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1 Executive Summary 

1a  DCMS is inviting written submissions and requesting views on the following 

issues: 

• whether the PLR functions should be transferred to another body; 

• the impact a transfer of functions from the Registrar will have on PLR 

rights holders; 

• Whether we anticipate any problems or conflicts of interest in transferring 

the PLR function to the British Library. 

 

1b  Our conclusions are: 

• The overwhelming feedback we receive from members, and the experience of the 

Society of Authors' staff, is that the Registrar of Public Lending Right and his staff 

are notably efficient and helpful. 

• The current PLR Office is light on bureaucracy, very economically run, and strong 

on service. A transfer to a new body would inevitably involve teething problems 

and increased bureaucracy. 

• If the PLR fund is too small to meet current and promised commitments (PLR is a 

legal right, a point made in both UK and European law), the remedy is to increase 

the fund. We remain very far from convinced that any new body could administer 

PLR more economically than the current organisation. 

• The current PLR Office is fully independent of government; ensuring political 

impartiality which DCMS has said is one of its main concerns. 

• We have yet to see any convincing evidence that the transfer to a new body would 

improve the service; the Registrar and his staff have many years of expertise and 

experience, and the systems in place to administer the scheme. 

• In addition we urge that: 

o Public Lending Right should be maintained and the rate increased; 

o Public Lending Right should be introduced for ebooks and audiobooks; 
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2  Brief Introduction 

2a  The Society of Authors exists to protect the rights and further the interests of 

authors. It has more than 9,000 members writing in all areas of the profession (from 

novelists to doctors, textbook writers to ghost writers, broadcasters to academics, 

illustrators to translators).  

2b  The Public Lending Right scheme provides authors with a modest payment 

each time one of their books is borrowed from a public library. PLR is designed to 

balance the value to society of the provision of such a service with the rights of 

authors and illustrators, photographers, translators and editors. In 2012, £6.5 million 

was distributed, equating to a rate per loan of 6.05 pence. A maximum payment per 

author of £6,600 applies. Translators and editors qualify for fixed shares (30% and 

20% respectively). PLR is particularly important to authors whose books are sold 

mainly to libraries and to those whose books are no longer in print but are still being 

read. Press coverage tends to focus on a few successful authors, yet most struggle to 

make ends meet. PLR provides a significant and much valued part of authors’ 

incomes. 

2c We understand that this proposal is motivated by the increasing demand for 

the Registrar to deliver efficiency savings and the limitations of its doing so given its 

small size (the Non-Departmental Public Body (NDPB) is supported by nine full-

time equivalent staff and the Registrar in an office in Stockton-on-Tees). The 

proposal also contributes to the Government’s commitment to reduce the number of 

public bodies.  

It is the view of Government that there is no longer any justification for the Registrar 

to exist as a separate legal entity.  

 

We strongly question this assertion. 
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3  Responses 

 

Q1: While acknowledging the effective administration of PLR by the Registrar, 

the government is now proposing to transfer the statutory function of 

administering the PLR scheme from the Registrar to another existing public body, 

effectively abolishing the Registrar as a separate public body. Please provide your 

views on whether you think the PLR functions should be transferred to another 

body. 

 

We support the retention of the Registrar of Public Lending Right which, as the 

consultation notes, is an effective and efficient body with a small but dedicated team 

of officials. We see no reason to transfer the administration of the PLR scheme to 

another public body, existing or otherwise or to abolish the Registrar of Public 

Lending Right. 

 

We believe it is unlikely, and the Government has produced no evidence to support 

its contention, that there will be any efficiency savings of significance. The impact 

assessment accompanying the consultation is woefully inadequate, particularly from 

an administration which emphasises the need for evidence based policy making (a 

significant criticism raised in the Hargreaves review). However, our experience and 

that of our members is that the current team are highly efficient and we believe that 

no other body will be able to replicate their functions with the same degree of 

efficiency. This means that it is likely that costs will increase, even if the costs of 

transfer are discounted. The alternative is that the service will be compromised (see 2 

below). 

