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Oversight: Court Square Library Closure Status

I.	Introduction
On Wednesday, February 12, 2020, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, will conduct an oversight hearing on the Court Square Library Closure Status. The Court Square library in Queens is one of more than 60 branches that make up the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL)[footnoteRef:1] in New York City (NYC). For over 30 years, the Court Square Library location has seen over 100,000 visitors a year and provided hundreds of programs to adults and children; resources that advocates say are otherwise scarce in that community.[footnoteRef:2] However, in the last year, the Queens community learned that, due to an expired lease, the Court Square Library branch will close its doors by the end of March[footnoteRef:3], possibly as early as February 15, 2020.[footnoteRef:4] While the QPL has publicly stated that the library will be moving to a new location,[footnoteRef:5] and despite a number of emergency meetings with the community and the QPL President,[footnoteRef:6] the plans for potential relocation, storage options and opportunities for lost programming have either not been decided or remain unclear.  [1:  Queens Borough Public Library, Queens Public Library (last visited July 3, 2019), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/.]  [2:  Bill Perry, Despite Court Square Library’s Impending Closure, Queens Public Library is ‘Committed’ to Staying in Long Island City, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 7, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/07/despite-court-square-librarys-impending-closure-queens-public-library-is-committed-to-staying-in-long-island-city/.]  [3:  Angélica Acevedo, LIC Community Demands Queens Public Library to ‘Act with Urgency’ to Find a New Home for Court Square Library, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 9, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/09/lic-community-demands-queens-public-library-to-act-with-urgency-to-find-a-new-home-for-court-square-library/?fbclid=IwAR304CjINh0bMo0hpMQKVrABcvaTJJQK5LPlIWpawWnpzkv2C7QdHPe87nk. Queens Public Library, Court Square Library Closes February 15 (Jan. 9, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/news-media/blog/1999?fbclid=IwAR1Etth0TjMQNYvAZdfUNW7mPIn7E7yp1GFLy6s2LOPJVW2Y-E8BpdEWG4U. ]  [4:  Friends of the Court Square Library, Discussion Group (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://www.facebook.com/groups/friendsofcourtsquarelibrary/. ]  [5:  See Bill Perry, Despite Court Square Library’s Impending Closure, Queens Public Library is ‘Committed’ to Staying in Long Island City, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 7, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/07/despite-court-square-librarys-impending-closure-queens-public-library-is-committed-to-staying-in-long-island-city/. ]  [6:  Angélica Acevedo, LIC Community Demands Queens Public Library to ‘Act with Urgency’ to Find a New Home for Court Square Library, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 9, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/09/lic-community-demands-queens-public-library-to-act-with-urgency-to-find-a-new-home-for-court-square-library/?fbclid=IwAR304CjINh0bMo0hpMQKVrABcvaTJJQK5LPlIWpawWnpzkv2C7QdHPe87nk.] 

Accordingly, at this hearing, the Committee will seek to gain information on the current status of this branch’s potential relocation, promote transparency and gain information on what steps are being taken by the QPL, including to prevent disruption or to ensure that valued community resources do not disappear. This Committee also hopes to learn about community resources in that community, which is set to undergo redevelopment that will arguably present a need for additional schools and libraries in the near future. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the QPL, representatives from Friends of the Court Square Library and the Court Square Civic Association, advocacy groups and other interested stakeholders.
II.	Background 
Libraries in NYC
NYC’s public libraries are not government agencies, but instead fall under the jurisdiction of three separate and independent library systems—the New York Public Library (NYPL),[footnoteRef:7] the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL),[footnoteRef:8] and the QPL[footnoteRef:9], which are each individually incorporated.[footnoteRef:10] Each of these three independent systems provides library services to the city by their designated borough: the BPL serves Brooklyn; the NYPL serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island and the Bronx; and the QPL serves Queens. Collectively, the three library systems operate 216 local library branches throughout the city and four research library centers in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:11] The libraries offer free and open access to books, periodicals, electronic sources and non-print materials.[footnoteRef:12] Career services and internet access, along with educational, cultural and recreational programming for adults, young adults and children, are also provided.[footnoteRef:13]  [7:  New York Public Library, New York Public Library (last visited July 3, 2019), available at https://www.nypl.org/. ]  [8:  Brooklyn Public Library, BPL (last visited July 3, 2019), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/. ]  [9:  Queens Borough Public Library, Queens Public Library (last visited July 3, 2019), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/.]  [10:  Preliminary Fiscal 2019 Mayor’s Management Report (Mar. 11, 2019), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/View.ashx?M=F&ID=7077663&GUID=2CAD8CE6-F253-41DD-8F61-215FCAEFC648; See, e.g., New York Public Library, History of the New York Public Library (last visited July 3, 2019), available at https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl/history. ]  [11:  Preliminary Fiscal 2019 Mayor’s Management Report (Mar. 11, 2019), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/View.ashx?M=F&ID=7077663&GUID=2CAD8CE6-F253-41DD-8F61-215FCAEFC648. ]  [12:  Id. at 1.]  [13:  Id.] 

The Queens Borough Public Library (QPL)
In Queens, the QPL is one of the largest and busiest public library systems in the United States.[footnoteRef:14] An independent, non-profit organization founded in 1896, the QPL offers free access to a collection of more than 5 million books and other materials in multiple languages, technology and digital resources and more than 80,000 educational, cultural and civic programs a year.[footnoteRef:15] The QPL’s 65 locations include branch libraries, a Central Library, seven adult learning centers, a technology center, two universal pre-kindergartens and two teen centers.[footnoteRef:16] According to its website, the QPL dedicates its work to “serving the most ethnically and culturally diverse area in the country.”[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Queens Public Library, QPL Overview (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Queens Public Library, QPL Overview (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview.] 

