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	This qualitative study investigates the systemic barriers hindering the realization of a public library in Kwa-Mhlanga, a rural village in Mpumalanga, South Africa. While often viewed as mere infrastructure, the library represents a vital "living room" for a community currently denied its right to information. Adopting an interpretivist paradigm, the research engaged fifty participants ranging from community members and traditional leaders to local officials to capture the lived reality of this developmental vacuum. Through semi-structured interviews and focus groups, data were analyzed thematically to uncover why the "first brick" has yet to be laid. The findings identify a critical triad of obstacles: severe financial constraints driven by unallocated budgets; bureaucratic inertia caused by fragmented mandates; and political apathy, where intellectual growth is sacrificed for more visible, revenue-generating projects. Crucially, the study reveals a painful paradox: while physical land is available and traditional leaders offer strong cultural support, these community assets are neutralized by governance failures. By providing a nuanced, pre-implementation analysis, this study moves beyond generic challenges to expose the human cost of systemic resistance. It concludes that bridging the gap between community need and institutional action requires a multi-pronged strategy: securing ring-fenced statutory funding, establishing streamlined inter-departmental task forces, and fostering sustained participatory co-design. Only through these human-centered interventions can the library transition from a stalled promise to a sustainable sanctuary for lifelong learning and community dignity.
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	ABSTRAK
Studi kualitatif ini menyelidiki hambatan sistemik yang menghambat terwujudnya perpustakaan umum di Kwa-Mhlanga, sebuah desa terpencil di Mpumalanga, Afrika Selatan. Meskipun sering dipandang hanya sebagai infrastruktur, perpustakaan tersebut merupakan "ruang tamu" yang vital bagi komunitas yang saat ini haknya atas informasi ditolak. Dengan mengadopsi paradigma interpretatif, penelitian ini melibatkan lima puluh partisipan—mulai dari anggota komunitas dan pemimpin tradisional hingga pejabat lokal—untuk menangkap realitas kehidupan dari kekosongan pembangunan ini. Melalui wawancara semi-terstruktur dan kelompok fokus, data dianalisis secara tematik untuk mengungkap mengapa "batu bata pertama" belum diletakkan. Temuan mengidentifikasi tiga hambatan penting: kendala keuangan yang parah akibat anggaran yang tidak dialokasikan; inersia birokrasi yang disebabkan oleh mandat yang terfragmentasi; dan apati politik, di mana pertumbuhan intelektual dikorbankan untuk proyek-proyek yang lebih terlihat dan menghasilkan pendapatan. Yang terpenting, studi ini mengungkapkan paradoks yang menyakitkan: meskipun lahan fisik tersedia dan pemimpin tradisional menawarkan dukungan budaya yang kuat, aset komunitas ini dinetralisir oleh kegagalan tata kelola. Dengan memberikan analisis pra-implementasi yang bernuansa, studi ini melampaui tantangan umum untuk mengungkap dampak kemanusiaan dari resistensi sistemik. Studi ini menyimpulkan bahwa menjembatani kesenjangan antara kebutuhan masyarakat dan tindakan kelembagaan membutuhkan strategi multi-aspek: mengamankan pendanaan resmi yang dialokasikan secara khusus, membentuk gugus tugas antar departemen yang efisien, dan mendorong perancangan bersama partisipatif yang berkelanjutan. Hanya melalui intervensi yang berpusat pada manusia inilah perpustakaan dapat bertransisi dari janji yang terhenti menjadi tempat perlindungan yang berkelanjutan untuk pembelajaran sepanjang hayat dan martabat masyarakat.
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1. INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]Public libraries serve as critical social infrastructure, providing equitable access to information, fostering literacy, supporting lifelong learning, and enhancing community development (IFLA, 2020). In South Africa, however, significant disparities exist between urban and rural areas in terms of access to such facilities. Rural communities, like Kwa-Mhlanga in Mpumalanga, often remain underserved, perpetuating cycles of informational poverty and limiting opportunities for educational and socio-economic advancement (Mojapelo, 2020). Recent empirical research by Aruleba and Jere (2022) characterizes this as a "socio-spatial phenomenon," where resource scarcity in rural South Africa is not merely a lack of items but is shaped by deep-seated socio-economic inequalities that hinder digital and physical inclusion. The absence of public libraries in these regions exacerbates existing inequalities, as residents lack a centralized hub for accessing books, digital resources, and educational programs. This gap in public service infrastructure directly undermines national goals of inclusive development and the constitutional right to access information (Republic of South Africa, 1996).
