustrating scheme for writers, who would almost certainly have seen 

the cash set against unearned advances, or one which was more likely to be 

opposed by librarians.

‘So we said no thank you,’ Duffy recalls with classic English understatement. 

Duffy and four other writers - Michael Levey, Lettice Cooper, Francis King 

and Brigid Brophy - formed the Writers’ Action Group to come up with an 

alternative scheme; Brophy’s father John had argued for PLR as long ago as 

the 1950s and for a long time it was known as the ‘Brophy penny’. The group 

called themselves WAG for short ‘because we felt we were the tail attempting 

to wag the dog.’ They charged £1 a year to join what Duffy now describes as a 

‘typical 70s pressure group.’

The group got support from the Writers’ Guild and shrewd political advice 

from Ted Willis, who was in the House of Lords. They came up with their 

own loans-based scheme, commissioned an academic study which showed 

that only 10 per cent of total library loans needed to be sampled, and got on 

with some serious political lobbying. ‘We made a terrible fuss. We marched 

with banners on the Ministry of Arts, as it then was.’ Duffy laughs, recalling 

the sight of Kingsley Amis holding up a banner.

The Labour MP Michael Foot, himself a distinguished biographer, even got 

a delegation in to see the then prime minister, Jim Callaghan. ‘It was the first 

time writers had been received,’ says Duffy. Callaghan told them they needed 

to get the support of the TUC, which is how Duffy came to find herself in 

Even so, Duffy is absolutely right to point to PLR’s symbolic value in an 

age when even prize-winning authors don’t always sell and the whole idea of 

copyright is under threat. In the 1970s, the principal objection to PLR came 

from librarians, who feared the money would come out of their book budgets. 

In the first decade of the 21st century, authors face an assault from bloggers 

who believe that once something is published it ‘belongs’ to everbody. Some 

even go so far as to claim that the whole concept of intellectual property is an 

attack on free speech.

‘There’s an idea that it should all be free,’ Duffy acknowledges. ‘That 

anybody can write, anybody can blog, as if there were no skill or craft or 

talent involved. But then that’s a very British thing, the idea of the amateur - 

amateur combined with philistine. If I weren’t a natural optimist, I could be 

very depressed indeed.’ But she’s a natural activist as well as an optimist, and 

she’s already thinking about how the existing PLR scheme can be extended 

to help struggling authors. ‘I’m very keen that ebooks and digitised online 

books should be included,’ she says. ‘But if that’s going to happen we want 

more money, and we’re unlikely to get that.’

Duffy’s analysis is accurate for the moment, in the present state of 

government finances. But ministers are fond of talking about the importance 

to the economy of the ‘creative industries’ - a phrase which makes both of us 

wince - and we agree that it makes sense to look ahead. That’s what the small 

group of activists who initially argued for PLR did and the methods they 

used then are just as relevant today.

Looking back, Duffy remembers every step of the campaign with absolute 

clarity: ‘I became aware of PLR as an idea in about 1972. Somebody 
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the campaign took up time and energy she could have devoted to her own 

writing. ‘It was very labour-intensive,’ she admits, but she doesn’t regret it 

‘because it worked in the end. And as a good Freudian I should acknowledge 

I probably got some pleasure out of it.’

With her 76th birthday approaching, Duffy is as productive as ever. Her latest 

novel appeared in the spring, and she published a new volume of poetry - the 

ironically-titled ‘Family Values’ - last year. Thirty years after winning the PLR 

battle on behalf of thousands of other writers, she thinks there are lessons 

to be learned from the campaign. In the years following the victory, a key 

organisation was founded - the Authors’ Licensing and Collecting Society - 

but there was very little political lobbying.

That changed last year with the setting up of the All Party Writers’ Group, 

a development Duffy warmly welcomes. ‘All the digital stuff, government 

reports on the future of copyright and so on - it absolutely demands that 

we should take a more political stance,’ she says with relish. She may be 

despondent about the state of publishing, but it sounds as though she 

welcomes the revitalised struggle to protect authors’ rights - and the politics - 

almost as much as she did four decades ago.

JOAN SMITH

Joan Smith is a novelist, columnist and human rights activist. She chaired 
the PEN Writers in Prison Committee 2000-04, and is currently working 
on a literacy project with schools in Sierra Leone. Her latest novel is 
What Will Survive.

Brighton making ‘the most terrifying speech of my life.’ The writers’ proposals 

were opposed by NALGO, on behalf of librarians, and Duffy was so incensed 

that she asked for a right of reply.