The Government’s only reason for the change is the stated objective of reducing the 

number of public bodies. We would comment that a political exercise in reducing 

quango numbers is pointless and counter-productive if no savings or efficiency 

improvements are likely to result. Authors should not be penalised by removing an 

office which is unlikely to be improved upon.  
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We note that no operational decisions have been made yet as to the future of the 

Stockton-on-Tees office or the staff employed there and that this decision will be 

made by the body that takes over the PLR functions and will depend on how it 

chooses to fulfil those functions. Accordingly the impact assessment does not 

include either the substantial real cost of likely redundancies and/or relocation 

packages or the social and economic impact of removing jobs from an area of the 

country already subject to high unemployment. 

 “The PLR office is already a lean, mean, effective machine which does its job brilliantly with 

very few staff. Abolishing this organisation would be a huge mistake.” Malorie Blackman: 

Children's and YA Author  

 

Q2: Following the transfer of functions the government is proposing that a cap on 

administrative spend will be imposed on the body that takes over the PLR 

function and has confirmed that the PLR author fund will not be used to pay for 

the transfer. Do you have any concerns about the impact a transfer of functions 

from the Registrar will have on PLR rights holders? If so please provide details. 

 

See our comments above. We are surprised that there is no estimate of the transfer 

costs in the impact assessment. With a cap of £765,000, which is also the current cost 

of administering the right, we do not see how the cost of transfer of administration, 

close down, set-up and implementation of the change will be covered. Does DCMS 

intend to make additional funds available for this purpose? If additional funds are to 

be made available then it is difficult to see how Government’s stated motivation of 

making efficiency savings is to be fulfilled. Such money could be far better used to 

increase the rate per loan or extend PLR to audio books and ebooks. 

 

We fear that a continuing cap on administrative spend will compromise the service 

provided to authors. Any new body will need to employ and train staff and set up 

new office functions. If it is part of a larger body, such as the British Library, there 

are likely to be increased management costs. We would point out that, as the 

Government acknowledges, the current PLR administration has been excellent at 
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keeping within its budget and has proposed further savings by working together 

with ALCS. If its functions are transferred, these potential savings will be lost. 

 

It is also likely that a transfer will be disruptive and there will inevitably be at least a 

short term negative impact on rightsholders. 

 

Further the existing cap of £765,000 may be inadequate, particularly in view of the 

Government’s obligation to extend PLR to e-books and audio books, (see 4 below) 

and to absorb into the scheme the increasing numbers of people entitled to PLR 

Payments which is constantly increasing as new authors and illustrators in the UK 

register new books and as growing numbers of overseas authors also become eligible 

for PLR through reciprocal arrangements; 

 

 “There are no reasons to mess with the existing arrangements – apart from narrow 

ideological ones. The scheme as presently organised is light-touch, efficient and inexpensive, 

and is run by people who know what they’re doing. The proposal to transfer its function to a 

new body will cause damage in many and varied ways: it will create administrative confusion 

and delay, it will have no beneficial effect on costs, it will offend the principle of diversity (by 

moving more work from the regions to London), and it will jeopardise an income stream that 

is nothing less than vital for many authors. 

The proposal is a(nother) example of the illogicality and deplorable haste the DCMS has 

shown since the last election in abolishing structures that are essential to the sector. If the 

proposal was really going to increase efficiency, save money and benefit interested parties, no 

one would object. As it is, the proposal can only do harm in several different respects, and 

strike another blow against the cultural ecology of the country. The precise opposite, in fact, 

of what the DCMS ought to be doing. I urge responsible parties to think again, and think 

straight this time.” 

