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Introduction

On Monday, September 30, 2013, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer and the Select Committee on Libraries, chaired by Council Member Vincent J. Gentile, will conduct an oversight hearing on the capital construction needs of libraries and the potential selling of buildings that contain libraries in an ongoing effort to meet such needs.  The City’s three public libraries systems, concerned elected officials and other interested parties have been invited to testify.

New York City Public Library Systems

Library services in New York City are provided through three independent systems: the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), The New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island and the Bronx, and the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL).  The three library systems operate 214 local library branches throughout the City and four research library centers in Manhattan.
  The libraries offer free and open access to books, periodicals, electronic sources and non-print materials.  Career services and internet access, along with educational, cultural and recreational programming for adults, young adults and children, are also provided.  The total collection of the three systems include 377 electronic databases and more than 65 million books, periodicals and other circulating and reference items.

While New York City’s library systems are independent not-for-profit corporations, their operations and programs are substantially funded by the City.  Residents in urban areas, including New York City, often view their libraries, particularly neighborhood branches, as safe havens for children after school, places where immigrants can learn English, and multipurpose community centers, offering tax assistance and business services,
 including technical assistance programs for small businesses.

Capital Projects

A capital project includes the construction, reconstruction, acquisition, or installation of a physical public improvement with a value of $35,000 or more and a useful life of at least five years. Capital projects vary significantly and could, for example, involve renovating bathrooms for a theater, reconstructing bridges or purchasing garbage trucks.  The City’s Capital Budget is separate from the annual operating expense budget, and provides detailed budget information and plans for City construction and repair projects, as well as purchases of land, buildings and or equipment.

As previously noted, the library systems operate hundreds of local branches in as many different buildings and it is therefore inevitable that repairs and renovations will be required on a continuing basis.  In reality, however, the funds required to apply such repairs or renovations are often never fully secured.  To illustrate, the BPL has an estimated $230 million in long-deferred repairs for its 60 branches while the City, for instance, gives the system $15 million a year for repairs and construction.
  In order to compensate for the shortfall, both the BPL and NYPL have optioned employing a finance model, which entails selling certain libraries to private developers who will ultimately tear down the existing library and rebuild a new structure.
  As a result, the library systems earn millions of dollars that may then be applied to its capital construction needs.  There may be wisdom to this approach as one professor of urban planning argued, “At a time when people don’t want to raise taxes, taking advantage of the value of the property is one of the more intelligent ways to invest in the library system while getting new revenue.”
 

Another unavoidable consequence, however, is the temporary loss of the torn down libraries that are to be rebuilt and the potential permanent loss of certain libraries in a specific location should the library system and developer agree to relocate the new library altogether.  With this, two major concerns emerge from affected communities.  First, residents worry about the distance they will have to travel to reach an alternate library in the interim.
  Second, they are wary of the aesthetic and cultural price of replacing local institutions which are viewed as landmarks, though never officially declared as such.
  The library systems are aware of such concerns and the Committees seek to learn how they may be addressed.
Central Library Plan

The NYPL has taken yet a different approach to one of its capital construction projects.  The Central Library Plan (CLP), with its first schematic designs unveiled in December 2012, seeks to bring a new circulating library to its flagship branch (the Stephen A. Schwarzman Building on 42nd Street).
  The design anticipates more than double the amount of public space, better preserved research materials and the creation of an integrated central library in the heart of the City.
  In this effort, the renovated library will offer the services and materials currently provided in the Mid-Manhattan Library and the Science, Industry and Business Library, both of which will be merged into the 42nd Street location.
 While certain portions of the renovated library will remain untouched (the Rose Main Reading Room), other areas, such as the research “stacks,” will be removed, although they are purportedly slated for incorporation into the new lending library.
 In combining these three buildings and respective services into one location, the CLP is expected to result in up to $15 million more for the NYPL to spend annually, funds which may then be used to hire more librarians and curators and to buy more books.


NYPL estimated the cost of the CLP to be $300 million.
  A representative of the NYPL recently indicated, however, that both the cost estimate and design are subject to change, with more specifics to be released in the fall.
  In order to fund the CLP, the library system has already secured $150 million from the City and more than $200 million is anticipated from sale proceeds of the Mid-Manhattan Library and the Science Industry and Business Library.
  

Concerned scholars and others have voiced fierce opposition to the CLP.  It is argued that the removal of the research stacks is misguided and that financial estimates are vague and unrealistic.
  Some critics advocate instead for preserving the stacks and renovating the Mid-Manhattan Library as more cost-effective solutions.
  These are alternatives which the library seems open to consider.
 
Conclusion 


Funding capital construction needs is an inherently difficult task, particularly when the moneys required are not readily available.  In this hearing, the Committees seek to examine the practice of public library systems selling buildings that contain libraries to increase income in order to fund such needs, as well as the impact those sales have on the system overall and the services it provides to the surrounding community.  The Committees also look forward to exploring updated plans and costs of capital projects and any alternative courses of action that may be taken in lieu of disposing of or relocating currently existing libraries.
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