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REFLECTIONS 

Strategic Highlights 

2020 has been a testing year. In times of crisis, plans are tested.  In our case, having a strategic plan was 

absolutely essential. It facilitated the library response to COVID-19 when it struck in March. There was an 

immediate redeployment of the majority of library staff to urgent roles in public health. All libraries shut for a 

time to enable this with some exceptions. Our existing strategic plan made it easy to determine what the 

essential services are and what support services are in the context of the pandemic. Swift decision making 

was required to put in place additional services aligned to the needs of healthcare workers on the ground.   

Our Digital and Evidence are essential services and were kept in place albeit with reduced staff. A national 

call was issued for other librarians across Ireland to join the COVID-19 Evidence team and librarians from 

many different sectors answered this call and we are grateful to them.  Physical libraries became even more 

essential places in our hospitals for several core functions: to temporarily accommodate public health 

response teams and other hospital staff with social distancing requirements, to provide areas of respite for 

hospital staff overwhelmed particularly during the first wave, to continue their primary function: to enable 

access to information online or in person to inform practice, education, patient care, research and personal 

development. 

Additional services essential to support the HSE COVID-19 response was a new HSE COVID-19 Clinical 

Repository of Guidance and Evidence. Librarians worked with colleagues in Research and Evidence and 

Clinical Design and Innovation to develop the repository making guidance and evidence available for 

immediate frontline practice. In addition, a virtual reference desk was set up with a virtual assistant using IBM 

Watson technology, named ‘LAMA’ (Library Ask Me Anything). In person information skills training switched to 

online with weekly sessions available to all staff on an ongoing basis since September 2020. 

 

Financial Highlights 

The majority of the library operational budget is allocated to the national eHealth library. Preliminary analysis 

of usage statistics of eHealth Library resources shows a 3 to 1 return on this investment. Specifically, if the 

library didn't exist, the non-pay cost to the HSE would cost three times more.  Continued centralisation of 

budgets translated to more eHealth library resources being made available nationally. Despite the challenges 

of COVID-19, our priority in parallel to the COVID-19 response was to:   

 

“Ensure that in 2020 all staff working in hospital and community settings have free 
online access to eHealth Library services”  

 

- HSE Service Plan 2020 

https://hse.drsteevenslibrary.ie/Covid19V2
https://hse.drsteevenslibrary.ie/Covid19V2
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We are working with Section 38 organisations to expand access to the national eHealth library to everyone 

working in the public health service.  Working with resource partners including the National Ambulance 

Service, Primary Care and National Doctors Training and Planning facilitated the availability of BMJ Best 

Practice a clinical decision support tool to everyone living in Ireland. This tool supports clinical decision 

making and is particularly relevant to primary care practice.  Given the uptake and usage during 2020 and the 

imperative of accessing reliable evidence based information during a global pandemic, it has proved a great 

investment for 2020 and the future. 

 

Operating Highlights 

Implementation of agreed structural changes have progressed with a new Area Library Manager, Mr. Brendan 

Leen appointed for the HSE South (future Areas C and D).  A Project Manager, Mr. John Kennedy for the 

National Office for Policies, Procedures, Protocols and Guidelines commenced in the HSE at the end of 

November, this will be a critical role for the health service.  The pandemic meant that new operational 

workflows were required with immediate effect. Notwithstanding redeployments, remaining library staff work 

remotely depending on the various levels and restrictions in place. The switch to remote working was 

challenging for everyone and highly dependent on personal circumstances and ease of access to HSE 

devices, VPN and broadband. This improved overtime and we welcome systems put in place by ICT services, 

particularly WebEx which is used daily for meetings and the delivery of online training. All staff worked with 

local facilities departments in Hospitals to ensure all of our libraries were COVID-secure.  Risk assessments 

are carried out on an ongoing basis.  Libraries opened and shut in line with changing levels of restrictions and 

public health advice.  This was challenging from an operational perspective, but everyone worked together to 

ensure users were accommodated with many services moving online. 

Educational and Professional Developments 

In January 2021 Linda Halton, Librarian based at Navan General Hospital will commence the MSc in Digital 

Health Transformation with the University of Limerick. Natasha Smith, Library Assistant based at Our Lady of 

Lourdes Hospital will commence a Professional Diploma in Digital Marketing.  Laura Rooney Ferris, Library 

Resources Manager is undertaking a Postgraduate Diploma in User Experience (UX) Design at Dun 

Laoghaire Institute of Art Design & Technology (IADT).  Aoife Lawton gave a presentation to Irish librarians in 

a webinar hosted by Maynooth University in May 2020.  It was a unique opportunity for shared learning during 

a pandemic across a diversity of library sectors. 

 

People Highlights 

Anne Kearns joined the service in the summer bringing welcomed skills and experience.  Both Anne and I had 

the pleasure of meeting renowned Irish Artist, Kevin Sharkey (pictured below) in December.  One of his 

original paintings now hangs in Dr. Steevens’ Library as a source of inspiration and hope.  
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Looking Ahead 

Our priority for the year ahead will be to continue supporting the national effort against COVID-19 by assisting 

Public Health and frontline practice.  We will do this via the provision of summaries of evidence on COVID-19 

related topics, through ongoing redeployment of staff, through enhancing our calendar of online training, 

keeping the COVID-19 repository of Guidance and Evidence up-to-date, providing a knowledge broker service 

to priority HSE projects and providing onsite services where possible through our network of physical libraries.  

An ongoing priority will be to ensure the health and wellbeing of all our staff.  In 2021, a National Office for 

Policies, Procedures, Protocols and Guidelines will be set up, which comes under the remit of the National 

Health Library and Knowledge Service.  A final important development for 2021 will be to rebrand the library 

service in consultation with users and staff.  I will continue to represent the HSE NHLKS as a member of the 

Library Association of Ireland Council and internationally as I take up position on the Executive Board of the 

European Association for Health Information and Libraries 

- Aoife Lawton, National Health Service Librarian, January 2021. 

 

http://eahil.eu/about-eahil/executive-board/
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KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS 
Although our physical libraries were mostly closed during the year, with limited space due to public health 

guidance, usage of online library services increased.  Our key statistics for 2020 highlight that there is a 

significant and growing use of our services.   
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HSE, National Health Library & Knowledge Service, Dr Steevens’ Hospital, Steevens Lane, Dublin 8 

 

 

http://www.hselibrary.ie/
http://www.hselibrary.ie/