While the importance of public libraries is well-documented in global literature, there is a paucity of context-specific, qualitative research examining the multifaceted barriers to their establishment in rural South African settings. Existing studies, such as those by Bopape (2021) and Mojapelo (2020), have highlighted generic challenges like funding and infrastructure. However, Sibiya and Chuma (2021) argue that the primary failure often lies in the "dissemination and utilization" model, where libraries fail when they do not align with specific community information needs. Furthermore, Cullen (2024) highlights that rural centers continue to lag behind national digital transformation efforts due to fragmented mandates between provincial and local government tiers. A nuanced investigation into the interplay of financial, bureaucratic, political, and social factors within a specific rural community like Kwa-Mhlanga is lacking. Furthermore, much of the available literature tends to focus on libraries that are already operational, rather than the pre-implementation phase, leaving a critical gap in understanding the obstacles that prevent a library from being built in the first place (Dent, 2014). This study will address this gap by providing an in-depth, localized analysis of the impediments faced by a community actively seeking to establish a public library.
The primary objective of this research is to identify and analyse the specific barriers hindering the implementation of a public library in Kwa-Mhlanga village. It seeks to move beyond a superficial listing of challenges to understand their systemic and interconnected nature. According to Nwagwu (2025), rural information centers in South Africa are currently failing to act as "knowledge hubs" because of persistent infrastructure lags that are often ignored in high-level policy documents. The study is guided by the central aim of exploring the community's need for a library and the obstacles preventing its realization, as outlined in the manuscript's purpose to "identify the barriers to its implementation, and determine the success factors necessary for its establishment." By focusing on a single, defined rural community, the research provides a granular view of how national policy constraints, local governance issues, and community dynamics converge to stall development projects, thereby offering insights that can inform more effective, context-sensitive strategies for rural library development in South Africa and similar contexts.
The establishment of public libraries in rural South Africa is fundamentally obstructed by a complex, systemic convergence of barriers rather than isolated challenges. Scholarly consensus positions chronic financial deprivation as the primary obstacle, but this is critically compounded by weak governance, political neglect, and infrastructural deficits, creating a cycle of developmental stagnation (Mojapelo, 2020; IFLA, 2020). Bopape et al. (2021) empirically confirm that these challenges lead to "low remuneration and insufficient funding," which cripples efficient service delivery from the outset. This multifaceted impediment argues against simplistic solutions; merely allocating funds without addressing concurrent bureaucratic and political failures is destined to repeat historical patterns of project abandonment. Eyo (2024) affirms that the core mission of library service delivery is being undermined across developing nations because chronic underfunding is treated as a secondary issue rather than a primary human rights violation. The literature reveals that rural library initiatives are often casualties of a broader policy environment that prioritizes immediate, tangible services like water and housing over long-term educational infrastructure, relegating libraries to perpetual "future projects" (Bopape, 2021). 
This systemic marginalization is a direct contravention of constitutional mandates for equitable access to information and education, positioning the library not as a luxury but as an unfulfilled pillar of social justice (Republic of South Africa, 1996). Shabangu (2025) argues that this digital and informational gap in rural South Africa constitutes a form of "structural violence" against marginalized learners. Therefore, the central obstacle is a governance failure to recognize and operationalize libraries as essential public goods worthy of protected, multi-year budgetary commitments and integrated development planning. Zondi and Ehiane (2025) emphasize that the absence of "good governance" principles in public sector institutions leads to the very irregularities and slow service delivery observed in rural library projects. Implementing public libraries in rural South Africa is a complex task shaped by historical imbalances, geographic isolation, and severe resource constraints. While the Department of Sport, Arts and Culture (DSAC) and the National Library of South Africa (NLSA) have made strides, significant barriers persist that prevent these facilities from becoming effective knowledge hubs. Table 1 summarizes the current statistical trends and identified barriers based on recent reports and academic studies (2024–2026).