Sir Andrew Motion: Poet Laureate 1999- 2009 

 

The PLR organisation has been one of the most efficient I have come across in many years of 

involvement (in various capacities) with public bodies. I cannot believe that any alternative 

would be more effective or cost less to run.  Jessica Mann: Novelist 
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Q3: Though the government appreciates that it would be appropriate to transfer 

the PLR function to another copyright payment body, ALCS for example, statutory 

functions and distribution of associated government funding must be 

administered by a public body. Consequently the government’s preferred option 

is to transfer the PLR function to the British Library. Do you anticipate any 

problems or conflicts of interest in transferring the PLR function to the British 

Library? 

 

See our comments above. A transfer to the British Library will incur unnecessary 

costs and needless disruption to a scheme that currently works well. There is no 

evidence that there will be cost savings. The likelihood is that costs will increase and 

efficiency will be compromised.  

We note that the consultation suggests that the British Library will able to achieve 

the same ‘independence and impartiality’ as the current Registrar. We question that. 

The current office exists to deliver a single-function – administering a legal right in 

favour of authors. This gives it a focus which cannot be achieved by the British 

Library. 

We are also concerned at the potential for conflicts of interest should the 

administration of the scheme be taken over by the British Library. The British 

Library’s stated purpose is “advancing the world’s knowledge”. And its stated aims 

are expressed as follows: 

- “In advancing the world’s knowledge we aim to: 

- • Provide researchers with a critical mass of digital content by extending our 

collecting of UK digital publications. 

- • Connect researchers with content in our collection and other resources in 

innovative ways. 

- • Transform our service for researchers who need access to our unrivalled newspaper 

collection by implementing our newspaper strategy. 

- • Support research by developing innovative products and services. 

- • Secure our e-collection for future researchers by building robust systems to 

underpin our digital library. 
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- • Preserve our physical collection for future researchers by considering storage, 

security and preservation holistically. 

- • Develop our staff to ensure they have the skills they need to deliver the strategy.” 

 

Its aims do not include protecting the interests of authors or ensuring that they 

are fairly remunerated.  

 

While authors and other right holders are supportive of the British Library’s aims 

and purpose and are keen to provide access to their works, they also expect fair 

remuneration for the use of those works. This is directly in conflict with the 

British Library’s purpose and it has lobbied the Government vociferously on 

widening copyright exceptions to further its aims. It is clear that transferring the 

PLR function to the British Library could lead to a conflict of interest particularly 

in view of rightsholders’ continuing pressure on the Government to fulfil its 

obligations by extending PLR to ebooks and audio books. 

 

 “Because I worked with the Registrar and his PLR team, I saw at first hand their 

extraordinary goodwill and efficiency – an efficiency that has become a benchmark for 

other European countries with PLR systems. The Culture Secretary’s determination 

to replace such a pared-down and cost-effective organisation with an inexperienced 

body, such as the British Library, will inevitably entail considerable costs both in 

provision of new IT systems and equipment and also the engagement of new staff who 

will have to be trained in making micro-payments to thousands of writers in this 

country and other countries with whom we have reciprocal agreements” 

Sir Michael Holroyd: Emeritus Fellow of the Royal Historical Society 

 

4  Additional Points 

 

a) Although PLR is a legal right rather than a grant or subsidy, its funding has 

already been subject to significant cuts and we continue to press for funding 

to be reinstated.  

b) Finally, we wish to remind you that s 43 of the Digital Economy Act 2010 

extends PLR to audiobooks and ebooks “lent out” from library premises for a 

limited time but these payments have never been implemented. This is 
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patently unjust and possibly unlawful and we urge that this provision be 

brought into force and that extra funds be made available to cover PLR 

payments for such lending. 

 

“The organisation works well and is not in any way heavy on bureaucracy and the experience 

of the past years should not be lost on a new organisation that will most likely not be as 

efficient. I do feel this is a political move which cannot be justified in terms of keeping reading 

alive or recompensing authors, most of whom earn so little and the PLR budget is tiny in 

comparison with any other government spending!”  Anne Sebba: Biographer 

 

 

If you need any further information from the Society please do not hesitate to contact 

us. 

 

Yours sincerely    

 

 

Nicola Solomon 

General Secretary 

 

July 2012    


