






























































































































































































































 

       
 
 
Testimony 

Preliminary Budget Hearing Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Inter-Group Relations 

Caron Atlas, Director Arts & Democracy Project and Co-director, NOCD-NY 

March 20, 2015 

 

I am the director of the Arts & Democracy Project and co-director of NOCD-NY.  I am speaking 

in support of an increased 30 million dollars to the DCLA budget to further the ability of all New 

Yorkers to participate in the wonderfully diverse arts and culture that can be found in every 

neighborhood in every borough of our city.  

 

In the past two weeks I have traveled across the city as part of Arts & Democracy’s 24 

participatory budgeting arts workshops in Brooklyn, Queens, Manhattan and the Bronx. 

 

What I’ve experienced in arts centers and NYCHA community centers, YMCAs and senior 

centers, is a deep hunger for arts and culture. I’ve seen the incredible diversity and talent of 

artists in the city who want to collaborate with their communities and are terrific at doing it. 

They are a valuable resource that we need to support.  

 

I’ve seen adults who have denied their own creativity blossom after just minutes with these 

artists and with a teen arts council that brought their enthusiasm and talents to the table. And how 

the act of creating together builds community across different cultures, geographies, and 

generations. 

 

It is striking how realizing you are in fact creative can lead to an agency that extends beyond the 

arts. Arts and culture animate civic participation – at our PB workshops and at this hearing. 

Creative forms of engagement bring new people to the table to speak for themselves about what 

we need in our city. They move us to action. 

 

Arts and culture make a difference in NYC neighborhoods and people are willing to fight for 

them. In the past two weeks we have worked in three neighborhood cultural spaces in three 

boroughs that have been or are currently at risk of disappearing.  These cultural centers are 

neighborhood hubs that bring people together in good times and bad. Their communities are 

organizing to keep them alive. NYC needs to invest in these cultural spaces. 

 

Arts and culture support community identity, further inclusion, and bring us together in engaging 

ways. In short, they make our city and our neighborhoods places where we can thrive. As we act 

boldly to make change, they spark our vision for the city. This is a time for imagination and 

humanity. NYC needs to invest in its arts and culture.  

https://www.facebook.com/NocdNy/photos/a.337281866361671.77192.337281056361752/375166565906534/?type=1&source=11


From: marbkn@aol.com [marbkn@aol.com] 
Sent: Friday, March 20, 2015 4:11 PM 
Subject: Testimony submitted: Hearing on Preliminary Library Budget, March 20 

Dear Council Members: 
  
 If we want to close the gap between rich and poor in New York City, then we must 
make education a top priority.  Libraries are essential to an excellent education.  I 
cannot imagine what it would be without them. It is the responsibility of our city 
government to fund them.  We cannot become partners with private corporations in the 
hope that we can avoid that responsibility.  When we do that, we see the demise of our 
democracy.  
  
On behalf of Citizens Defending Libraries, I have canvassed countless days and hours 
in front of our Brooklyn Heights Library for almost two years, and I have heard the 
outrage of thousands against the destruction of our present library to be replaced by 
another a third the size beneath a luxury high-rise condo.  Huge numbers from both 
our community and the less advantaged from surrounding communities told me moving 
stories about what this library has meant to them, how it influenced their lives and 
inspired them.  One man, for example, told me that his constant browsing among the 
shelves, borrowing books he came upon there, let him understand that he did not have 
to be stuck in poverty, that he could go anywhere he wanted to go in life, be anyone he 
wanted to be.  He said he became that person, thanks to our library, and now his young 
son also has the fortune of using it.  These people expressed their anger against private 
developers who want to make billions on their luxury condos and care nothing about 
depriving the public of what they need and want.  All of them thanked the CDL for their 
passionate efforts to rectify this gross injustice. 
  
It is clear that our library has been intentionally allowed to become shabby.  And the 
bookshelves, once crammed with books, are now either empty or half empty.  Where 
have these books gone?  I have received various explanations, but not one makes 
sense.  Some librarians even tell me that the shelves are not empty, denying what they 
see when I point to the empty shelves!  Others turn away, looking embarrassed.  It's 
clear that they're not allowed to talk.  The fact is that a library is allowed to look shabby, 
and suffer the loss of its books, when the intention is to put it up for sale to a private 
developer. 
  
Worse, when they want to sell it, they fabricate needs for major repairs.  Out library was 
closed for half a day during the last three summers, supposedly because the air 
conditioner was not working.  Oddly, only the public areas in the library lacked air 
conditioning.  The auditorium, offices, were not affected.  In our FOIL request for 
documents relating to library repairs for all 60 branches, from 2007 through 2014, not 
one indicated a broken HVAC system that needed to be replaced in any of the branches 
up for sale. Where does the BPL, headed by Linda Johnson, get her information?  She 
estimates, for the Brooklyn Heights Branch, $4 million for a new HVAC and 
approximately $5 million more for other repairs, though we are not told what exactly 



they are.  For all 60 branches she estimates $300 million in needed repairs.  There is no 
proof of such need.  Yet our library, which accepted a bid for $52 million is expected to 
pay for these repairs. Johnson says we will net $40 million from that sum, but she does 
not figure in the many high costs that will vastly reduce that number for us even 
further. It is a shameful sacrifice of our library, a strong, solid building designed by 
Francis Keally, also the architect for the Grand Army Plaza.  And especially 
shameful, because the sacrifice is based on fabrications. 
  
Not only are these needs for repairs exaggerated to an astonishing extreme, but Linda 
Johnson claims that the original architect wasted space in this building and that the new 
architect will give us something bigger and better!  Until the CAC meeting a couple of 
weeks ago, when I told her who the architect was, she did not even know it was Francis 
Keally.  Of course, she will continue to deceive the public with her story of how a 
shrunken library will offer us more than what we have at present.  Nor is she aware of 
the fact that most people prefer real books in their hands, not Kindles. Many recent 
articles in various publications tell us that e-books are less popular now.  Nor is 
digitizing the simple process others like to claim.  Nor can computer research substitute 
for books and documents spread on a table in front of us. 
  
Nor does Linda Johnson, not from New York, certainly not from Brooklyn, know its 
subway and bus systems. She claims that shipping our Business-Careers library to 
Grand Army Plaza will give easier access to people from other parts of Brooklyn!  I grew 
up in one of those other parts of Brooklyn and had need for extensive use of the library 
at Grand Army Plaza.  It was a difficult, long trip entailing two trains and a long walk 
from the train.  There is limited subway and bus service there.  In Brooklyn Heights we 
have every train available, all buses, and from those trains we have elevators to street 
level for the elderly and disabled.  None exists for them at Grand Army Plaza.    
  
I also want to say some words with regard to the stacks at the 42nd Street Library, 
where the same developer-centered mentality exists.  That library, so important to me 
for various kinds of research over the years, has refused to return over 3 million books 
to the stacks from storage, where they never should have been sent in the 
first place.  These books belong us, not to Anthony Marx. The NYPL also wants to sell 
off SIBL, so heavily used, so important. Where are the rules set down by Andrew 
Carnegie?  People like Marx and Johnson do not understand that the public libraries are 
ours and must be maintained by the city for our use.  Not enough money?  The money 
can always be found when the city wants to find it.  As I said, education closes the gap 
between rich and poor in the city.  Libraries are essential to an excellent education.  We 
cannot place private interests over the needs of the public.  That smells of corruption 
and destroys the structure of our democracy. 
  
Respectfully submitted, 
Marilyn Berkon 
  
 












