Table 1: Current Statistics and Barriers to Rural Library Implementation
	Category
	Key Statistics/ Indicators
	Primary Barriers

	Physical Access
	68% of rural users travel >2km to access a library (Mahwasane, 2024).
	Geographic Isolation: Scattered dwellings make centralized library placement ineffective for deep rural communities.

	ICT and Connectivity
	~30% of library users are satisfied with ICT resources (Mahwasane, 2024).
	The Digital Divide: Persistent internet outages, lack of hardware, and load-shedding (electricity instability) (Nwagwu, 2025). Khanya (2021) identifies high data costs as a "hindrance."

	Funding and Budget
	R6.2 billion total DSAC budget (2024/25), yet only 81% of targets met (DSAC, 2025).
	Budget Misallocation: Insufficient funds for operational costs, such as transport for outreach and maintenance of rural buildings. Malekana and Chuma (2025) cite outdated collections due to poor local allocations.

	Human Resources
	<1% vacancy filling rate (7 out of 700+) in key departments (Stats SA, 2025).
	Staffing Crisis: High vacancy rates, lack of skilled librarians in rural areas, and low employee retention (Mousaion, 2025). Mousaion (2025) identifies "red tape" and "political interference" as barriers to retention.

	User Engagement
	70% of rural residents do not use existing library facilities frequently (Mahwasane, 2024).
	Social Barriers: Low digital literacy, limited community awareness, and outdated or irrelevant book collections (Bopape et al., 2021). Wojciechowska (2021) argues that a lack of "social capital" prevents community trust.



The obstacle is perpetuated by a critical disconnect between national policy rhetoric and local implementation capacity. While frameworks like the National Library of South Africa Act (No. 92 of 1998) outline a vision for inclusive library services, the devolution of responsibility to impoverished rural municipalities without commensurate resource transfers renders these policies ineffective (Lor, 2018). Dzomira (2024) observes that South African municipal governments struggle with service delivery because of a lack of accountability in local library projects. This implementation gap creates a vacuum where well-intentioned proposals falter, not due to a lack of community need, but due to an absence of actionable pathways from policy to practice. International literature supports this, indicating that in developing contexts, the obstacle is rarely a lack of awareness but a failure in the "translation" of policy into sustained, locally-managed action (Dent, 2014). As Pashapa (2025) notes, "information asymmetry" exists because those in charge of services often control the digital and physical spaces, hindering rural development. Consequently, overcoming the overarching obstacle requires a dual approach: aggressive advocacy to reposition libraries in political agendas and the simultaneous strengthening of local state capacity for project execution and management.
The establishment of public libraries in underserved regions is frequently paralyzed by a systemic battle for resources, where informational hubs are deprioritized in favor of more visible physical infrastructure (Evans, 2015). Malekana and Chuma (2025) provide evidence that the Springs Public Library and, by extension, others in similar economic zones suffer from "stagnant service delivery" when budgets are redirected to other municipal needs. This neglect ignores the constitutional imperative to provide equitable access to knowledge, creating a cycle where the most vulnerable communities remain the least supported (Bundy, 2005; Fourie, 2012; Mostert, 2020). Even when initial construction is successful, a lack of predictable, legally protected funding often leads to "development by abandonment," leaving promising facilities to wither into irrelevant shells (Evans, 2015; Stilwell, 2013). To secure institutional longevity, the sector must move beyond one-off grants and confront the fiscal mismanagement and corruption that threaten to drain communal assets (Makhubela, 2021; Mostert, 2020).
Beyond financial constraints, the modern library faces an infrastructural and bureaucratic crisis that risks turning rural facilities into "monuments to informational poverty" (Bundy, 2005). A functional library requires a commitment to "sustainable custodianship," ensuring it is a resilient node equipped with reliable power and high-speed internet (Stilwell, 2013; Makhubela, 2021). Nwagwu (2025) emphasizes that without "robust technological infrastructure," these rural centers cannot bridge the digital divide. However, these projects often become lost in a maze of "functional ambiguity," where fragmented responsibility between government departments leads to administrative paralysis (Alemna, 2010; Kargbo, 2012). Mousaion (2025) describes these bureaucratic hurdles as "Herculean tasks" that impede the very sustainability of the libraries. Furthermore, rigid procurement systems frequently favor distant contractors over local expertise, stifling the very community-led construction that could foster local pride and reduce costs (Issa & Adeyinka, 2014).
Politically, libraries are often marginalized because their long-term social benefits do not fit the short-term "win" cycles or immediate photo opportunities that dominate political agendas (Goulding, 2006; Varheim, 2014). When budgets tighten, libraries are frequently the first services to be cut in favor of projects with more tangible electoral returns, such as housing or roads (Buschman, 2019). Dzomira (2024) points out that libraries suffer from "political interference" where intellectual growth is sacrificed for projects that generate more immediate visibility. To break this pattern of neglect, the sector must reframe libraries as essential engines for job creation, digital equity, and early childhood development (Goulding, 2006; Buschman, 2019). By weaving library mandates into national law as non-negotiable infrastructure, the government can insulate these institutions from the fluctuating whims of shifting political administrations (Varheim, 2014).
The success of a public library depends on dismantling the perceived "resistance" of marginalized communities, which is often a rational skepticism born from a history of broken institutional promises (Mehra et al., 2009). Wojciechowska (2021) posits that libraries must foster "societal trust" and "community networks" to be successful in rural settings. When libraries are imposed as cold, irrelevant monuments, they risk social exclusion and passive disengagement (Lor, 2019; Mooko, 2005). The barrier is not a community’s culture, but an institutional failure to respect their lived realities and survival priorities (Mehra & Srinivasan, 2007; Lor, 2019). Dalmer et al. (2022) explore how "bridging social capital" in library settings can connect residents to wider opportunities, but only if the physical infrastructure is present to host such interactions. By adopting a "co-creation model" that transforms the library into a vibrant, community-owned "living room," planners can bridge the gap between abstract services and tangible needs (Mehra et al., 2009; Johnson, 2010). Ultimately, the library only becomes a trusted asset when the people it serves are recognized as the true architects of their own future (Johnson, 2010).

