


























































































                                                         New York City Council  
Committee on Finance and Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup 
Relations,  

T2018-1892  New York City Council FY 2019 Executive Budget Hearings 

Public Comments, Libraries 

May 24, 2018, Committee Room, City Hall 

Testimony by Veronika Conant, M.L.S. 

W 54 StNew York, NY 10019  vaconant@yahoo.com 

 

I am Veronika Conant, a retired academic librarian, member of the Committee to Save the New York 
Public Library, and past President of the West 54 - 55 Street Block Association, active during the 
disastrous sale of the Donnell Library. I am speaking in my own name. 

NYC’s public libraries are doing a great deal of good work. I strongly support plans to increase both their 
operating and capital budgets, and add to the FY 2019 capital funds much needed additional funds for 
repairs, upgrades and investment in preventive maintenance. 

Libraries are more important today than ever before, allowing everyone safe, free use of resources, and 
helping users find reliable information. I would especially like to stress the importance of knowing how to 
evaluate information, a special skill of professional librarians. 

Using my decades of expertise, I would like to discuss my concerns about and recommendations for 
NYPL’s plans, not discussed at last week’s Executive Budget hearings: 

1)  NYPL’s Master Plan for the 42nd Street Research Library, costing $317 million, w/o including 
the seven floors of book stacks for which the City owned building was built in 1911 by the City on 
land owned by the City.  According to the original agreement between the NYPL and City, NYPL agreed 
to function as the free public research library for the City, develop the research collection and provide free 
access to research materials for all New Yorkers and visitors in exchange for the City to provide and 
maintain the building. This arrangement has worked extremely well for over 100 years and made 
NYPL into an internationally respected research institution. This arrangement is currently 
threatened. 

NYPL’s current construction priorities are very troubling. There is no overall vision, just expensive and 
mostly low priority plans at great expense. Five years after NYPL emptied the book stacks in secret  and 
carted off-site about three million research materials, and four years after they abandoned the Central 
Library Plan (CLP), NYPL is now doing a stacks study, still ignoring the needs of researchers who request 
the return of the research collection from off-site. There is a large off-site storage in ReCAP (Research 
Collections and Consortium), in Princeton NJ, https://recap.princeton.edu/ about 50 miles away, 
shared with two private institutions, Princeton and Columbia, with over 5.2 million research items from 
NYPL’s collection.  
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NYPL wants this shared consortia arrangement to remain permanent. Our public library has 
essentially outsourced its unique research collection and hundreds of library jobs to Princeton, 
NJ, another state.  We need library jobs in NYC, for New Yorkers. 
Access to the off-site collection has been taking too long, is poorly organized and is causing 
research and researchers severe problems.  
ReCAP’s online catalog is now available to both Columbia and Princeton but is not yet functional 
in NYPL’s online catalog. 

The Committee to Save the NYPL separately submitted an official Response to the Master Plan, please 
look at that carefully http://www.savenypl.org. The cost of $317 million for internal renovation of the 42nd 
Street Library is far too high, especially without doing anything in the stacks. The empty stacks would 
need only $46-47 million  

 
 
 
one time expense (cost for about 160,000 sf would be under $300 per sf) to upgrade their existing 
HVAC and sprinkler systems and allow return of the three million research materials into a closed, 
extremely efficient and functional book delivery system for easy access to researchers in the 
Rose Reading Room, above.  

I am very strongly against the Master Plan (Central Library Plan in disguise) and ask you to please 
practice your oversight powers and do not allow any capital improvements in the building until 
the HVAC is upgraded in the book stacks and the research collection is returned there. This must 
be PRIORITY ONE. 

Even after the 42nd Street book shelves are again full, construction plans for the rest of the building need 
careful study of each component. $317 million for the interior construction is a very steep price, see 
statement under branch libraries. 

I want to clarify that the completion of the second under Bryant Park storage area (brainchild of Vartan 
Gregorian, (NYPL Pres. 1981 - 1989) is much appreciated but their purpose was to double the local 
storage capacity, not to replace it.   Only what can not be kept on location belongs off-site. 

The cost of ReCAP for each member is according to their size and frequency of use.  In 2016 NYPL 
contributed about 38.4% of the cost, the largest. Princeton only contributes less than one quarter 
(23.7%), with Columbia in between. NYPL must disclose the annual cost of ReCAP.  

Fortunately NYPL is in the middle of a large metropolis. Both NYPL and Columbia are members 
of METRO (Metropolitan NY Library Council), a 275 member group of local libraries which, through a 
cooperative agreement, provides access to the collections of all participating libraries either through 
interlibrary loan of circulating materials with daily deliveries, or by getting a METRO referral card from the 
originating library for a one-time, on-site use of any of the 275 libraries. This can be repeated as many 
times as needed. Therefore, instead of loosing access to millions of materials from NYPL’s collection 
stored permanently off-site, if the three million items are returned to the 42nd Street book stacks, where 
they belong, NYPL users can get a METRO card any time and use Columbia, NYU, etc. much better than 
access to Princeton’s collection would allow, also making the collection easily accessible to all New 
Yorkers. 

