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Abstract: The article explores developments and challenges 
in Polish research libraries from 1989, which opened the 
country up to new economic, technological, educational, 
and cultural realities to the present. These decades saw 
intense development, particularly in technology, although 
not without stumbling blocks. How have libraries benefit-
ted and changed? How sustainable and useful for user com-
munities are these changes? The article is based on availa-
ble data and studies, and on the author’s own observations 
and experience from 30 years of managerial activity in one 
of Poland’s research libraries.
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Zwischen Ost und West. Regionale Transformationen 
und Entwicklungen der polnischen wissenschaftlichen 
Bibliotheken in dreieinhalb Jahrzenten (1989–2023)

Zusammenfassung: Der Artikel untersucht die Entwicklun-
gen und Herausforderungen der wissenschaftlichen Biblio-
theken in Polen von 1989 bis zur Gegenwart. In dieser Zeit 
öffneten sich dem Land neue Entwicklungen in Ökonomie, 
Technik, Erziehung und Kultur. Die Jahrzehnte brachten, 
wenn auch mit manchen Hindernissen, vor allem im tech-
nischen Bereich große Fortschritte. Wie haben Bibliotheken 
sich in dieser Zeit verändert, welche Vorteile hatten sie 
davon? Wie dauerhaft und nützlich sind die Veränderungen 
für die Nutzer? Der Artikel beruht auf zugänglichen Daten 
und Untersuchungen und auf den Beobachtungen und Er-
fahrungen der Autorin in 30 Jahren leitender Tätigkeit in 
einer polnischen Universitätsbibliothek.

Schlüsselwörter: Polnische wissenschaftliche Bibliotheken 
nach 1989; internationale Kooperation; neue Bibliotheks-
bauten

1 �Introduction
Poland, a country with an area of 312 700  sq. km and a pop-
ulation of 37.7 million, has approximately 9 000 libraries 
of all types. They hold over 229 million volumes (including 
over 93 million volumes in academic libraries), used annu-
ally by around 8 million readers, of which about 700 000 
use academic libraries. Public libraries are the most nu-
merous: there are 7 600, alongside 970 academic libraries.1 
In addition to the National Library, as many as 16 libraries 
(including the libraries of the ten largest universities) enjoy 
the privilege of legal deposit. Purchases for the printed col-
lections are made within each library. In the case of public 
libraries, financial decisions lie with the local authority 
while in the case of research libraries this role is exercised 
by universities or other scholarly institutions.2 Govern-
ment centrally finances access to licensed electronic collec-
tions. In 2022, a significant part of this resource consisted 
of electronic books (43.2M), followed by electronic journals 
(4.5M), and databases (7 700). Academic libraries enjoyed 
the widest access to electronic collections, i.  e., 78.9 % of the 
total stock.

1 All statistics in this article are quoted after: https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-
tematyczne/kultura-turystyka-sport/kultura/kultura-i-dziedzictwo-
narodowe-w-2022-r-,2,20.html (public libraries) and https://afb.sbp.pl/
afbn/wyniki-badan/2022-2/ (Analysis of the Functioning of Academic 
Libraries – a benchmarking project analysing statistical data from ac-
ademic libraries and computing performance indicators on the basis 
of these data). Unless otherwise stated, data refer to the academic year 
2021/2022.
2 According to Polish legislation, research libraries include the Na-
tional Library, libraries of academic universities, the Polish Academy 
of Sciences, research institutes from different disciplines (affiliated 
at ministries or other government administration units), learned so-
cieties, some voivodship-level (i.  e., provincial) public libraries, and 
libraries known as ‘central’ libraries. This latter category, created in 
the Communist era to concentrate literature and information on key 
areas of the economy and science, is now losing its ‘central’ signifi-
cance, but these libraries have retained their research status. Central 
libraries include the Central Library of Medicine, the Central Statistical 
Library, the Parliament Library (for law and related disciplines) and 
several others.
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The legal environment for libraries in Poland is gov-
erned by legislation related to three Ministries:

	– Ministry of Culture and National Heritage: in relation 
to the National Library and the network of public li-
braries,

	– Ministry of Science: in relation to academic libraries,
	– Ministry of Education: in relation to school libraries.

This tripartite legal structure, albeit well-established thanks 
to a long tradition, has repeatedly hindered comprehensive 
changes in the methodology and technology of library work. 
Moreover, this distribution of responsibility among min-
istries is not conducive to building a coherent vision and 
guiding principles for regulating the profession of librari-
anship.

In the academic year 2022/23, there were 362 higher 
education institutions (HEI) in Poland, and the number of 
students totalled 1 223 600, with 105 400 foreign nationals 
among them. Most foreigners came from European coun-
tries, with the largest group from Ukraine (48 100, 45.6 % 
of all foreigners), followed by Belarus (12 000, 11.4 %) and 
Turkey (3 800, 3.6 %). Compared to 1989 (the starting point 
for this article), the number of academic institutions has in-
creased almost four times (back then, Poland had 87 univer-
sities and 380 000 students). This massive change affected 
the libraries of these higher education institutions (HEI) in 
every aspect of their operations: budgets, space, technology, 
and people.

2 �Historical Heritage and Polish 
Academic Libraries

The history of Poland’s oldest libraries, i.  e., the cathedral 
libraries in Gniezno near Poznań and on the Wawel Hill 
in Krakow, dates back to the early days of Polish state-
hood, i.  e., the 10th and 11th centuries. Up to the end of the 
14th century, this time was marked by the complete domi-
nance of church institutions as centres of writing culture, 
reading and intellectual life for the elites associated with 
Church and State structures. When King Casimir the Great 
founded Krakow Academy (later renamed the Jagiellonian 
University)3 in 1364, this paved the way towards the modern 
path of development for centres of learning and education 
that enjoyed relative independence from Church struc-
tures. By the end of the 15th century, the Jagiellonian Library 

3 Casimir III the Great, King of Poland in 1333–1370, the last ruler from 
the Piast dynasty on the Polish throne: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Casimir_III_the_Great.

collection, gathered since the early days of the University, 
comprised thousands of manuscript copies representing 
the state of knowledge at the time, while the 16th century 
brought a quantum leap associated with the development 
of printing, with Krakow being the largest centre of printing 
in Poland. Like elsewhere in Europe, the emergence of a 
market for printed books in the Kingdom of Poland and the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania (which was a single state called 
‘the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’4 from the mid-16th 
century) generated an intellectual and social need to collect 
and store books and to make them available. At that time, 
this was obviously limited to the still very narrow circle of 
those who were literate.