‘They were running late and the chairman didn’t want me to speak again, but 

I jumped up and virtually ran down the aisle. As I went past the steelworkers, 

or it might have been the miners, I heard heard someone say “Go on, girl, give 

it to him!” At that moment, I thought, we’re going to win this.’ The motion 

was passed and the group duly reported their success to the prime minister.

A bill to establish PLR was introduced in Parliament, but the fight wasn’t 

over: ‘It was a long struggle in the House of Lords. Ted [Willis] steered it 

through - he was very popular, which helped.’ Eventually the bill passed into 

law, turning out to be one of the final acts of the Labour government before 

the election of Margaret Thatcher. Another disappointment threatened: 

the bill had included a provision of £1m for the PLR fund and her new Arts 

minister, Norman St John Stevas, asked whether the writers would accept 

half from the government and half from the librarians.

Duffy and her fellow-campaigners knew immediately that it would be 

disastrous for the new scheme, rekindling the hostility of librarians. ‘We said 

we would just have the half from the government because we knew it would 

be opposed,’ she recalls. To the surprise of the writers, the Conservative 

government decided to honour its predecessor’s pledge: ‘They said they’d 

stick to the £1m because we were so adamant and it was in the bill.’

After such a long struggle, I assume Duffy has a clear recollection of receiving 

her first PLR cheque. She doesn’t, although she is intensely conscious that 
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is to spotlight ideas and help people discover new connections – like ‘nudgers’ 

of knowledge. 

  

Nationally, libraries are the good news story from the recent Place survey that 

evidenced that even people who don’t currently use libraries value them. The 

recession is proving to be the time when people truly ‘get it’ about libraries. 

It’s interesting to note that recession in Finland was the catalyst to establish 

the place of libraries as the ‘living room’ of their communities today.

I have always found the top performing PLR lists more an indicator of the 

reading health of the nation than bestseller lists. Libraries have never been 

about books; they have always been about reading experiences that challenge, 

disturb, bring solace and revelation, incite and inspire - for people to know 

and grow as they please.

So thinking ten years hence, the first theme is the Martini concept of 

convenience – ‘any time, any place, anywhere’. In Northamptonshire last year 

we transformed 12 libraries by introducing self-service and increasing our 

opening hours to be ‘friendly’ to working families. When surveyed, people 

most valued self-service for its ease, independence and privacy. It has made us 

think about other service impediments. Why do we limit book borrowing by 

number and time? ‘As many as you like, for as long as you choose’ would fit in 

more with the chaotic and frenzied lifestyles of today… and I have yet to see a 

library that has run out of books! 

Of course many people find it convenient to buy books – but where are the 

strong ‘try before you buy’ or ‘buy or borrow’ alliances?  Libraries have a 

wide range of fantastically well used children’s books reflecting the excellent 

The Martini concept – ‘any time, any place, anywhere....’ Can our libraries rise 

to the challenge fast enough?

“It is 2019. 10 years ago libraries in Northamptonshire welcomed 63,000 

visits to its 36 libraries and four mobiles each week. Of these, 75% of people 

borrowed stuff, mostly books and 25% did other things. In 2019 libraries are 

busier than ever but the emphasis is on the virtual rather than the physical.”

I offer this as a snapshot of the future and want to expand on it. Yes, people 

will still be physically borrowing but downloading books from home will be 

commonplace. I relish the convenience for our customers, especially those 

with mobility problems; they will be able to borrow from their armchair. 

Today 500 people join the library each week in our county. Some of them 

never come in – they join online and use the £50,000 of subscribed ‘e’ 

resources. People are sent ‘e’ alerts three days before their books are due. 

Within the next decade we will be able to proactively contact readers offering 

what might interest them; we may not be able to personalise services but we 

will surely customise them. 

In 2007 when Northamptonshire launched its ‘personal knowledge advice 

service’, offering one to ones with library professionals, we thought people 

would want to understand their personal reading profile and have individual 

reading plans devised for them; it was an idea a little ahead of its time. Surely 

offering inspirational reading to overcome life’s challenges is the essence 

of libraries? At its most successful the reader development movement has 

a simple formula, providing a light-touch framework in which ‘book-talk’ 

groups can flourish organically in myriad ways and styles. The role of libraries 
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interesting, useful, worthwhile and most of all enjoyable – and that’s why 

they come back as well. Libraries lose their knowledge richness at their peril. 

Norwich is also one of the most ‘at ease’ comfortable spaces and it is this very 

culture of ‘libraryishness’ which is so precious in our pressured lives. 

I wonder if we shall see distinctive libraries in the next decade? The award 

winning Cable Book Library in Finland offers a Library for the Adventurous 

- focussed on the new, the novel, travel and contemporary living – it’s for 

people, young and old, with a certain attitude to life.