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
Figure 1 illustrates the Triadic Framework for Understanding Rural Library Implementation Barriers in Kwa-Mhlanga. These three lenses are not just separate ideas; they breathe together to reveal the human heart of Kwa-Mhlanga’s struggle.


The absent library in Kwa-Mhlanga
Systematic barriers to library implementation
· Governance theory
· Political economy theory
· Public goods theory






Figure 1. The Triadic Framework

To understand why Kwa-Mhlanga remains underserved, researchers look through three human-centred lenses:
a. Public Goods Theory (The Heart): Drawing from the groundwork laid by Samuelson (1954) and later expanded by Kaul and Mendoza (2003), this study views the library as a shared community treasure defined by two simple truths: it is non-rivalrous, meaning one person’s light of discovery does not dim the next person's, and it is non-excludable, ensuring the door remains open to everyone regardless of their status. This lens honours the library as a "living room" for the community, a space that belongs to everyone and serves the fundamental right to know. It helps us understand the "rational skepticism" of residents who must choose between the long-term dream of a library and the immediate survival needs of water and housing.
b. Political Economy Theory (The Power): As developed by scholars such as Mosco (2009) and expanded by Ferguson (2015), this lens examines the human cost of power, how political agendas decide who receives resources, and how money influences those choices. At its heart, it asks the painful yet vital question of the community: who gets what, why, and who is left to pay the price? This lens exposes the "systemic battle for resources". It explains the heartbreak of a community seeing its intellectual growth sacrificed because libraries don't turn a profit or provide the quick "political wins" that more visible infrastructure projects offer.
c. Governance Theory (The System): Building on the insights of Rhodes (1996), Stoker (1998), and Hyden’s (2008) focus on African contexts, this lens looks past cold organizational charts to the real-world pulse of human networks and relationships. It moves beyond the "official" rules to ask the heart of the matter: how do these institutions actually serve people or fail them in the messy reality of daily life? This lens navigates the "red tape" and "administrative paralysis" that leaves the community in a vacuum. It humanizes the frustration of waiting for a "first brick" that is constantly delayed by fragmented departments, unclear mandates, and slow-moving bureaucracy.
By weaving these three theories together, the researchers move beyond dry academic analysis to capture the "full texture of frustration" felt by the people of Kwa-Mhlanga. This framework allows the researchers to respect the high-level structural forces at play while never losing sight of the real people caught in the middle.