Between the 16th and 18th centuries, library collections 
developed in the capitals of successive dynastic and elec-
toral kings (Krakow and, from 1596, Warsaw), as well as li-
braries located in aristocratic houses, which served as the 
centres of local political power and intellectual life at the 
time. In 1579, King Stefan Batory5 founded the University 
of Vilnius (the second university in the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth) with a library that was one of the most 
extensive collections in the country until 1939. A later in-
itiative, already starting in the late Enlightenment (1817), 
and yet comparable in scope (in the Eastern Territories of 
the Commonwealth too) but richer in polonica and slavica, 
was the Zakład Narodowy im Ossolińskich (‘Ossolineum’) 
founded by Józef Maksymilian Ossoliński in 1817 in Lviv. It 
combined a library, publishing house and museum.6 The in-
stitution, which managed to bring together the Polish intel-
lectual and cultural movement, survived in very good con-
dition for the next two centuries. However, the period of the 
Second World War and the two Occupations (German and 
Soviet) irreversibly destroyed the coherence of this collec-
tion through successive evacuations to other locations (per-
mitted by the Occupation authorities of the General Govern-
ment first, then the USSR). Finally, in 1945, approximately 
30 % of the surviving collections ended up in Wrocław, a 
city which was in ruins at that time. Today, the collections 
and the building of the former Ossolineum Library in Lviv 
are part of the Vasyl Stefanyk National Science Library of 
Ukraine.7

4 The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was established by the Union 
of Lublin (1569) between the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polish%E2%80%93Lithuanian_
Commonwealth.
5 Stefan Batory (Hungarian: Báthory István), Duke of Transylvania, 
King of Poland in 1576–1586: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_B% 
C3%A1thory.
6 Ossolineum: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ossolineum.
7 National Science Library of Ukraine: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Stefanyk_National_Science_Library.
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It was also during the Enlightenment that the idea of 
a publicly-accessible national library was born, the concept 
outlined by two brothers, Bishops Józef and Andrzej Załuski. 
They were learned patrons of the arts and social activists, asso-
ciated with the Enlightenment concept of the modernisation 
of Poland. The pillar – and one of the main authors – of that 
concept was King Stanisław August Poniatowski,8 who came 
from a rich and ambitious aristocratic family and had had 
an excellent education. He himself amassed a large library 
of contemporary scientific publications, mainly French and 
German, and works of European art. His collection of prints 
and drawings formed the foundation of the library of the 
third university centre after Krakow and Vilnius, namely the 
University of Warsaw (1816), and it was purchased from the 
King’s heirs. The King’s Enlightenment concepts and the idea 
of the Załuski brothers’ National Library9 did not survive 
the historical turmoil at the end of the 18th century, when 
Poland ceased to exist as a country for 120 years and its ter-
ritory was divided between three powers: Russia, Prussia, 
and Austria-Hungary. Of course, due to this fact, the idea of 
creating a national library was abandoned, and only revived 
after Poland regained its statehood after the First World War 
(1918). The National Library was established and in the short 
20-year interwar period, it amassed an impressive collection 
of over 800 000 volumes. In the 1930s, the collections of three 
libraries, i.  e. The National Library in Warsaw, the Jagiellon-
ian Library in Krakow, and the Ossoliński National Institute 
in Lviv encompassed almost the entirety of Polish writings 
from the earliest times to the present. Together with the uni-
versity libraries in Warsaw, Lviv, and Vilnius, and several 
libraries founded by aristocratic families,10 they represented 
a source of information for scientific research and academic 
education.

The disaster of the Second World War derailed these 
successful trends. As a result of warfare, the policies of Nazi 
Germany, and also in the Eastern Territories (Vilnius, Lviv) 
the Soviet occupation, followed by the shifting borders in 
Central Europe (following the decisions made during the 

8 Stanisław August Poniatowski, the last king of Poland, 1764–1795: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanis%C5%82aw_August_Poniatowski.
9 The Załuski Library: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Za%C5%82uski_
Library.
10 The libraries of major landowners were private libraries operating 
thanks to funds guaranteed by a foundation act or by an ordinance. 
Over the course of the 19th century, they gradually opened to the gen-
eral public, thus strengthening their cultural role in the absence of 
Polish statehood. The largest collections were found in: The Zamoyski 
Ordinance Library, the Czartoryski Library, the Krasiński Ordinance 
Library, and the Działyński Library in Kórnik near Poznań: http://
pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblioteka_fundacyjna.

Yalta Conference11), Poland’s libraries irreversibly lost 
around 70 % of their holdings, with research libraries 
losing around 45 %.12 The surviving collections were often 
damaged and fragmented, including those that had been 
partly rescued and relocated from areas incorporated 
into the USSR (the libraries of Lviv and Vilnius) or found 
by Polish librarians in post-German areas: mainly the Ger-
man-language libraries of Lower Silesia and Western Po-
merania (primarily in Wrocław and Szczecin).

The period of 1945–1989, i.  e., the forty-four years of 
Communist rule in Poland, can hardly be called an era of 
great library investment. However, to be fair, it should be 
noted that the first post-war decade was primarily a period 
during which the network of public and school libraries 
was rebuilt in conditions of a demographic and educational 
boom, supported by propaganda slogans about universal 
education. This went in parallel with the reorganisation of 
academic libraries under new conditions and within the 
new borders. Among the more spectacular achievements 
of this period, are two architectural projects: the National 
Library in Warsaw and the Silesian Library in Katowice.

Fig. 1: The National Library National Library, Warsaw. Current building, 
©Emptywords – Praca własna, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.
wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=130507075

The National Library building was designed by Stanisław 
Fijałkowski in the 1960s and is very much rooted in its era, 
both aesthetically and functionally. The headquarters (col-
lection storage, reading rooms, administration) which in 
fact consists of three fairly separate buildings, has by today’s 
standards, an imbalanced proportion of overlong passage 

11 Yalta Conference: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yalta_Conference.
12 After Mężyński (2008).
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routes in relation to the workspace assigned for readers and 
librarians, without clear points of contact between them. 
Nonetheless, in recent years (2022) the public spaces have 
been modernised, the area of reading rooms has been en-
larged three times, with the addition of a modern network 
infrastructure, and the available reference book collection 
has been updated and quadrupled.13

The design for the new building of the Silesian Library, 
historically the Library of the Silesian Sejm (1922), and 
now the voivodship-level public library, dates back to the 
last years of Communist Poland (1989). The authors of the 
project were Marek Gierlotka, Jurand Jarecki, and Stanisław 
Kwaśniewicz (ARAR Architecture). The design relied on the 
concept of a robotic warehouse, with full automation of the 
process of ordering items from the warehouse and deliver-
ing them to a desk in the reading room. It was an innova-
tive solution, used in Poland for the first time and modelled, 
among others, on the design of the public library in Bor-
deaux. However, it was not replicated in any other library 
in subsequent decades. Nevertheless, the new building, of-
ficially opened in the mid-1990s, was widely acclaimed, not 
least for its architectural expression.

Fig. 2: Silesian Library, Katowice (1992). The central part is a high-rise 
storage room, © Fiflon – Praca własna, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.
wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=73817819

13 The architect of the 1962 design for the National Library build-
ing was Stanisław Fijałkowski (1934–2022), an outstanding architect 
and author of many public buildings: https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Stanis%C5%82aw_Fija%C5%82kowski_(architekt). The author of the 
2019–2022 redevelopment of the edifice is Tomasz Konior: https://
en.koniorstudio.pl/tomasz-konior/.

3 �Poland’s Political, Economic and 
Technological Opening Up to the 
World in 1989: A New Generation 
of Librarians, New Ideas, New 
Funding

The period of the last 35 years—initiated in 1989 by the great 
political and economic transformation covering all areas 
of public life—brought some spectacular achievements to 
the library world in Poland. The most important included 
the computerisation of academic libraries, which began in 
1992 and, over the next decade, resulted in the creation of 
the Union Catalogue of Polish Research Library Collections 
(NUKAT)14. Among the construction projects, one must note 
the building of the University Library in Warsaw (BUW), 
which was opened in the academic year 1999/2000 and set 
the standards for the construction and organisation of a 
modern academic library in this region of Europe.

