ublic libraries across the tbunuy are facing mountmg i

pressure from governing authonues to. regionalize,
downsize, and become more cost-efficient. Staying.
ahead of the curve, the four directors of the public

libraries serving Scott County, lowa, made it their business to

determine how their respective communities would regard
those choices.

“Libraries Together,” a year- kmg 2005 study financed by
a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services.
as well as several it cal sources has gwen the four direc-
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CITIZENS VIEWED FREE RECIPROCAL
BORROWING AS AN INALIENABLE RIGHT
AND SAID THAT LIBRARIES SHOULD BE
FREE TO ALL.

of new residents. Scott County Library System operates
a headquarters, six branches, and a bookmobile in the
rural areas and small towns that comprise most of the
county’s land mass.

WHAT WEFOUND

The Consensus team engaged the public in deliberation
on three library reorganization options—becoming more
independent, collaborating more, or unifying. The final
report discusses the three options and the likely public
and stakeholder response to each.

Citizens who participated in forums or surveys, as well
as stakeholders such as board and staff members, agreed
that the best option is collaboration. They came to this
conclusion because:

@ It builds on what’s already working. The four public
libraries in Scott County are leaders in collaboration in
the state of lowa and already work together.

% The goal of collaboration should be to increase the
quality of service, not to save money, and collaboration
should not be imposed from the outside.

There was, however, no consensus on whether col-
laboration is an end unto itself. Some felt it was, while
others said it was a necessary step towards unification.

FAIR SHARES

Perceptions about fairness had an impact on people’s opin-
ions about how to pay for libraries. While the great majority
of survey respondents favored collaborating to provide ser-
vices and govern, that wasn't true when it came to funding
libraries. Instead, a majority wanted a countywide property
tax that would fund all the libraries.

Respondents were asked to identify which considerations
influenced their thinking. The majority selected “everyone
should pay the same tax rate” and “citizens rather than gov-
ernment should decide how much to spend on libraries.”
While only about a third expressed their willingness to pay
more for library services if the four libraries merged, more
than 70% said they would pay more if they were subject to
the same tax rate as everybody else.

DEAL BREAKERS
Citizens and stakeholders adamantly rejected three tradeoffs:
# Losing the unique character of each library. Patrons
value the differences among the four libraries and reject any
move toward homogeneity.
% Becoming more independent. Residents saw greater
independence as a step backwards to a time when the com-
munities didn’t work together.

PLANNING 35

% Ending the free use of other Scott County libraries.
While the Bettendor! library is a net lender, at least 25% of
each library’s residents visit one of the other three libraries.
Citizens viewed free reciprocal borrowing as an inalienable
right and said that libraries should be [ree to all, no matter
where in the county they live. Respondents were as commit-
ted to others having [ree access to their libraries as they were
to continuing their own unrestricted use of other communi-
ties’ libraries.

TAXING CONCEPTS

We found two major misconceptions among area residents
about the funding of public library service that could have

a dramatic impact on the way residents might view changes
stemming from greater collaboration. Respondents seemed
to believe that reciprocal borrowing doesn't cost libraries
anything, and that property values don't affect a community’s
tax rate.

The State Library of lowa asserts that reciprocal borrow-
ing costs $1-$2 per item; Scott Countyss library directors peg
the amount at closer to $4. Area residents were surprised to
learn that it costs anything at all; some refused to accept that
there was an expense involved.

When it comes Lo property taxes, suburban residents pay
almost twice as much per capita. Yet we were often surprised
to learn that they were willing to pay slightly more if every-
one in the county paid the same tax rate. County residents
generally were unaware of the impact of tax capacity: that
areas with higher property value can raise more money with
alower tax rate than can a poorer community.

Since the first phase of “Libraries Together” ended in
January, the four directors have developed a plan for increas-
ing collaboration among their libraries and plan to meet
with Towa legislators in the fall to encourage changes to
lowa law that would create state funding for wider units
of library service. [#

Front row: Pam Collins, Scott County Library System;
LaWanda Roudebush, Davenport Public Library;
Back row: Faye Clow, Bettendorf Public Library; Kim
Kietzman, LeClaire Community Library (now admin-
istrator for the Southeastern Library Services Areq,
based in Davenport).

AUGUST 2006 | AMERICAN LIBRARIES

|



