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Introduction

On September 25, 2024, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Carlina Rivera, will hold an oversight hearing on How Libraries Empower New Yorkers to Become Informed Voters and Engaged Citizens. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) library systems, professional associations and nonprofits in the field, advocacy group members, community members, and other interested stakeholders. 
Background

Overview of the NYC Public Library Systems
Library services in NYC are provided through three independent systems: the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), which serves the borough of Brooklyn; The New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx; and the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL), which serves the borough of Queens.[footnoteRef:1] The three systems offer free and equitable access to books, periodicals, electronic resources, mobile technology, and nonprint materials to patrons across the boroughs.[footnoteRef:2] In addition, the library systems provide educational, cultural, and recreational programming for adults, young adults and teens, and children, including early childhood literacy development, after-school initiatives, teen centers, high school equivalency test preparation, and computer skills training; workforce development, including career and job search services; and internet access.[footnoteRef:3] The library systems also offer a wide range of services targeted for immigrants, including classes in English for Speakers of Other Languages, and have become “natural hubs” for the thousands of new asylum seekers who have arrived recently in NYC.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  The City of New York, Mayor’s Management Report: Fiscal 2024 (September 2024), available at 2024_mmr.pdf (nyc.gov).]  [2:  Id.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Id.] 

BPL offers more than 2.86 million physical items and 250,000 digital materials at its 62 locations[footnoteRef:5] to over 1.4 million cardholders.[footnoteRef:6] In Fiscal Year (FY) 2024, BPL welcomed visitors almost 6 million times, provided almost 800,000 computer sessions on 3,200 devices, and circulated materials almost 9.6 million times.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  About Brooklyn Public Library, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/about.]  [6:  The City of New York, supra.]  [7:  Id.] 

NYPL is the largest public library system in the U.S., with 92 locations, including three research centers, along with the Thomas Yoseloff Business Center at the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:8] In FY 2024, with over 2.3 million cardholders, NYPL served over 8 million visitors at its locations[footnoteRef:9]—plus millions more globally online—and offered access to more than 54 million items.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  About The New York Public Library, https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl.]  [9:  The City of New York, supra.]  [10:  About The New York Public Library, supra.] 

QPL comprises 66 locations, including 62 branch libraries, the Central Library, a technology center, seven adult learning centers, and five teen centers.[footnoteRef:11] In FY 2024, QPL had over 6.3 million visitors and over 1.5 million cardholders, while circulating almost 8.7 million items.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  About Queens Public Library, https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview. ]  [12:  The City of New York, supra. ] 

The Role of Libraries in Promoting Civic Engagement
Civic engagement encompasses a wide range of actions and behaviors through which individuals participate in the democratic process and contribute to the well-being of society.[footnoteRef:13] As a result, individuals become empowered to participate actively in decision making processes, voice their opinions, and contribute to the betterment of their communities.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  “Why Civic Engagement Matters in Democracy?” Modern Diplomacy (July 2023). Available at: https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2023/07/13/why-civic-engagement-matters-in-democracy/]  [14:  Id.] 

Public libraries are instrumental in facilitating civic engagement and in bringing together community residents—including those from underserved neighborhoods and marginalized populations—to make important changes in their local communities.[footnoteRef:15] The critical role of libraries in civic engagement was cited in a recent publication of the Public Library Association: “Libraries, which champion, promote, and reflect important democratic values, are a part of the community’s political life.”[footnoteRef:16] Libraries are important civic hubs that provide ready access to high-quality information, and they are more equitable spaces than many other community locations because they are more inclusive, more accessible, and better equipped with ample resources to support better engagement efforts.[footnoteRef:17] Nationwide, libraries have served as a forum for discussing important topics with civic leaders as well as a resource hub for those seeking citizenship or voting information.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Julie Biando Edwards, Melissa S. Rauseo, and Kelley Rae Unger. “Community Centered: 23 Reasons Why Your Library Is the Most Important Place in Town.” Public Libraries Online, a publication of the Public Library Association (April 30, 2013). Available at https://publiclibrariesonline.org/2013/04/community-centered-23-reasons-why-your-library-is-the-most-important-place-in-town/.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Keiva Hummel, “Libraries Transforming Communities: The Movement Towards Civic Hubs.” National Civic League. Available at: https://www.nationalcivicleague.org/ncr-article/libraries-transforming-communities-the-movement-towards-civic-hubs/]  [18:  Id.] 