However, before this happened, i.  e., in the 1990s, the 
organisational model of an academic library in Poland did 
not differ in any particular way from the standard solu-
tions applied in academic libraries in Eastern Europe for 
decades. The tasks of an academic library were codified in 
the literature on the subject, both contemporary and his-
torical. They comprised the collection and processing of 
collections, making them available, and conducting profes-
sional research and partly didactic activities in the fields of 
library science, research information as well as the broadly 
understood interface between historical, philological, and 
cultural studies based on special collections. All this built up 
a rather stable position for the main library in the structure 
of the University and created the impression of historical 
permanence. Meanwhile, library work in Western Europe 
and the USA was already undergoing the first ICT revolu-
tion with its cultural and social consequences. Local OPAC 
catalogues were being created, the centralised OCLC World-
Cat Catalogue was developing in the USA and new content, 
images and sound media appeared on the shelves of librar-
ies. Making them available to the public was a task that 
required a slightly different technical infrastructure from 
libraries and different competencies from librarians. Polish 
librarians were only starting to discover that world, and li-
brarians in academic libraries were in the avant-garde of 
the change. It was precisely in the libraries of the largest 
universities and polytechnics that the ideas of co-operation 
were born when it came to the selection and implementa-
tion of integrated library systems, the building of central 

14 https://centrum.nukat.edu.pl/en/.
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and distributed catalogues and, finally, coordinated co-op-
eration in the creation of digital libraries. Although these 
positive models were used ever more willingly and widely 
by public and special libraries (which are now catching up 
with academic libraries or even surpassing some), it is aca-
demic librarianship that sets the technological and organi-
sational standards in Poland.

4 �Infrastructure Development: New 
Buildings, New Technologies, 
Integrated Library Systems

Let us go back for a moment to 1992, when thanks to the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation,15 the VTLS integrated library 
system was purchased for the first four academic libraries 
that were ready for a ‘big change’.16 These were the libraries 
of three universities: in Gdańsk, Krakow, and Warsaw, as 
well as the AGH University of Science and Technology in 
Krakow. The group expanded very quickly, new implemen-
tations arrived, including other integrated systems (Aleph, 
Horizon), alongside Polish systems such as Prolib, Sowa, etc. 
A separate and even faster path was chosen by the Sejm 
Library in Warsaw, which implemented the Aleph system at 
the same time, in consultation with the Library of Congress 
in Washington DC and with its financial assistance.

The newly created OPAC catalogues, based on the con-
version of card catalogues into the MARC21 format, con-
trolled by index cards created on an ongoing basis for the 
work of cataloguers in a dedicated centre in Warsaw Univer-
sity Library, grew rapidly and became the starting point for 
the concept of a central catalogue of research and academic 
libraries (NUKAT). It was launched in 2002 as a project that 
was initiated and led by BUW, but unfortunately without 
the active participation of the National Library, which had 
momentous consequences in the following years, persisting 
up to the present day.

The initial minimal expectations, i.  e., the creation 
of central online catalogue information, quickly evolved 
alongside the intensive development of online library ma-
terials available in an increasing number of repositories, 
databases, and digital libraries. In the first stage, local OPAC 
catalogues gained an incomparably wider reach via NUKAT. 
In the next, a bibliographic description that directed the 
reader to a physical copy on the shelf of a library, gained 

15 Andrew  W. Mellon Foundation: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Andrew_W._Mellon_Foundation.
16 https://www.mellon.org/search/Eastern%20European%20Program 
%20-%20Library%20Automation?phrase=1.

a second life thanks to access to the full text. In the NUKAT 
Catalogue alone, 6 % of bibliographic descriptions contain 
a link to the full text, which is still quite modest. On the 
other hand, Polish libraries provide access to vast digital 
collections from national licences and local acquisitions. 
Initially, the challenge was how to effectively promote and 
educate users to make the most of the opportunities offered 
by today’s digital access tools. For several years now, the 
usage rates of e-resources have been clearly increasing17 
in relation to printed collections shown in AFBN materials, 
although they still do not fully amortise the outlays that 
Government incurs in purchasing and organising access to 
those collections. Similarly, the idea of open access to re-
search output created within the given university and from 
its budget was not fully understood in the Polish academic 
community for a long time. While these attitudes have been 
evolving in recent years, the change has been rather slow.

Academic libraries are still ahead of all others in 
Poland, not only in terms of the degree of ICT advance-
ment, but also in terms of investment in spatial infrastruc-
ture. Over the last decade, the number of reading places in 
academic libraries has increased by more than 1 200. This 
is all the more important given that as many as 66.2 % of 
registered readers in these institutions are from higher ed-
ucation libraries, and onsite access is more than twice as 
high as external loans.

5 �The Beginnings of International 
Co-operation

The late 1980s and 1990s were a time of great fascination 
with libraries that we labelled as ‘Western’ at the time. Just 
as in other areas of professional and private life, both at the 
end of Communist times and during the transition period, 
our sector also experienced a yearning for modern tech-
nology, aesthetics, as well as functionality, comfort, and the 
luxury of working and living conditions – something that 
was unimaginable to us at the time. Despite all its advan-
tages, the radicalism of this change also had the disadvan-
tage of isolating Poland from the librarianship of Eastern 
European countries, deepening the separation and mutual 
isolation of librarians from the so-called Post-Communist 

17 The number of documents downloaded from licensed e-journals 
and full-text databases per user increased from 3.84 in 2009 to 18.9 in 
2022; similar figures for created in-house digital libraries: from 0.05 
(2009) to 8.91 (2022), from institutional repositories: from 0.09 (2013, first 
measurement year) to 2.72 (2022): https://afb.sbp.pl/afbn/wp-content 
/uploads/2023/12/AFBN-do-2022-akademickie.pdf.
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countries. It was very difficult for us to reverse this trend. 
With a lot of effort from colleagues active in international 
library organisations (IFLA, LIBER and CERL), Poland only 
succeeded in doing it in the 21st century and it is still not 
clear to me if success has been complete.

However, there was something more important to us in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, namely the staggering new 
opportunities for the transfer of technology and funds from 
the West, unhindered by political obstacles. We saw an ava-
lanche of proposals from foundations and institutions sup-
porting various areas of social and academic life, including 
librarianship in developing and Post-Communist countries. 
The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation supported the purchase 
and implementation of the VTLS system for the first four li-
braries. Professor Richard Quandt,18 who headed the Foun-
dation, affirmed financial support as well for the transfer 
of know-how and a long-term commitment to building a co-
herent system of information about the resources of Polish 
research libraries, which ultimately led to the creation of 
NUKAT. Architects were becoming increasingly interested 
in designing new buildings for Polish libraries, and we also 
knew that libraries in the USA and Western Europe were an 
inexhaustible source of inspiration in terms of the forms 
and functions of contemporary library buildings. People 
who spoke languages other than Polish and Russian and 
were brave enough to test their skills in practice could 
choose from a range of scholarships, grants, and study trips 
at various levels of academic education. When returning 
from those trips, we brought back diverse intellectual and 
mental baggage, depending on individual perception, open-
ness to innovation, etc.19 This process was facilitated thanks 
to the fact that the largest Polish libraries retained their 
membership (also formally during the Communist period) 
in several international organisations: IFLA (International 
Federation of Library Associations and Institutions) and 
the International Advisory Committee of Keepers of Public 
Collections of Graphic Art. As early as the second half of 
the 1990s, we initiated new contacts with LIBER (Ligue des 

18 Prof. Richard Quandt (b. 1930), Professor Emeritus at Princeton 
University and Board member of the Mellon Foundation, described 
this process in his book The Changing Landscape in Eastern Europe: A 
Personal Perspective on Philanthropy and Technology Transfer (2002).
19 This is how I was awarded a four-month Kosciuszko Foundation 
Fellowship in the USA (1991), followed by a course on library design 
organised by the British Council in the UK (1994). The four months of 
1991 spent in the libraries of the U.  S. East Coast and Midwest, sup-
ported by a subsequent workshop taught by Harry Faulkner-Brown in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne (UK), were turning points in my thinking about 
the modern academic library, and my future within it. I was not alone. 
In fact, it was a kind of shared experience for my generation, taking up 
managerial positions in Polish academic libraries in the 1990s.