2. METHOD
[bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]The study employed a qualitative research approach, situated within the interpretivism paradigm, to gain an in-depth understanding of the subjective experiences and perceptions of the Kwa-Mhlanga community regarding the need for and barriers to a public library. Qualitative methodology is particularly suited for exploring complex social phenomena where the aim is to understand the meanings people ascribe to their experiences within specific contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Aligning with this, the research utilized purposeful sampling, a non-probability technique where participants are selected based on their ability to provide rich, relevant information pertaining to the research questions (Palinkas et al., 2015). A total of fifty individuals were deliberately chosen from various classifications, including community members, traditional leaders, business forum representatives, and local government officials, to ensure a comprehensive range of perspectives from the rural areas of Kwa-Mhlanga, Mpumalanga.

Data Collection Methods
Data were collected through two primary methods: organized interviews and discussion groups (focus groups). The use of semi-structured interviews allowed for guided, in-depth conversations where participants could elaborate on their views regarding financial constraints, bureaucratic challenges, and community support. Concurrently, discussion groups facilitated dynamic interaction among participants, enabling the researchers to observe the construction of shared meanings and consensus on issues such as political disinterest and infrastructural limitations (Krueger & Casey, 2015). This triangulation of methods enhanced the credibility and depth of the data, providing a robust foundation for understanding the acute requirement for a public library that participants consistently expressed.

Data Analysis
The collected data were subjected to thematic analysis, a systematic process for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This involved familiarization with the data through repeated reading, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and finally producing the analytical report. Thematic analysis was appropriate for this study as it allowed the researchers to interpret both the explicit and latent meanings in participants' narratives, leading to the identification of core thematic barriers such as financial limitations, bureaucratic impediments, and political challenges. This rigorous analytical process ensured that the findings were deeply rooted in the participants' own words and contexts, thereby providing valid insights into the obstacles hindering library implementation in Kwa-Mhlanga.

Research Rigor and Data Integrity
In this study, the researchers reached data saturation by engaging a diverse group of fifty participants, including community members, traditional leaders, and government officials, whose collective narratives provided a comprehensive and exhaustive view of the barriers in Kwa-Mhlanga. To ensure the findings were trustworthy, the team leaned on method triangulation, combining semi-structured interviews with focus group discussions to cross-verify the insights shared by different groups. Credibility was further strengthened through a rigorous thematic analysis that stayed "deeply rooted" in the participants' own words, ensuring the results reflected their lived realities. While the paper explicitly highlights method triangulation as a key validation tool to enhance depth and credibility, it does not specifically detail other individual techniques like member checking, nor does it provide separate, explicit descriptions for the procedural steps of dependability or confirmability beyond the overarching "rigorous analytical process" used to interpret the data.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
This study takes a deep, human-centred look at the various systemic hurdles that have left the Kwa-Mhlanga community without a public library, moving beyond simple statistics to understand the real-world frustrations of the people living there. By exploring the lived experiences of residents and officials alike, the research reveals how a complex mix of financial neglect, infrastructural limitations, challenges, bureaucratic red tape, cultural and social factors, political apathy, and resistance posed obstacles has effectively stalled the community's progress.

Financial Barriers in Attempting to Establish a Public Library
At the heart of the struggle for the Kwa-Mhlanga public library is a stark lack of funding, leaving the community’s information needs unmet. Residents feel this abandonment personally, with one participant noting, “There is no budget allocated strictly to meet information needs by means of building a library” [P13], while another pointed to a lack of political will, stating “those who are in power to influence the budget are silent” [P19]. This local frustration is backed by officials who admit that “the subsequent financial cuts affected all provinces” [P32], but a sense of betrayal worsens the crisis; as one resident noted, “contractors are paid for unperformed work, resulting in project abandonment” [P20]. This shows that the problem is not just an empty treasury, but a culture of fiscal mismanagement that drains resources before they can ever help the public.
These local experiences mirror a broader national trend where rural libraries are often forced to compete for survival against other basic needs like roads and water. Research confirms that insufficient funding and corruption are the primary reasons these projects stall in South African provinces (Mojapelo, 2020), while the shift toward local-level budgeting has left rural municipalities without the steady funds needed to keep doors open (Bopape, 2021). Relying on inconsistent donors or small government grants simply is not sustainable (IFLA, 2020). To move forward, we must stop treating libraries as an afterthought in municipal planning and instead secure "multi-year budget commitments" and "community monitoring mechanisms" (UNESCO, 2020). Only by making the budget transparent and protected can we ensure that every cent intended for learning actually reaches the people of Kwa-Mhlanga.

