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Hi, Robert:

We appreciate receiving a draft of the report by Ducrest Associates, along with an invitation to submit comments.

Here are my responses:

1)
In my view, the report is overly optimistic concerning the viability of RCs and RC players. We are seeing a steady decline in the circulation of RCs and in the number of established borrowers who wish to retain their C-1s. New borrowers typically do not want RCs. We are finding that reconditioned C‑1s are not dependable, even though they perform up to specs prior to shipment.

2)
Related to the above, the report does not express enough urgency concerning the need to move magazines away from cassette to digital. On this same topic, the tentative proposal to send all magazines on one cartridge along with programming instructions might add unwelcome complexity for a number of magazine borrowers, similar to the side‑selector‑switch issue that cassette borrowers now encounter. We understand that moving magazines to cartridge presents significant cost issues for which there is no easy answer.

3)
The report does not mention that, for a number of network libraries, readership has been declining. Paid ads, newspaper and radio interviews, direct mailings to service providers, health fairs‑no strategy has drawn as positive a response as we were seeing in the past. I don't believe this is unique to our state, though it may be possible that the extent of the problem is regional. By the way, we are seeing a significant increase in circulation with the advent of DBs, even though we are still seeing a decrease in numbers of borrowers. I very much appreciate plans for a national outreach campaign.

4)
Coupled with the above, we are seeing an increase in the average age of borrowers. There is an overall increase in longevity; but also more people seem to be coming to talking books in their mid to upper 80s and 90s. One consequence is that, with advanced age, a borrower is at higher risk for canceling service.

5)
Use of consumer groups as focus groups would have value in terms of gathering information about the impact of proposed changes. However, members of consumer groups tend to focus on the needs of college‑age and career individuals. Our typical borrower is retired, elderly, limited in their mobility, too often socially isolated, and perhaps facing financial hardship. The consumer group members that have offered me the most insight are rehab counselors who work directly with older blind individuals. I do agree with the report that leaders of consumer groups would be valuable allies in supporting legislative initiatives.

6)
The draft document indicates that more, if not all, subregionals are susceptible to closure. That may be true. But it might also be true that a number of factors would impact on the future of anyone subregional. Those subregionals with stronger walk‑in traffic or effective outreach programs might continue to exist, especially if they are located within population centers and operate under regionals that are primarily administrative. Because each state's situation is different, it is difficult to suggest a prognosis for all subregionals.

7)
The anticipated move to centralize services and collections needs to recognize the importance of locally produced materials. Access to local authors and regional magazines add significantly to the value of the program for many borrowers. Technical changes in the past ten years have made a difference in the ease and cost of making quality recordings at the network level. The quality of locally‑produced materials in a number of network libraries is improving. 

8)
Universal access to broadband for all talking book borrowers would open up remarkable options for service, but those plans are risky at best. The logistics of expanding broadband in concentrated areas such as large cities would be very different from the logistics in large geographic areas with sparse populations such as the Great Plains. The current economic downturn could be long‑lasting. Also, a person's ability to use computers is likely to diminish with advanced age.

David Oertli, Director, Talking Book and Braille Service

Nebraska Library Commission