The Court Square Library Branch
The Court Square branch of the QPL is located in Long Island City and attracts nearly 100,000 people a year, offering hundreds of programs for the growing community, which is one of NYC’s fastest growing neighborhoods.[footnoteRef:18] In the last decade alone, Long Island City added 12,367 rental apartments and Long Island City is on track to add 2,022 new units in the next year, most of which are located in the Court Square area.[footnoteRef:19] Since 1989, the Court Square branch has operated out of a 3,200-square-foot ground floor space at the Citigroup Building.[footnoteRef:20] However, due to new building ownership, the library is being forced to vacate the building when its lease ends on March 31, 2020.[footnoteRef:21] While the QPL announced it is closing the branch in February, before the lease termination date, so that there is ample time for staff to pack,[footnoteRef:22] plans for relocation and storage remain unclear.[footnoteRef:23]  [18:  Henry Goldman, NYC’s Fast-Growing Neighborhood Gets $180 Million Investment, BLOOMBERG (Oct. 30, 2018), available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-10-30/nyc-s-fastest-growing-neighborhood-gets-180-million-investment; Queens Public Library, QPL Overview (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview.]  [19:  Friends of the Court Square Library, Letter Regarding Court Square Library (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://docs.google.com/document/d/10VZYCGYpVfL40Red0ZduqfNQRZxo4_wAALPR0rw4VZ0/edit?fbclid=IwAR1GeGi1Pk6aONY4R7k0iUqQqzNOR6yuSWbjRq6qdBE2PDuydBDXO4fStpM. ]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Allie Griffin, With Court Square Library Closing, Residents to Hold Rally Calling for New Space, LIC POST (Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://licpost.com/with-court-square-library-closing-residents-to-hold-rally-calling-for-new-space?fbclid=IwAR2xoik6DaBwdv1XIv4zGFElwBXKU-vy_kjWyNIFkB-XhEBLvp8km_IRY04; Bill Perry, Despite Court Square Library’s Impending Closure, Queens Public Library is ‘Committed’ to Staying in Long Island City, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 7, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/07/despite-court-square-librarys-impending-closure-queens-public-library-is-committed-to-staying-in-long-island-city/.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

While there are several other libraries in the Long Island City area, including the new Hunter’s Point branch, the Long Island City branch and the Sunnyside branch, Court Square residents have called for a response to the pending Court Square branch closure[footnoteRef:24] and transparency around plans; stating that “it is extremely unlikely …. that parents and caretakers will walk an hour round trip with young babies and children in strollers to visit [these other branches].”[footnoteRef:25] These Court Square residents further describe the Court Square branch as a “community center in a growing neighborhood with limited green space and massive residential growth.”[footnoteRef:26] They argue it is a “place for young children to visit for story time; an invaluable resource for students at the surrounding elementary and high schools;[footnoteRef:27] a place where senior patrons can gather without having to spend money and a source of free educational opportunities for patrons of all ages.”[footnoteRef:28] In response to these statements, QPL President Dennis Wolcott has reported that he has personally scouted new locations for the branch and is discussing options with neighborhood business leaders in an attempt to find an alternative location.[footnoteRef:29] To date, however, plans remain unknown and the community has expressed frustration over both the closure and lack of information.[footnoteRef:30] [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Friends of Court Square Library, Sample Email (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://mailchi.mp/b34155b5695c/your-2019-gift-to-the-library?fbclid=IwAR2sEAv0ncafgJ-Lw2kMbVT3Ac5i7AgxzDN8xNVJCoKByrSmKDZAWThsIZo; Friends of the Court Square Library, Letter Regarding Court Square Library (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://docs.google.com/document/d/10VZYCGYpVfL40Red0ZduqfNQRZxo4_wAALPR0rw4VZ0/edit?fbclid=IwAR1GeGi1Pk6aONY4R7k0iUqQqzNOR6yuSWbjRq6qdBE2PDuydBDXO4fStpM. ]  [27:  See, e.g., Public School 384, About Us (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://ps384q.org/about-us; Information Technology High School, About Us (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://www.infotechhs.net/. ]  [28:  Friends of Court Square Library, Sample Email (last visited Jan. 21, 2020), available at https://mailchi.mp/b34155b5695c/your-2019-gift-to-the-library?fbclid=IwAR2sEAv0ncafgJ-Lw2kMbVT3Ac5i7AgxzDN8xNVJCoKByrSmKDZAWThsIZo.]  [29:  Bill Perry, Despite Court Square Library’s Impending Closure, Queens Public Library is ‘Committed’ to Staying in Long Island City, QUEENS NEWS SERVICE (Jan. 7, 2020), available at https://qns.com/story/2020/01/07/despite-court-square-librarys-impending-closure-queens-public-library-is-committed-to-staying-in-long-island-city/.]  [30:  See, e.g., Christina Fan, Small But Beloved Public Library Closing in Queens, CBS LOCAL (Jan. 3, 2020), available at https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2020/01/03/one-court-square-queens-public-library-closing/?fbclid=IwAR1qFbbQYK0oBSTua-jSSSuW3bHDjnBSpLcLPFfQsMSoS11h8FHqxQPLZCc. ] 

VII. CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee will seek to gain information on the current status of the QPL’s plans for this branch and insight into the process that a library undergoes when it learns of the need to relocate a branch. It will also seek to identify what steps are being taken to relocate the Court Square Library branch. Additionally, the Committee is interested in learning about issues that communities like Long Island City face with regard to libraries and community resources when undergoing redevelopment.
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