Infrastructural Limitations Challenges
In Kwa-Mhlanga, the path to a new library is not blocked by a lack of space, but by a lack of action. Residents see plenty of potential, noting that “the area is big and there are many open spaces where the library can be built” [P17, P23]. Sadly, because the government moves so slowly, these promising sites are often lost, as “because implementation does not occur, individuals occupy the space illegally” [P6]. Officials admit that the real problem is that construction has been pushed aside due to “infrastructure budgetary constraints emanating from budget cuts” [P33]. It is a frustrating cycle where the land is ready, and the community is waiting, but administrative delays and shrinking budgets keep the first brick from ever being laid.
This situation mirrors a wider struggle across rural South Africa, where the biggest hurdle is not finding a plot of land, but finding the money and the will to build (IFLA, 2020; UNESCO, 2020). Even when a building finally goes up, the challenge continues; without a plan for "preventive maintenance" and reliable utilities, libraries can quickly become empty shells (Mojapelo, 2020). Often, these spaces are crippled by a lack of high-speed internet, "unreliable electricity," and "maintenance neglect" (Bopape, 2021; Ledwaba, 2023). To truly serve Kwa-Mhlanga, a library needs more than just a roof; it requires a long-term commitment to high-speed ICT connectivity and a steady maintenance budget to ensure it remains a functional gateway to the world.

Bureaucratic Challenges Impeded
Findings indicated that bureaucratic red tape, unclear policy frameworks, and poor coordination among stakeholders impede the library’s implementation. Participants noted, “Yes, the red tape, the tendering system, and all the forums stand in the way of infrastructure development” [P3], and “there is a lack of coordination and communication between the different stakeholders involved in the project” [P30]. Despite local administrative support from Thembisile Hani Municipality, lengthy approval processes at higher levels continue to delay project initiation. These administrative bottlenecks reveal systemic weaknesses in intergovernmental cooperation. Such findings align with IFLA’s (2020) analysis that bureaucratic complexity often deters effective library governance, particularly where library services are shared among multiple departments. 
UNESCO (2020) likewise identifies fragmented mandates and slow procurement systems as common barriers to rural library implementation. Mojapelo (2020) also noted that bureaucratic rigidity, particularly in funding procedures, undermines efficiency and discourages innovative approaches such as community-run libraries. These global and national patterns mirror the bureaucratic challenges observed in Kwa-Mhlanga. The lack of “clear policies and procedures” and overlapping roles among departments weaken accountability (Bopape, 2021). To mitigate these challenges, UNESCO (2020) recommends streamlined administrative procedures and interdepartmental task forces to enhance coordination. Simplifying bureaucratic processes and decentralizing decision-making authority would enable local administrations to respond more efficiently to rural library development needs.

Cultural and Social Factors as Barriers in Establishing a Public Library
The study revealed that cultural and social factors do not pose major barriers to establishing a library in Kwa-Mhlanga village. Participants affirmed that “all traditional leaders support the idea of the implementation of a library in our village” [P5] and “the whole community needs a public library, including our traditional leaders and business forums” [P24]. This consensus indicates strong communal endorsement. Nevertheless, some participants observed that low awareness and literacy levels might limit engagement once the library is established, suggesting that social inclusion strategies will still be necessary. These findings correspond with the literature emphasizing the cultural adaptability of libraries. Dent (2014) and Lizazi-Mbanga (2021) both note that libraries function best when they embed local culture, languages, and practices into their programming.
UNESCO (2020) supports this, highlighting that cultural sensitivity enhances community ownership and participation. The Kwa-Mhlanga context, where cultural leaders actively support implementation, offers an enabling environment for participatory library design that reflects local traditions and learning styles. The implications are significant: while culture is not an obstacle, it can serve as a foundation for success. Integrating indigenous languages, oral storytelling, and traditional knowledge into library services could strengthen the institution’s cultural legitimacy. As Lizazi-Mbanga (2021) suggests, culturally responsive libraries act as both information centres and community identity hubs. Therefore, decision-makers must leverage this cultural support to ensure the library’s long-term sustainability and relevance.