Bibliothèques Européennes de Recherche) and CERL (Con-
sortium of European Research Libraries).

Particular attention should be drawn to our relation-
ship with LIBER. This organisation was founded in 1971 
under the auspices of the Council of Europe as an associ-
ation of European research libraries (currently from more 
than 30 countries).20 The overarching aim has been to ac-
tively promote co-operation between libraries and library 
organisations, and to support the operation of a transna-
tional network of European research libraries. An extensive 
network of international co-operation ensures the neces-
sary flow of information and co-operation between Euro-
pean and non-European librarianship. One of the aims was 
to maintain contacts with American librarianship, which 
pioneered modern developments in library technology 
for practically the whole of the 20th century. In the second 
half of the 20th century, they imposed the Anglo-Saxon open 
library model, with free access to collections. It replaced the 
traditional model of academic library organisation to such 
an extent that the US model was adopted as its own in most 
European countries. For developing and Post-Communist 
countries, LIBER prepared a special ‘membership package’ 
including exemption from membership fees, coupled with 
grants to attend annual meetings. This had a tangible effect: 
LIBER ceased to be an elitist organisation limited to libraries 
from the former EEC member states and became a genuine 
representation of the interests of academic libraries from 
all European countries. Contacts with the “expert group”, 
i.  e., the LIBER Architecture Group (LAG) turned out to be 
extremely useful and creative, especially in the context of 
new library buildings being designed and modernised. This 
expert group of architects and librarians was set up in the 
early 1990s, at the time headed by Professor Elmar Mittler, 
Director of Göttingen University Library,21 then succeeded 
by Dr Ulrich Niederer, Director of Lucerne Central and Uni-
versity Library. The biennial international seminars for 
architects and librarians from many European countries 
were an invaluable source of knowledge and inspiration, 
bringing these two communities together with the idea of 
presenting new and modernised library buildings and pro-
viding an excellent opportunity for learning and exchang-
ing experience.22

20 The history of LIBER is described by Esko Häkli, its President in 
1995–1998, in Häkli (2011).
21 The new building of the Library of the University in Göttingen, 
which I visited several times in the first half of the 1990s, became large-
ly a “flagship institution” and a model for the design of the University 
of Warsaw Library building in terms of organising the space for collec-
tions, readers, and librarians in the library of a large university at the 
dawn of the 21st century.
22 Full list of seminars organised by the LIBER Architecture Group and 
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6 �New Buildings for Academic and 
Research Libraries

Access to the experience and knowledge of West European 
librarians, as well as practical know-how competencies 
gained through co-operation, have been of great use to 
Polish librarians in the process of comprehensive renewal 
and modernisation of the academic library infrastructure. 
In many cases, this enabled the development of partner-
ships with designers and contractors at various stages of 
investment. This process peaked in the 1990s and the first 
decade of the 21st century.

The building of the University Library in Warsaw 
(BUW), completed at the turn of 2000, was a key invest-
ment. Those 25 years ago, it set the benchmark for a modern 
library building in this part of Europe. The history of this 
investment project is a good reflection of the nature of Po-
land’s changes in politics, economy, and library operations 
over the last thirty years. The main library of Poland’s 
largest university, perceived by the Communist author-
ities as a breeding ground for political opposition and on 
account of its intellectual background, did not get a new 
building throughout the entire period of the Polish People’s 
Republic, despite operating in the paralysing conditions of 
cramped space in a worn 19th-century building. The deci-
sion to allocate funds for the design and construction of 
a new BUW building was only adopted by the first “Soli-
darity”-based government and its Prime Minister Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki. It was 1990, and the meagre central budget of 
the country was struggling to recover from the economic 
collapse of the declining Communist period while it was 
being reoriented towards a free market economy. The 
design of the BUW building and its subsequent construc-
tion was financed from the rental of the former Communist 
Party headquarters,23 by then used for various commercial 
purposes. Among others, the then fledgling Warsaw Stock 
Exchange had its main office there.

The design was approved in 1994 and the construction 
and the removal of the collections took five years. The final 
result exceeded all expectations and permanently changed 
the spatial and organisational model of a large academic 
library in this part of Europe. There were several factors 
that contributed to this success. First, the political and 
economic sentiment in the second half of the 1990s made 
it possible to implement this project in a way that was in 

proceedings: https://libereurope.eu/working-group/liber-architecture-
working-group-lag/.
23 Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR): http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/
PZPR.

line with the ambitions and vision of its creators.24 Second, 
the building had non-standard architecture: monumental 
postmodernism with strong symbolic accents. Third, the 
functional principles played a role, giving the readers free 
access to the current and most used part of the collection for 
academic teaching.

Fig. 3: University of Warsaw Library (1999). Library interior with free 
access to approximately 1 million volumes, ©Library’ Digital Archive

In East European librarianship, the BUW building is the first 
such full and consistent embodiment of Harry Faulkner-
Brown’s “Ten Rules”.25 Several of them are arguably most 
important in this case: the modularity and flexibility of the 
structure, the open plan of the interior that is amenable 
to any arrangement and the free access to systematically 
arranged collections, guiding readers “from the general to 
the specific” in an evocative way while not limiting their 
individual choices. These features, alongside, of course, the 
quality of the collection, allow BUW librarians to still fight 
a relatively equal battle in ensuring that BUW is effective 
from an educational point of view, useful for research and 
attractive in social terms while facing the flood of informa-
tion on the Web and other challenges of modern technology. 
The new University of Warsaw Library building has also set 
the standards for several other buildings designed for large 
academic libraries. Indeed, its influence is strongest in the 
designs of the university libraries in Wrocław and Gdańsk.

The University of Wrocław Library (BUWr) was created 
by architects previously associated with the design and 
construction of the BUW building.26 The BUWr Library 

24 The design was created by Warsaw architects Marek Budzyński and 
Zbyszek Badowski: http://www.bbk.v-net.pl/.
25 Faulkner-Brown (1994).
26 Designed in 1999, the chief architect for BUWr was Jacek Rzyski, a 
student of Marek Budzyński.

https://libereurope.eu/working-group/liber-architecture-working-group-lag
https://libereurope.eu/working-group/liber-architecture-working-group-lag
http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/PZPR
http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/PZPR
http://www.bbk.v-net.pl
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building, comparable to BUW in size and capacity,27 was 
located on Wrocław’s riverside boulevards and designed 
in the form of two compact blocks. They include the main 
part of the Library, intended for access spaces, general col-
lection storage, including open access, and new collections 
departments, as well as a second part, intended for reading 
rooms, stacks and special collections. The main entrance to 
the Library is through a pedestrian footpath between the 
two parts. The building was officially opened in 2012.