Then there is the whole issue of ‘books on demand’. This will offer whole 

new opportunities for reading and writing. The customer intelligence and 

insight that libraries have is only just beginning to inform and excite the 

book world. In 10 years, this must be commonplace and libraries will need a 

richer understanding of consumer psychology when it comes to book choice. 

Last night I went to Weston Favell Library – a particular display was not 

shifting. They added a sign ‘Summer Reads’ with a lemon indicating zest and 

freshness – and now cannot fill it fast enough. This was simple insight into 

customer thinking.

The final theme for the next decade for me is the challenge to transform fast 

enough. The universality of libraries is both its strength and its weakness – so 

will we see some libraries thriving and others going to the wall?  Many young 

people just do not see any relevance of libraries to their lives often saying ‘my 

library is the internet’. Could we ever get right the long overdue ‘10 ways in 

which libraries are good for the nation’?  And why isn’t every member of staff 

a reading animateur, and Living Library a weekly event so people can access 

knowledge wherever it resides? Why isn’t every member of staff as enthused 

talent amongst writers and illustrators in the UK. However, most children 

in this country live a long way from a wide-ranging children’s selection in a 

bookstore and most parents are bemused by the overwhelming choice online. 

We could do so much more to recognise the buy and borrow reality of 

people’s lives. We know the Bookstart scheme touches the lives of young 

children and their families three times before they are 4 years old. What an 

amazing untapped opportunity. In our county, we will be opening libraries 

with Registration services. Surely in 10 years every person will be born with 

library entitlements – we are so close now.  Surely this entitlement should 

include the right to connect with others in your reading – on themes with 

common or uncommon interests, face to face and remotely – you choose 

when, where and how? 

The second theme is collaboration. Under our ‘Library Plus’ movement we 

will never open just a library again in Northamptonshire. Combinations 

are creative and endless, from learning centres and health alliances to 

hairdressers. Increasingly libraries will be at the heart of communities, 

offering books and so much more. 

The busiest library in this country is in Norwich – no surprise that the offer 

is town-central, rich and varied. Whoever and however libraries are funded 

in the future they will need to offer something in return - from being a walk- 

in centre for all council services to delivering health trainer sessions for the 

Primary Care Trust and having space for the parish council. 

The risk is that libraries do not sufficiently value their offer. Not a single 

person is forced to use a library. They choose to do so because it is 
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virtual offers and completely connecting with customers. They will continue 

to attract people to Library Spaces because making connections matters to 

people and the connections that are possible across time and distance will be 

fully exploited. 

We read to understand, to be understood, to feel connected. Long may 

libraries be liberators, offering un-prescribed, anarchic journeys though 

knowledge to understanding and wisdom – and along the way the song of 

freedom which is laughter.

GRACE KEMPSTER

Grace Kempster is Customer & Libraries Service Manager of 
Northamptonshire County Council

and fluent in ‘e’ resources as book resources?  Where is the strategic decision-

making to stop doing some things in order to major on others? 

Sometimes I worry we are still not open on Sundays, we are still in the sterile 

debate about professionalism, and our services are still a constant surprise, 

even to our existing customers. I recently told a customer that we could print 

all her borrowings for the last two years. As a carer this was her solution to 

mistakenly borrowing the same things for her elderly mother - why did she 

have to wait so long to know that?  

In Northamptonshire we will have completed our investment in self-service in 

every library by October thus liberating our staff to have even more customer 

contact time; the core of their enjoyment of their work. The staff are already 

amazing and when the process elements of their work are reduced further it 

will create the launch pad we need to acquire a richer understanding of our 

customers that we can then translate into action. At last we really will have 

the time to be a proactive service.

I have not mentioned the looming, long term forecast for public spending 

because I think that the best of libraries will be positioned to be the solution 

not the problem; they will already be applying lean thinking to their 

processes, be deeply involving customers in their services, engaging their 

interest, attention and insight at all levels. It is only with our customers that 

we get through the rough times.

To conclude, I think the best of libraries now will be the best of libraries in 

2019 because they will have a rich, exciting and varied programme of events, 

spaces to think, listen and exchange. They will be completely connected with 
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Past members of PLR’s Advisory Committee consider the role of PLR.  