Political Challenges Affecting the Implementation of a Public Library
In Kwa-Mhlanga, the path to a local library is blocked by a political system that often fails to see the value in what it cannot sell. Residents feel this neglect personally, with one participant pointing out that “political leaders do not consider the library as a priority” [P11], largely because “the council will not generate income from them” [P34]. This frustration is shared even by department officials, who admit that projects are constantly being pushed aside due to “reprioritising of projects due to budgetary constraints emanating from national fiscus limitations” [P32]. It is a discouraging reality where social hubs for learning are sacrificed for projects that offer more immediate financial or political returns, leaving the community's intellectual growth at the bottom of the list.
This local struggle is a clear example of a global trend where libraries are pushed to the margins because they do not turn a profit (IFLA, 2020; UNESCO, 2020). Whether it is "political instability" causing leaders to abandon old promises (Bopape, 2021) or funds being "diverted" to other emergencies (Ramsetty & Adams, 2020), the result is that libraries remain underfunded and overlooked. To change this, we must stop viewing libraries as quiet, optional spaces and start seeing them as vital tools for "job creation, e-learning, and civic empowerment" (UNESCO, 2020). By framing libraries as essential engines for economic and social progress, we can build the "political legitimacy" needed to ensure they are protected by law and funded for the long haul.

Resistance Posed Obstacles to Establishing a Public Library
In Kwa-Mhlanga, the idea that the community is "resisting" a new library is largely a misunderstanding; in fact, most people are eager for it, believing that “having a public library will save travel expenses and bring educational, economic, and social advancement” [P22]. While there is no outright opposition, there is a practical tension because “certain community members prioritize healthcare, housing, and jobs over a library” [P14]. This is not a rejection of culture or learning, but a rational response to the daily struggle of living without basic needs. It highlights that any hesitation is not about the library itself, but about a community making tough choices between immediate survival and long-term growth.
To turn this hesitation into support, we have to move away from top-down planning and embrace a "co-design approach" that makes residents the architects of their own space (Lizazi-Mbanga, 2021). As research suggests, resistance usually fades when people are actually consulted and given a sense of ownership from the very beginning (Mojapelo, 2020; IFLA, 2020). By launching awareness programs that show exactly how a library can help someone find a job or succeed in school, we can bridge the gap between "survival priorities" and the long-term benefits of information access. When a community is engaged and informed, the library stops being an abstract project and becomes a powerful local asset that they will fight to protect.

4. CONCLUSION
This study conclusively identifies an interconnected web of systemic barriers preventing the establishment of a public library in Kwa-Mhlanga village, with financial constraints, political disinterest, and bureaucratic inefficiencies forming the primary triad of obstacles. While land and cultural support are available, the initiative is paralyzed by a lack of dedicated funding, reprioritization within strained government budgets, and administrative red tape that delays project initiation indefinitely. The research successfully fills a critical gap in the literature by providing a granular, qualitative analysis of the pre-implementation phase in a specific rural South African context, moving beyond generic challenges to reveal how governance failures and political economy directly thwart community aspiration. However, the study is limited by its localized, qualitative scope within a single village, and its reliance on participant perceptions, which, while rich, cannot be statistically generalized to all rural settings.
Based on these findings, concrete recommendations are imperative. First, advocacy must shift to embed library development within mandatory, ring-fenced provincial grants for educational infrastructure, insulating it from discretionary cuts. Second, an inter-departmental task force with streamlined authority should be established to bypass bureaucratic fragmentation. Finally, sustained participatory planning with the community is essential to co-design a library model that demonstrates immediate value, such as offering digital literacy training and e-government access, thereby transforming latent support into active, long-term ownership and ensuring the project’s transition from perpetual plan to tangible public good.
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terwujudnya perpustakaan umum


 


di Kwa
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Mhlanga, sebuah desa terpencil di 


Mpumalanga, Afrika Selatan. Meskipun sering dipandang hanya sebagai 


infrastruktur, perpustakaan tersebut merupakan "ruang tamu" yang vital bagi 


komunitas yang saat ini haknya atas informasi ditolak. Dengan mengadop
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