Fig. 4: University of Wrocław Library (2012) on the banks of the River 
Oder, Wrocław, © Fallaner – Praca własna, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=104195634

The building of the Library of the University of Gdańsk 
(BUGd) is equally successful, although on a smaller scale.28 
The architectural format, which makes modest use of ma-
ritime motifs and its function, which is limited to provi-
ding access to current teaching and research collections 
exclusively on open access, has produced a usable and aes-
thetically pleasing effect that is above average for a me-
dium-sized university. Located in the centre of the campus, 
the facility with a usable area of 15 000  sq.m has attracted 
increasing interest and popularity since its opening in 
autumn 2006.

These three projects used spatial and organisational 
solutions that had already been used quite widely in West 
European and US libraries for decades. However, since 
Central and Eastern Europe was deprived of access to 
modern architectural and technological solutions during 
decades of Communist domination, these were avant-garde 
projects. On the one hand, they took account of the devel-
opment of new primarily digital techniques for collecting, 
processing, and providing access to information. On the 

27 The area (excluding services and commercial areas): BUWr  – 
37 000  sq. BUW – 36 000  sq., capacity of both buildings: approx. 4 mil-
lion volumes.
28 Designed in 2001, the lead architect for BUGd was Konrad Tanasie-
wicz.

other, they promoted the noble idea of freeing the reader 
from numbered tables in the reading room and making 
their library work more independent through access to in-
creasingly large areas of printed collections, parallel access 
to networked resources and a variety of other services.

A different path was chosen for the Jagiellonian Library 
(BJ) in Krakow. The extension of the BJ building had been 
already envisaged in Wacław Krzyżanowski’s original 
design, created just before the Second World War. The first 
extension took place in the 1960s and Romuald Loegler’s 
design successfully referred to both earlier phases.29 As a 
result of the latest expansion, the BJ building doubled its 
floor space and storage capacity. The public part of the Jag-
iellonian Library gained a set of new reading rooms for 
science, modern languages and multimedia, and the time 
spent waiting for a book has been reduced to that governed 
by the Telelift transport system (with closed stacks). Already 
this description suggests that the traditional organisation 
of stacks (inaccessible to readers) and accessibility mainly 
through subject-focused/special reading rooms was pre-
served, thus ignoring (in this author’s opinion) the experi-
ence of modern academic libraries with regard to the or-
ganisation of internal library space and its role as a factor 
supporting readers’ library searches and individualised 
working tools.

The previous paragraphs describe just a few of the 
most impressive examples of new and expanded buildings. 
The scale of infrastructure modernisation in Poland was 
much broader, however. In the two decades under review 
(1990–2010): new library buildings were built in more than 
a dozen universities and polytechnics, and almost all aca-

29 1931–1939, construction of the new BJ building, architect Wacław 
Krzyżanowski; 1961–1963, first extension, architect Jerzy Wierzbicki; 
1996–2001, second extension, architect Romuald Loegler: www.loegler.
com.pl/.

Fig. 5: University of Gdańsk Library (2006), Gdańsk, © Zero – 
Praca własna, CC BY 2.5, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.
php?curid=2041527

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=104195634
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=104195634
http://www.loegler.com.pl
http://www.loegler.com.pl
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2041527
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2041527
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demic libraries were modernised, albeit to varying degrees. 
At a somewhat later stage (i.  e., after 2004) this investment 
boom also extended to public and school libraries of all 
sizes and scope. Although neither of them is the subject 
matter of this article, one cannot fail to mention that this 
was enabled by factors such as the launch of the European 
Union’s structural funds and operational programmes30 and 
the support from the Melinda and Bill Gates Foundation.31

7 �After 2004: Poland in the 
European Union, NUKAT, a Shift 
towards a Digital Model for 
Creating and Sharing Research 
Information

After years of major investment then came two decades 
(2004–2023) that also brought significant changes in aca-
demic libraries. This was not so much in terms of infrastruc-
ture, but more in the sphere of technology for collecting, 
processing, distributing, and creating access to research in-
formation: it was no longer just bibliographic information 
but also full-text data. We have now reached a stage where 
data from the overwhelming majority (ca. 90 %) of the cat-
alogues of Polish research libraries are available online, 
both from the websites of libraries/universities and via the 
NUKAT Catalogue. Since 2006, data have been regularly 
exported to the WorldCat Catalogue via monthly updates. 

30 Poland has been a member state of the European Union since 1 May 
2004.
31 In 2005–2015 funding from the Gates Foundation was managed 
by Fundacja Rozwoju Społeczeństwa Informacyjnego, directing these 
funds mainly to public libraries and school libraries in smaller loca-
tions through nationwide programmes and projects, see: https://frsi.
org.pl/en/project/.

They are also available under the ‘Combined Catalogues of 
the National Library’ project (since 2018).32

NUKAT (the National Union Catalogue) deserves a 
separate section in this narrative. According to prevailing 
opinion, it is the largest and longest running joint project 
among academic libraries in Poland (dating back to 2002). 
The idea behind the project was to create a catalogue based 
on co-operative cataloguing in a central database, with each 
bibliographic description entered only once, by the first 
library to create the bibliographic record in the database. 
Other libraries do not repeat this process, they just copy 
the record and add their own location. In its first phase, the 
NUKAT project was co-financed by the A. W. Mellon Foun-
dation and the then Ministry of Science and Higher Edu-
cation. Since 2004, it has had two sources of funding: the 
BUW budget and a special annually renewable grant from 
the Ministry. The average annual cost of running the project 
is approximately PLN 3.5 million.

The project has been run by the University of Warsaw 
Library,33 initially in collaboration with 27 libraries. Twenty 
years later, at the peak of its development, it included data 
from 185 libraries, including all major universities and 
polytechnics. For two decades, it has optimised the pro-
cessing of both current and older collections, enormously 
accelerating the retroconversion of card-based catalogues, 
and extending to more categories of library collections, in-
cluding historical and special collections (manuscripts, old 
prints, maps, musical prints, and 19th-century publications), 
whose cataloguing became possible with the arrival of the 
Polish variants of the MARC21 format for special collections. 
However, the speed of cataloguing is not the only advantage 
of the project. The second equally important aspect refers 
to the clearly defined principles of cataloguing, consistently 
applied since the very beginning, together with control of 
most of the entered data using a parallel list of authority 
records. After 22 years, the project has produced a coher-

32 National Library Project – in 2018, the National Library implement-
ed a nationwide next-generation integrated library system: the Alma 
system and Primo search engine, operating in a cloud-based model 
(SaaS). The implementation also took place at three other major librar-
ies: Jagiellonian Library (together with the libraries of the Jagiellonian 
University’s organisational units), the Voivodship Public Library in Lu-
blin and the Voivodship Public Library in Kielce. The implementation 
in those libraries was the first stage in the construction of a nationwide 
library network platform. Currently, the system covers more than ten 
academic libraries and 109 public libraries.
33 I was not among the creators of the NUKAT project, but I had the 
honour and joy, still as Deputy Director of the University of Warsaw 
Library (BUW), to witness its beginnings (2002), then to support and 
supervise the project as Director of the BUW (2003–2013), and finally to 
manage the project directly for the next decade (2014–2023) as head of 
the NUKAT Centre (an organisational unit at the BUW).