Tony Bradman 

PLR has always been of crucial importance to me. The payment is always 

welcome, of course - it’s a bright, shining beacon in the dark days at the end of 

winter. But the proof that my books are being read all over the country is just 

as important... (Member 2004-08)

Simon Brett 

The great thing to celebrate about thirty years of PLR is that income from 

library borrowings is now an established right for authors, and it seems almost 

inconceivable that there was a time when it didn’t exist. (Chair 2003 - 2008)

Tracy Chevalier 

PLR is about more than money, though of course that is welcome. Getting 

my cheque each year is a reminder that people want to read my books rather 

than simply own them. They’ve chosen me because they’re curious rather 

than because of a good marketing campaign. PLR provides not just financial 

support, but spiritual sustenance. (Member 2008) 

Clare Francis

PLR isn’t an extra or, heaven forbid, some kind of bonus. Instead, it provides 

essential income to authors - income which is legally and morally theirs. (Chair 

2000-03)

Maggie Gee

From 1995 to 1998, I went through a really bad period in my career. The White 

Family, my sixth novel, was universally turned down after the death of the 
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editor who commissioned it, and there was one awful day in the autumn when 

I realised all my books were out of print. But come January, there was the 

PLR statement, telling me that tens of thousands of people were still reading 

my work, even if they couldn’t buy it in the shops. It gave me heart, and hope, 

and the courage to carry on. I laid The White Family aside and wrote The 

Ice People, which was successfully published in 1998, then revised The White 

Family, which finally came out in 2002 and was shortlisted for the Orange 

Prize and the International Impac Award. Since then I’ve published  three 

more novels and a book of short stories, and most of my novels are now back 

in print. But my story has happened to many other writers, too. The market-

place is more fickle than our real readers. Thank God for the libraries and for 

PLR which lets writers know, during hard times, that there are people out 

there worth writing for. (Member 2000-07)

Sir Michael Holroyd

Public Lending Right is of unique and enduring value to writers: it is the only 

direct investment the government makes in our contemporary literature; and 

the only indication we have of that large, hidden audience of readers which 

borrows our books from libraries. (Chair 1997-2000)

Hilary Mantel

Writers are at the heart of our creative life – their busy and underpaid brains 

support the vast film, TV and publishing industries. As individuals, they make 

only the most modest calls on public funds. PLR is a hard-won right which 

recognises what they contribute to national life. It is fair because it is payment 

for use (but it is capped so that it doesn’t simply reward authors who are 

already big earners). It is administered cheaply, and it is an important part of 

the yearly income of many authors. It helps those who have armies of devoted 
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library fans, but are never reviewed nationally; it brings in small sums for those 

whose work, perhaps very important and imaginative work, is of specialist 

interest; it encourages the beginner writer to keep going, because it shows 

there are readers out there. The health of PLR tells us how our libraries are 

doing, and that in turn tells us how our culture is doing. (Member 1997-2003) 

Gillian McClure

Without library borrowers there would be no wonderful PLR for authors and 

illustrators. The school library is key to instilling the library habit from an early 

age – for it’s the very young child, discovering the school library for the first 

time, experiencing delight in choosing a favourite picture book to take home 

to share with Mum and Dad, who will most likely become tomorrow’s public 

library borrower. (Member 1992-98) 

David Whitaker

Publishing is dominated by giant companies, far too large to pay much 

attention to authors, other than those in the top echelons.  PLR keeps mid-list 

authors in particular aware of how they are doing in an important part of 

their market, and the staff at PLR set an example of helpfulness. Some great 

publishing houses would do well to follow. (Chair 1989-93) 

Philip Ziegler 

In days when the bookshops seem increasingly reluctant to sell anything 

except the memoirs of footballers and pop stars, the assurance PLR provides 

that there are people who actually want to read one’s book becomes ever more 

important. (Chair 1993-96)





For three decades since the Act was passed by 

Parliament, Public Lending Right has contributed 

significantly to the economy of this country, 

remunerating writers when their books are 

borrowed from public libraries.

In this edition of Writers Talk, we hear from past 

members of the Public Lending Right Advisory 

Committee about what it has meant to them. Most 

of these writers are now household names, but 

there was a time when their PLR payment was a 

lifeline for them, enabling them to carry on and 

write that best seller that made them famous.

Agent Meg Davis introduces the anniversary edition 

and illuminates writers’ contribution to the UK 

economy and just how crucial PLR has been in 

nurturing that talent. Registrar Jim Parker takes 

us on a whirlwind tour of PLR’s past, present and 

future. Journalist and commentator Joan Smith 

interviews Maureen Duffy, a woman who has 

dedicated the better part of her life to campaign for 

authors’ rights and who provided the ideas, energy 

and drive that brought PLR to life. Grace Kempster, 

who is responsible for Northamptonshire’s public 

libraries, helps us imagine what libraries might be 

like to use in 10 years time - the ‘martini concept’ – 

libraries in 2019 ‘any time, any place, anywhere’ .... 
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