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OVERSIGHT: THE NEW YORK CITY PUBLIC LIBRARY SYSTEMS

..Body

On Tuesday, November 26, 2002, the City Council’s Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member José M. Serrano, will conduct an oversight hearing on the City’s public library systems, which is comprised of the New York Public Library, the Brooklyn Public Library and the Queens Borough Public Library.  Invited to testify at the hearing are Mr. Paul LeClerc, President and CEO of the New York Public Library, Mrs. Siobhan Reardon, Acting Executive Director of the Brooklyn Public Library, and Mr. Gary E. Strong, Director of the Queens Borough Public Library. 

BACKGROUND


In New York City, public library services are provided through three independent library systems.
  The New York Public Library serves Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx. The Brooklyn Public Library and the Queens Borough Public Library serve Brooklyn and Queens, respectively (the New York Public Library, the Brooklyn Public Library and the Queens Borough Public Library are sometimes referred to collectively as the “Libraries” or the “Library Systems”).  The public library systems are non-profit organizations that receive major operating and funding from the City.   


According to the FY 2002 Mayor’s Management Report (the “2002 MMR”), the library systems operate 208 local library branches throughout the City.  The New York Public Library also operates four research library centers in Manhattan.
  These libraries offer free and open access to books, periodicals, electronic resources and non-print material.  They also offer reference and career services, Internet access, and educational, cultural and recreational programs for adults, young adults and children.
   In FY 2002, total public attendance at the library systems reached 39,935,000, an increase of approximately 400,000 visitors over FY 2001.  This marked the first increase in total public attendance since FY 1999.
 


The City’s library systems serve as “beacons of enlightenment and learning for our communities and are vital components of our educational system.”
  Local branch libraries provide a “safe, structured environment where thousands of our city’s school children can go to after school.”
 During their testimony before the Committee during the Committee’s FY 2003 Preliminary Budget Hearing on March 19, 2002, library representatives “emphasized that the libraries are as basic a public service as police and fire protection.”
  They also described the gains that were made by the library systems during the 1990’s.  Some of these gains included keeping libraries citywide open six days a week with some open a full seven days a week, and increased spending on technology and acquisitions and on rebuilding and new construction projects.
 


Unfortunately, due to the City’s current fiscal crisis, the library systems suffered cuts in the FY 2003 adopted budget.  The FY 2003 Executive Budget called for a 15 percent reduction in the systems.  However, the Council was able to restore substantial portions of the Library Systems’ budget, limiting the budget reduction to five percent.  Even with the Council restorations, library services were immediately adversely affected as a result of the FY 2003 budget reduction.  According to a report published in The New York Times on August 31, 2002, many local library branches already had begun to reduce their hours, with most public libraries in Manhattan cutting back to a five-day week.
 


Recently, however, in an effort to close the budget deficit, estimated at approximately $1 billion for FY 2003, the Mayor proposed additional cuts to the libraries in his FY 2003 November budget modification totaling approximately $23.89 million (9.5%).  Of this amount, $1.5 million were restored in the final FY 2003 budget modification adopted by the City Council on November 25, 2002, representing a final reduction of 8.9%, or $22.39 million. 

New York City has one of the largest public library systems in the nation.  The local branches are utilized by millions of adults and children for educational, research and employment purposes.   One of the Mayor’s most prominent goals is to restore and “fix the city’s public schools and give our children the education they deserve and need.”
  The City’s public library systems are a vital component of our educational system, one that compliments the efforts of the City’s Department of Education.  During today’s hearing, the Committee will receive an update on the state of our libraries from representatives of the three library systems. 
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