Fig. 6: Jagiellonian Library (2001), Kraków. The extension with the old 
part at the back, photo: W. Kryński

https://frsi.org.pl/en/project
https://frsi.org.pl/en/project
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ent central database of 5 250 000 bibliographic records and 
8 000 000 authority records,34 readable by related projects 
(OCLC, VIAF, CERL/HPB) with which data exchange has been 
going on for years. Data from the NUKAT Catalogue are 
copied to the catalogues of local libraries in Poland about 20 
million times a year on average. Within NUKAT, they form 
an extensive library information network which gradually 
connects metadata from digital libraries, leading readers to 
full texts.

Moving to the topic of digital libraries, I must mention 
that both the National Library and numerous research li-
braries have been running their own digital libraries for 
several years, either independently or in conjunction with 
other libraries in the same region. Those digital libraries 
contain full texts of historical publications from the most 
valuable historical collections hosted by these libraries 
as well as from the public domain. The largest of these, 
POLONA, has been run by the National Library since 2017. 
It was designed to cover the entire Polish cultural, literary, 
and artistic heritage held in the National Library and the 
Jagiellonian Library collections.35 In recent years, another 
11 libraries have included their own digitised collections in 
POLONA, rendering over 4 million digitised publications 
altogether.

However, the National Library was not the pioneer of 
digital libraries in Poland. Instead, this status could be attrib-
uted to the research libraries of the Poznań and Wielkopol-
ski region: as early as in 2002, they launched a project called 
“Wielkopolska Biblioteka Cyfrowa (WBC)”.36 This project, 
which was pioneering at the time, was intended to provide 
full-text access to the historical literary works documenting 
the cultural heritage of the Wielkopolski region. Neverthe-
less, it soon extended its scope to include research publica-
tions, and not only those related to the region. Currently, 
the WBC is co-created by 10 research libraries from Poznań 
and Kórnik as well as the municipal library in Ostrów 
Wielkopolski. The research community in Poznań also 
initiated a nationwide aggregator of content from digital 
libraries, the Federation of Digital Libraries (FBC).37 This 

34 Status of the database as of January 2024.
35 This initiative brought together two projects co-financed by the Eu-
ropean Union from the European Regional Development Fund under 
the Digital Poland 2014–2020 Operational Programme and subsidised 
by the Minister of Culture and National Heritage: POLONA (BN): https://
www.bn.org.pl/projekty/polona-dla-bibliotek-2.0 and PATRIMONI-
UM (BJ): https://bj.uj.edu.pl/scientific-and-cultural-activities/projects/
digitization-of-resources/patrimonium-monuments-of-writing.
36 Wielkopolska Biblioteka Cyfrowa (WBC): https://www.wbc.poznan.
pl/dlibra?language=en.
37 Federation of Digital Libraries (FBC): http://fbc.pionier.net.pl/pro/.

project, commenced in 2007 by the Poznań Supercomputing 
and Networking Centre of the Polish Academy of Sciences, 
enables users to carry out multifaceted searches and offers 
access to digital versions of more than 8 million documents 
provided by Polish libraries, archives, and museums. The 
FBC is part of Europeana, the European Digital Library.

Nowadays, in addition to digital libraries covering his-
torical collections, most academic libraries maintain and 
also run institutional repositories (often in co-operation 
with other university-wide units, such as IT research and 
development centres), which systematically integrate the 
outputs of the university’s current research into digital cir-
culation. In this case too, the Adam Mickiewicz University 
in Poznań was a pioneer with its institutional repository 
AMUR,38 initiated in 2010. This was followed by the repos-
itories in other universities, as well as RCIN, the joint re-
pository operated by the 27 research institutes of the Polish 
Academy of Sciences.39 The nationwide open access policy 
regulations adopted in 201540 are slowly producing results, 
albeit not yet on a 1:1 basis.

To conclude this discussion of new information media, 
technologies of collecting and providing access to informa-
tion, it would be useful to have at least a cursory look at 
the structure of expenditure and costs in Polish academic 
libraries. Despite all that has been said about the very im-
portant support and co-financing from European and US 
grant institutions, the annual budget is the key element in 
the funding and development of any academic library, es-
pecially the maintenance of professional staff. The library’s 
annual budget is part of the overall budget of the parent 
university. The size of the university budget and the algo-
rithm for allocating funds among universities is determined 
by the country’s Ministry of Science and Higher Education.

The analysis of academic libraries in Poland, includ-
ing their funding, has been carried out since 2002 under a 
project called “Analysis of the Functioning of Academic Li-
braries (AFBN)”,41 conducted by six university libraries and 

38 Institutional Repository of the Adam Mickiewicz University in 
Poznań (AMUR): https://lib.amu.edu.pl/repozytorium-amur/.
39 Digital Repository of Research Institutes of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences (RCIN): https://rcin.org.pl/dlibra?language=en.
40 On 23 October 2015 the Ministry of Science and Higher Educa-
tion adopted an open access policy contained in a document entitled 
Kierunki rozwoju otwartego dostępu do publikacji i wyników badań 
naukowych w Polsce [Directions for the development of open access to 
publications and scientific research results in Poland]. The document is 
a set of recommendations to introduce open access at research funders, 
research units, universities, and publishers, including publishers of sci-
entific journals.
41 https://afb.sbp.pl/afbn/.

https://www.bn.org.pl/projekty/polona-dla-bibliotek-2.0
https://www.bn.org.pl/projekty/polona-dla-bibliotek-2.0
https://bj.uj.edu.pl/scientific-and-cultural-activities/projects/digitization-of-resources/patrimonium-monuments-of-writing
https://bj.uj.edu.pl/scientific-and-cultural-activities/projects/digitization-of-resources/patrimonium-monuments-of-writing
https://www.wbc.poznan.pl/dlibra?language=en
https://www.wbc.poznan.pl/dlibra?language=en
http://fbc.pionier.net.pl/pro
https://lib.amu.edu.pl/repozytorium-amur
https://rcin.org.pl/dlibra?language=en
https://afb.sbp.pl/afbn
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coordinated by the Adam Mickiewicz University Library in 
Poznań since 2015, in partnership with the Association of 
Polish Librarians. The database is based on questionnaires 
addressed annually to library directors and it includes 156 
types of statistical data, which are processed into 116 indi-
cators describing key aspects of library activities, including 
the size of and access to collections, space and infrastruc-
ture, number and activity of readers, financial resources, 
both overall and per user.