Activities Sponsored by QPL
In the past, QPL’s voter education and engagement activities have been made possible through grants by the GoVoteNYC Fund in The New York Community Trust, which also has funded activities sponsored by BPL and NYPL.[footnoteRef:19] Using this funding, QPL provides election blog posts on its website to reach out to its patrons.[footnoteRef:20] For example, on Election Day in 2022, QPL’s post reminded Queens residents to go vote for both federal and State elected officials as well as on State and NYC ballot measures.[footnoteRef:21] QPL’s post stated that 12 branches would be serving as polling sites, and the post provided information to citizens on how to find their polling site and how to check their registration.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  GoVoteNYC website at #GoVoteNYC.]  [20:  “It’s Election Day 2022: Go Vote!” (November 8, 2022), available at It's Election Day 2022: Go Vote! | Queens Public Library (queenslibrary.org).]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.] 

A similar post on Election Day in 2023 called for New Yorkers to come out to vote for NYC elected officials and to weigh in on State ballot measures, with links provided to additional resources, such as Disability Rights New York, the NYC Board of Elections, and the League of Women Voters of the City of New York.[footnoteRef:23] Having local library branches serve as polling sites from year to year is one more way that these buildings are serving their communities as familiar and comfortable hubs of information and civic engagement.  [23:  “It’s Election Day. Go Vote!” (November 7, 2023), available at It's Election Day. Go Vote! | Queens Public Library (queenslibrary.org).] 

In 2021, QPL provided information on ranked-choice voting, including a video of a one-hour Ranked-Choice Voting Panel, co-hosted with Rank the Vote NYC.[footnoteRef:24] This year on September 18, QPL’s Cambria Heights branch offered an in-person two-and-a-half-hour program for teens, entitled “MythBusters: Political Parties,” so that teens could better understand the U.S. political party system, take a quiz to find out where they landed on the political spectrum, and get prepared for and excited about casting their first votes in the coming years.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ranked-Choice Voting Panel, available at Ranked-Choice Voting Educational Panel with Rank the Vote NYC - YouTube]  [25:  “MythBusters: Political Parties,” available at Calendar | Queens Public Library (queenslibrary.org).] 



Activities Sponsored by NYPL
Ahead of the NYC 2022 primaries and as part of the GoVoteNYC initiative, NYPL provided ranked-choice voting training sessions as well as panel discussions designed to reach out and appeal to traditionally low-turnout segments of the population.[footnoteRef:26] Now, in gearing up for the 2024 November election, NYPL has continued participating in National Voter Registration Day, has plans to work with other organizations to register voters at NYPL local branches, and has maintained its partnership with the Campaign Finance Board to share an “NYC Votes” digital toolkit and to co-sponsor voter information sessions.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Email communication from NYPL to the staff of the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations (August 21, 2024).]  [27:  Id.] 

Taking a broader look at civic engagement, NYPL has offered its local branches as places where New Yorkers can learn about the New York City Council’s participatory budgeting initiative—from getting basic information to participating in idea-generating sessions to casting their votes for their favorite projects, with local library branch improvements sometimes being selected as those favorite projects. NYPL has hosted the participatory budget assemblies, an important part of the project review process, since the start of the program in FY 2023[footnoteRef:28].  [28:  Id.] 

In FY 2024, NYPL has offered civics programming for 4,296 participants in 335 programs, such as Everyday Civics, Artivism (combining activism and the arts), Power in Print book discussions and exhibitions, and Citizenship Study Groups to help NYC’s soon-to-be-citizens prepare for the U.S. Citizenship Test.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Id.] 