2) Branch libraries 

  a)  Operating budget 
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I recommend a careful examination of the operating budget. Too little is spent on growing the collection 
compared to that spent on fundraising and administration. There are many questions. 

   b) Capital budget 
 
In comparison to the $317 million Master Plan for the 42nd Street library, NYPL’s Estimated FY 2017 - 
2020 total construction needs for 54 individual NYPL libraries, including the circulating branch 
libraries and more for system-wide work are almost $332 million. 
I recommend to study the list at the NYS Library’s website 

http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/libdev/construc/needs.htm#NYPL  and fund the capital needs in those 
branches before allowing additional funds spent on the 42nd Street Library. 

  c) Mid-Manhattan Library    

I was delighted to hear in 2014 that NYPL decided not to sell the most heavily used circulating branch 
library in Manhattan, but renovate it. It is good to open up and reconfigure space in a different 
way.  However, I have concerns about the expensive ($200 million for 100,000-150,000 square feet, 
means cost of $1,500-$2,000 for each square foot) and intrusive plans  for the interior renovation of the 
Mid-Manhattan Library. The architect plans to cut an atrium out of the middle of the Library, loosing 
valuable floor space, and on one side will be a  windowless "long room", filled with book stacks, but no 
seating, and on the other side library users will have seating, computers, etc. The two will be connected 
by walkways, presenting a problem not only to the elderly, children and the disabled, but also to all those 
wanting to use the library collection. Why not have bookshelves all over on each floor, near people 
and seating? 

Plans are for only 400,000 volume collection while before capacity was 700,000 volumes. 

(In 1970, NYPL opened the Mid-Manhattan Library on the top three floors of the old Constable 
department store (the rest of the building was added in 1982). In 1970 a Wilson Library Journal article 
states "the building, whose lower floors house a department store, provides three floors (63,000 square 
feet), seating for 1,033 and a book stack capacity of 700,000". By 1982 the collection was over 
500,000. After the Donnell closed (2008), its World Languages Collection (about 175,000 volumes) went 
to Mid-Manhattan. Users know that NYPL removed a substantial part of the circulating collection while 
expecting it to close, so a 400,000 volume collection is already a low number. ) 

The collection will also include business resources from SIBL, shrunk to fit the space  

Rooftop terrace is a nice luxury, how much does it cost to create?  

    d) Sale of SIBL is a major mistake - SIBL, the Science Industry and Business Library, a major 
research library with a small circulating collection, was only completed, fully wired, in 1996, cost $100 
million, 213,000 square feet. Five floors, holding 1.2 -1.6 million research materials sold in 2012 to 
Church Pension Group for $60.8 million, and three floors with the library itself sold for $93.4 million in 
Dec. 2016 to Vulcan Real Estate for about 100,000 square feet, $930 per square feet. The total sale 
amounted to $152.2 million, much less than the $200 million cost of renovation of Mid-Manhattan 
and also much less than the estimated $317 million cost of renovation of the 42nd Street Library 
as estimated in the Master Plan. Why sell such a beautiful, completely ready, award winning 
library, loved by many, next to the CUNY Graduate Center, at excellent location? Why not continue 
to collect research materials in science and technology? 

In my opinion these are bad budget decisions, with serious consequences for the entire NYPL system. 
Far too much funds are allocated to two library buildings out of 92, as described above. Please do not 
allow this to happen. 
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       e)  In addition, there are plans to demolish and replace the popular and much used, single 
standing Inwood Library with a new one as part of a large, new, affordable housing development. The 
community is still fighting these efforts. 

Libraries are precious and must be protected and cherished, not sold at a time when more people 
than ever are needing and using them. We must not allow the power of real estate developers be 
greater than the power of knowledge. Transparency, accountability and oversight of the entire 
NYPL System is much needed. Please do not allow the sale of any public library, including SIBL, a 
research library. 

In summary, the library’s essence is not how much space is empty but how large and good a collection it 
contains, how many people can be seated at tables, ease of access to both seating and the collection, 
having adequate number of computers, laptops and wiring for technology, as well as adequate and well 
qualified and compensated staff, and hours open. 

DDC. I disagree with the complaints heard last week against DDC (Department of Design and 
Construction). The Donnell Library was sold and not replaced by NYPL for EIGHT YEARS. So far 
the 42nd Street book stacks have been empty for 5 years. The new plans still don’t include them. 
How many more years do we have to wait in our City owned building? 

I believe the public library systems do not want oversight and regulation. It is all the more reason 
for me to recommend the use of DDC, and not a pass through process which allows less 
oversight for very expensive plans rather than ensure functional, cost effective ones. 

Thank you. 
Sincerely,  
 
Veronika Conant M.L.S., retired from Hunter College Libraries 
past Pres., West 54 - 55 Street Block Association 
Member, Committee to Save the New York Public Library  www.savenypl.org 
W 54th St, New York, NY 10019 
vaconant@yahoo.com 
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