When we look at basic financial indicators over the 
years, e.  g., the percentage of the library budget in the 
overall university budget, we can see that this indicator 
steadily decreased from 2002 to 2007. The median values 
for public university libraries in this period were respec-
tively: 4.23, 2.74, 2.65, 2.48, 2.44 and 2.72 %.42 This decline 
was halted in the next decade, but still has not exceeded 
3 % at the present day. This also applies to the budgets of 
the libraries run by the so-called “research universities” se-
lected under the amended Act on Higher Education, which 
introduced the nationwide programme called “Excellence 
Initiative – Research University”.43 Unfortunately, the fact 
of “being the main library of a research university” has not 
boosted the budgets of these libraries. The situation has 
been rescued thanks to grants from other sources obtained 
through competitions for grants and special research and 
teaching tasks (extending access to collections, improving 
information literacy, culture-building activities, etc.). This 
is an area where one can see a clear change and difference 
between the elite group of research university libraries, 
where the share of grants from non-budgetary sources is 
between 10 % and 20 %, and the other academic libraries, 
where the same indicator has been declining for a decade, 
from 4.7 % in 2013 to under 1 % in 2021. These libraries are fi-
nanced almost exclusively from the budgets of their parent 
universities.44

What is the structure of expenditure in these libraries? 
The payroll consumes more than 50 % of the budget, acqui-
sitions (printed and electronic) represent 25 %, while the 

42 The respective ratios over a comparable period of time for academ-
ic libraries in selected countries were: 1.38 in Italy in 2006, 4.7 % in Fin-
land in 2008, 3–6 % in Germany in 2008, 3 % in the UK. See Derfert-Wolf 
et al. (2009).
43 The following academic universities were selected in the compe-
tition (ranking list): University of Warsaw, Gdańsk University of Tech-
nology, AGH University of Science and Technology in Krakow, Warsaw 
University of Technology, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Jag-
iellonian University, Gdańsk Medical University, Silesian University 
of Technology, Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, University of 
Wrocław. See Kościewicz and Szczepanowska (2023).
44 Ibid.

remaining 25 % or so covers technical and administrative 
costs. This distribution is not strikingly different from the 
IFLA recommendations set out in the early 21st century, and 
the comparison looks as follows:

Tab. 1: IFLA Cost Structure in a Hypothetical Academic Library and in 
Polish Academic Libraries

  Types of costs IFLA45 AFBN project46 
(for Polish 
academic 
libraries)

1. Costs of personnel 65 % 55 %
2. Costs involved in acquiring library 

collections 
(research publications: monographs, 
journals, e-collections, conservation, 
and preservation of printed collections: 
bindery, microfilming and digitisation)

21 % 24.7 %

3. Current administrative costs (telecommu-
nication and postal fees, ongoing repairs, 
minor renovations, cleaning, and office 
supplies)

 4 %  9.9 %

4. Costs involved in operating the buildings 
(utility bills and facility administration fees, 
servicing contracts and security services)

10 % 10.4 %

It is difficult to briefly summarise the financial condition of 
Polish research libraries, probably because their situation 
is not uniform. The main libraries at large universities are 
doing quite well, both in terms of investment (raising addi-
tional extra-budgetary funds of various origins), building up 
printed and electronic collections and, finally, salaries. The 
last, salaries, have been criticised as too low for as long as I 
can remember, but any comparison with their real value 20 
or 30 years ago shows the enormous positive changes that 
have occurred. However, there are also libraries in small ac-
ademic institutions, with unique niche collections of great 
value, which are funded at scandalously low levels. Will this 
situation ever even out, pro rata to their scale, function, and 
value? This question is difficult to answer.

45 See Ceynowa and Coners (2003).
46 See AFBN: Analiza Funkcjonowania Bibliotek Naukowych w Polsce 
[Analysis of the Functioning of Academic Libraries in Poland] https://
afb.sbp.pl/afbn/.

https://afb.sbp.pl/afbn
https://afb.sbp.pl/afbn
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8 �Recent Years: The Impact of 
Current Policies on Universities 
and their Libraries, the New 
National Library project, the 
War across Poland’s Eastern 
Border, Contacts with Ukrainian 
Librarians

The successes and failures of the last 35 years of Polish aca-
demic libraries cannot be considered in isolation from ‘big 
politics’. The latter has rarely been an ally. Instead, it has 
been a difficult relationship where high expectations have 
been intertwined with a lack of understanding and a sense 
of being underestimated, to put it mildly. Our high hopes, 
like everyone else’s hopes after the 1989 transition, were 
fulfilled insofar as they opened a window onto the world 
but were not backed up by adequate ministerial funding. 
This sentenced libraries to dependence on foreign donors 
and sponsors or, if seen from a positive angle, built librar-
ies’ ties with such entities for many years. We were fortu-
nate since we came across organisations and people genu-
inely involved in the transformation of academic libraries 
in Post-Communist countries, such as George Soros of the 
Open Society Foundation, Richard Quandt of the Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation, and Melinda and Bill Gates. Finally, after 
2004, we received less spectacular, smaller, and scattered, 
but equally important support from EU programmes. Fortu-
nately, they all found partners on the Polish side, primarily 
the numerous non-profit organisations, as well as individu-
als in managerial positions in university structures. Those 
were members of the new staff, brought in through gen-
erational change, and included numerous new and young 
directors of academic libraries – well-educated enthusiasts 
for modern librarianship modelled on Western Europe and 
the United States. The extraordinary potential of such staff 
worked wonders in the initial phase but did cover up for 
all the shortcomings: libraries were still underfunded, they 
lacked money and people with vision in mid-level positions, 
willing to take the risk of co-operating in major structural 
and technological changes. There was also an absence of a 
modern legal framework defining the conditions and scope 
of operation for libraries. In the 1990s, Poland still had an Act 
on Libraries dating back to 1968, which triggered more or 
less coordinated attempts to amend or rewrite it. Several leg-
islative initiatives emerged: institutions such as the National 
Library Board, the Association of Polish Librarians or the Na-
tional Library set up their own dedicated legislative teams or 
expert groups, bringing together prominent librarianship of 

the time. However, neither of those players (whether acting 
in unity or not), had a strong enough influence on the legis-
lature and the Government. In fact, Government Ministers, 
regardless of their political profile, had other priorities, such 
as the law on local government, on cultural activities, on 
education and on higher education. As a result, the topic of 
libraries ‘spilled over’ to different ministries. In the end, the 
new law on libraries that was adopted in June 1997,47 with 
the Minister of Culture the responsible authority, contained a 
multitude of exemptions and delegations to other legislation 
and other ministries. This scattering was felt most painfully 
in the segment of professional conditions. Attempts to define 
the training framework for librarianship, the qualification 
requirements for different positions, and salary scales were 
discussed and agreed upon, unfortunately, mainly between 
librarians from different ministries. The situation was 
shaped differently in public libraries in comparison to school 
libraries and research libraries. Even the latter saw differ-
ences between the conditions for librarians employed in uni-
versities and in research institutes (e.  g., the Polish Academy 
of Sciences). For decades, this disorder had a common de-
nominator, i.  e., the imperfect and gradually anachronistic 
state examination for certified librarians that confirmed the 
highest qualifications and opened opportunities for those 
holding managerial positions. Unfortunately, this changed 
when the profession of a librarian was “liberated” from stat-
utory regulation in 2013 by amending the Act on Higher Edu-
cation. At the same time, the positions of certified librarians 
were erased from the job structure of academic teachers. As 
a professional group within the university structure, librari-
ans were unable to defend the coherence of the profession or 
to effectively lobby for it among the academic decision-mak-
ers, or to propose an alternative solution. This situation has 
been affecting the position of librarians for a full decade 
now, relegating our profession to a niche for idealists, with 
no requirement for specialised training. The latter also leads 
to the redefining of the former institutes of library science 
and information science: they now have new branding and 
undertake to educate almost anyone, on almost any subject, 
sometimes quite distant from librarianship.