Looking at the teen population, NYPL’s Teen Civic Ambassadors (TCAs) serve in 16 local branches in low-income neighborhoods, which offer more than 50 programs on a variety of topics, including voter registration.[footnoteRef:30] The summer 2024 TCAs researched an issue they had chosen, proposed strategies for addressing the issue, and made a final presentation to stakeholders, including members of the New York City Council.[footnoteRef:31] In addition, summer 2024 TCAs worked at local NYPL branches twice a week to support programming designed to get teens involved in their communities.[footnoteRef:32] Finally, looked ahead to November, the TCAs hosted voter registration drives at their local branches in collaboration with NYC Votes.[footnoteRef:33] [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.] 

Activities Sponsored by BPL
With funding from City’s First Reader, an initiative of the New York City Council, BPL branches launched the series Storytime: Cast Your Vote!, noting that “[d]emocracy is a parenting issue.”[footnoteRef:34] To take one example, at a one-hour event at the Canarsie Library, parents and caregivers were able to register to vote and obtain non-partisan election information while their children were engaged in a storytime activity to learn about elections and voting, including voting for their own favorite activities. Books about voting were given away to families for free.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  BPL, Storytime: Cast Your Vote!, available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/calendar/storytime-cast-your-vote-canarsie-library-meeting-20240921-1100am.]  [35:  Id.] 

In addition to having every BPL branch make voter registration forms available and having several branches serve as polling sites, many BPL branches sponsor or provide space for a variety of civic engagement activities, including these: Neighbors Meet and Chat sessions to discuss timely topics of community interest; the League of Women Voters’ annual Constitution Day voter drive and the distribution of free copies of the U.S. Constitution to interested patrons; voter registration drives and handing out relevant election information on National Voter Registration Day (September 17); Q & A sessions with experts to answer questions about elections, the Electoral College, voter eligibility, and more; and mobile office hours for elected officials and their staffs, who can meet with residents to offer help and information.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  BPL website at Event Search | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).] 

Looking at promoting a better understanding of NYC communities, BPL is sponsoring a new series designed to explain what the City Planning Commission does and how New Yorkers can get involved in local planning.[footnoteRef:37] How To Create Efficient Cities, curated by City Planning Commissioner Leah Goodridge, uses individual Commissioners to host monthly discussions,[footnoteRef:38] including these: Planning Environmental & Climate Justice,[footnoteRef:39] Applying for the NYC Housing Lottery, and Public Housing & New York City.[footnoteRef:40] [37:  Email communication from BPL staff to Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations staff, August 26, 2024.]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  BPL website at How to Create Efficient Cities: Planning Environmental & Climate Justice | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).]  [40:  BPL website at Event Search | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).] 

Also coming this fall is a new discussion series featuring Pulitzer Prize-winning and best-selling authors examining democracy today.[footnoteRef:41] Sponsored by the Center for Brooklyn History, which was established in 2020 to bring together under one roof historical documents held by the Brooklyn Historical Society and BPL,[footnoteRef:42] this series includes conversations by authors David Rohde and Timothy Naftali on Where Tyranny Begins: The Justice Department, the FBI, and the War on Democracy and authors Corey Brettschneider and Alexis Coe on The Presidents and the People.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  Email communication, supra.]  [42:  BPL website at Center for Brooklyn History | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).]  [43:  BPL website at Event Search | Brooklyn Public Library (bklynlibrary.org).] 

Finally, in a collaborative patriotic project last summer, Anthem to US brought together 100 participants from diverse backgrounds in intensive guided writing workshops to explore a variety of themes, song structures, and musical genres in order to produce lyrics for a new anthem for America.[footnoteRef:44] Three winners went on to collaborate with composers to create anthems, which were performed at Lincoln Center on July 6, 2024.[footnoteRef:45] This project was a collaboration of BPL. NYPL, QPL, and Lincoln Center.[footnoteRef:46] [44:  BPL, “Anthem to US,” available at Anthem to Us.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.] 


Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committee is interested in learning more about the many ways that NYC’s public libraries have served and supported our communities in preparing for the upcoming election and will continue to do so until November 5. In addition, the Committee seeks an understanding of how the libraries foster the broader civic engagement of New Yorkers. Finally, the Committee hopes to hear how the Council can support the efforts of the libraries in continuing this important work.
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