Hackney libraries face service reductions amid mounting budget pressures
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Hackney Council in East London is facing strong criticism over its plans to reduce operating hours at its eight libraries as part of efforts to manage a £773,000 budget cut. The local authority has launched a public consultation offering three proposals, including the closure of some libraries for up to three days a week, early evening shutdowns on several days, or the shortening of hours at select branches while keeping others more stable. These measures aim to maintain the operation of all library sites despite severe financial pressures.
The council insists it has protected libraries through years of austerity but acknowledges that recent staffing reductions and budget limitations have left difficult choices unavoidable. Mayor Chris Kennedy highlighted the need for honesty about sustaining services while securing £25 million in overall savings across various sectors. Residents are encouraged to provide feedback before the consultation closes in January 2026, helping the council decide on a solution that is "fair, balanced, and reflects community needs."
However, campaigners and library workers' unions have condemned the proposals as an unacceptable "salami slicing" of vital public services. Brian Debus from Hackney Unison called on the council to demand more funding from central government rather than reduce library availability, warning that these cuts undermine the borough’s rich library heritage and community value. Unison previously opposed plans to close the aging Stoke Newington library, a move now replaced by refurbishments, reflecting some community resistance to closures. Library services are often critical lifelines—town hall documents show that about 30% of daily library visitors in Hackney live in temporary or social housing or are homeless, underlining the libraries’ role beyond book lending.
This consultation follows earlier controversies including potential library closures and job losses. In 2022, Hackney Council proposed restructuring library services that could have resulted in 19 job cuts, prompting union opposition and strike action by library workers in subsequent years to defend service quality and job retention. The council's broader financial strategy involves nearly £14 million in savings over three years as part of a £50 million total, aiming to avoid increased council tax or additional government aid. Yet, critics including the Socialist Party have condemned the cuts as damaging public resources that function as community hubs.
Hackney Council maintains there are currently no plans to further reduce library funding. Nevertheless, the financial strain remains palpable, with ongoing refurbishment needed to keep sites operational and pending major repair works at Stoke Newington. The debate encapsulates the wider challenge faced by local authorities across England, balancing austerity-driven budget constraints against essential community services, especially in areas with significant socio-economic deprivation.
As the consultation proceeds, local residents’ responses will be crucial in shaping the future of Hackney’s libraries, which continue to represent one of the last accessible public civic spaces in the borough. The outcome will determine whether these libraries remain a vibrant part of the community or face a gradual erosion of services that risks deepening social inequality.
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