Heading slowly towards a summary of the current situ-
ation in Polish academic libraries, I cannot skip a topic that 
has been a concern for us for some time now. In 2018, the 
National Library approached what it considered to be the 
largest and most important academic libraries as well as 
numerous public libraries (here the criteria are not clear), 
offering a library system that is clearly at the forefront of 
global IT solutions for libraries. The project, heralded as 

47 https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=wdu19970 
850539.

https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=wdu19970850539
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“building a nationwide library network through the OMNIS 
2 integrated library resource management system,”48 uses a 
technologically advanced integrated library system (Alma 
software from Ex-Libris, Primo search engine, working in 
the cloud provided by the software provider). As part of the 
project, a single database was developed for the catalogues 
of over a dozen large academic libraries, including the Jag-
iellonian Library, and over a hundred municipal public li-
braries, including those at the primary level. The initiative 
is being joined by more large university libraries that were 
previously part of the NUKAT Catalogue (unlike the National 
Library itself). As a prerequisite to joining the National 
Library project, these libraries must waive their presence in 
the NUKAT Catalogue. The recruitment of further libraries is 
competitive. Attempts to combine the 20-year-old NUKAT bib-
liographic database with the National Library’s new multi- 
search engine49 and to incorporate NUKAT’s methodological 
output into the project have so far been unsuccessful.

Consequently, what does the future hold for the NUKAT 
Catalogue with its five million bibliographic records, eight 
million authority records and 30 years of methodological 
work on the rules of co-operative cataloguing of all kinds 
of library collections in a central database? Despite our 
great efforts, made with the best of our knowledge and in-
tentions, we are in an uncertain situation, and all the ideas 
for the future involve attempts to save NUKAT for libraries 
that remain outside the National Library’s sphere of interest 
(e.  g., due to their narrow specialization) as well as to save 
the standards of quality and consistency in co-operative 
cataloguing. The librarians gathered around NUKAT are 
trying to address the basic demand of our libraries (also the 
ones that are smaller and less important), expressed quite 
strongly in all the discussions so far, namely the preserva-
tion of the coherence and functionality of the NUKAT Cata-
logue. Who for? Well, for all those libraries that will not join 
the National Library project for three, five or maybe ten 
years. We assume that if further funding is obtained from 
the Ministry, the NUKAT Catalogue will continue to operate. 
We have plans to move to an open-source platform since it 
requires much less investment than a commercial system.

Therefore, after 35 years of working to develop Poland’s 
research libraries, we are in a rather peculiar situation: we 
have a lot of achievements (in technology, methodology, 
image), but we are trying to start building from scratch. 
Maybe the result will be better, more modern, friendlier 

48 The project is part of the National Reading Development Programme 
2.0 for 2021–2025: https://www.bn.org.pl/dla-bibliotekarzy/narodowy-
program-rozwoju-czytelnictwa-2.0.
49 After being renamed a few times, this multi-search engine is now 
called the “National Library Combined Catalogues”.

to the ordinary person? But why do we have to build from 
scratch once again, destroying something that has already 
been built? This is unclear.50

Regardless of our internal problems, there has been a 
war going on for the past two years behind Poland’s Eastern 
border. As I am writing these words, the end of the war is still 
not in sight. Like any other war, this one is affecting Ukrainian 
academic and cultural institutions, including libraries, with 
all its devastating force. We are maintaining working contact 
with colleagues from Ukrainian libraries, both centrally (the 
Polish Librarians’ Association co-operates with its Ukrain-
ian counterpart, and the same is true for both National Li-
braries in our respective countries) and in various regional 
centres. However, we are not able to speak of specific librar-
ianship-related forms of assistance, differing from the activ-
ities for Ukrainian refugees undertaken by the central gov-
ernment and the majority of local authorities, acting under 
a special law on assistance to citizens of Ukraine.51 So far, 
we have not offered help in evacuating endangered library 
collections from Ukraine to Poland based on the perception 
(correct or not) that such an initiative would not necessarily 
be well received by our Ukrainian partners (unfortunately, 
the trauma of numerous wartime relocations of cultural 
assets is still alive in this region of Europe). Nevertheless, 
public and academic libraries have been quite efficient in 
other types of assistance. Public libraries and school librar-
ies have focused on serving Ukrainian readers, mainly the 
young, while academic libraries have become actively in-
volved in serving Ukrainian students (in the academic year 
2022/2023, there were almost 50 000 in Poland).52 This has 
not been particularly difficult since Ukrainian students and 
doctoral candidates at Polish universities use more or less 
the same resources as everyone else. As far as professional 
contacts are concerned, they do touch upon the issue of re-
building Ukrainian libraries after the war, and we also share 
our experiences from the last decades of our technological 
and methodological progress, including the transition to 
international standards of bibliographic description, etc. 
Polish professional journals have published several texts on 

50 The most comprehensive analysis of the National Library project 
was presented by Professor Jerzy Franke in his articles from 2021 to 
2024.
51 Polish law on assistance to citizens of Ukraine in connection with 
the armed conflict on the territory of that country: https://isap.sejm.
gov.pl/isap.nsf/download.xsp/WDU20220000583/U/D20220583Lj.pdf.
52 The University of Warsaw alone, where more than 8 000 Ukrain-
ian students and doctoral candidates received free-of-charge degree 
programmes in the academic year 2022/2023, runs several support 
programmes for Ukrainian researchers and students, including those 
that are part of the University’s international European co-operation: 
https://en.uw.edu.pl/4eu-for-ukraine-with-the-nawa-funding/.
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https://en.uw.edu.pl/4eu-for-ukraine-with-the-nawa-funding
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Ukrainian libraries, their situation under the war and future 
plans. The first text is a sobering analysis of the reactions 
of the international library community to the appeal issued 
by the Association of Polish Librarians to exclude Russian 
organisations and libraries from IFLA.53 Then the EBIB (Elec-
tronic Library) Association offered the pages of one of its 
bulletins to Ukrainian librarians so that they could share 
battlefield stories and plans for “after the war” with their 
Polish colleagues.54 It is currently difficult to predict what 
the coming year will bring, and it is difficult to plan future 
co-operation under the conditions of the ongoing war.

9 �Final Remarks
Thirty-five years of a free market and free technology trans-
fer have enabled Poland to make up for the disadvantages of 
the coarse period of Communist Poland also in the domain of 
libraries. The new buildings for academic libraries, central 
bibliographic information and catalogues linked to global 
bibliographic services and, finally, networked access to li-
censed and open access information resources are the best 
evidence. At the moment, librarians in Poland are struggling 
with the same dilemmas as the rest of the world, and it is 
hoped that our problems do not extend beyond those. How 
and why should we create new buildings for libraries, when 
we are increasingly finding that the only problem with 
paper-based resources is the problem of their high-den-
sity storage? How far will the digitisation of information 
sources change the role and working style of a research 
library? How about its space organisation? Is physical space 
going to be needed at all? What kind of developments can 
we expect in the technology for creating and sharing digital 
information, which is already transgressing the limits of our 
imagination? Will AI replace the library and the librarian? 
Making sound predictions is difficult here …

Libraries in Poland, much like everywhere else in the 
world, have turned into a virtual space. However, they have 
not ceased to be a physical place, a space for intellectual and 
social interaction among readers and librarians. And it can 
be hoped that this kind of social activity, and this style of 
free yet not chaotic access to resources and information of 
all kinds can be preserved for as long as possible in the new 
locations of libraries in Poland and Europe, for the common 
benefit of the next generations of our readers.

53 Wiorogórska (2022).
54 Biuletyn EBIB (2023).
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