Mary Jane Stevenson, 2976 Golfing Green Dr. Farmers Branch

I have been a resident for 20 years and worked for the City for 27 years.   Of those, I had the privilege to work at the Manske Library for 23 years and as Assistant City Manager for four years. For 15 years, from 1989 to 2004, I was the Library Director.

I am here to express my deep disagreement with the proposed resolution to outsource our public library.

I was working in libraries when LSSI arrived on the scene.  In those days, LSSI was hired to manage libraries in places that were in financial straits and their cities were trying to keep some kind of library service available for their citizens.  It is widely known that the way to cut budgets in municipal government is to cut salaries and benefits and, in libraries, the easiest way to save money is also by cutting the materials budget.  It was reported back then that when LSSI took over a library, they fired the staff, re-hired some of them as well as new staff, all of them at lower salaries, and/or LSSI had the library staff pay much more for their benefits than they had before and more than the municipal employees had to pay.  Then they would cut the materials budget.  

While on the subject of the materials budget, I would like to clarify something that I believe is misleading in the back-up material on this agenda item.  It states that the FY 2001 Manske Library budget is $105,000 while the proposed LSSI materials budget is $250,000.  What is not stated is this:  in the Manske Library budget, there are three line items that deal with materials.  One is the fixed asset line item account called “library materials” which includes books, CDs, DVDs and other non-print material which indeed is $105,000. There are also two additional line items that include what can be considered “library materials”---one for magazines and another one for databases.  These are obviously not included in the $105,000 figure in the agenda item.  I would bet that LSSI’s $250,000 budget includes all of these:  the books, the non-print materials, the magazines and the databases.  Had all of these items been added together in this backup material, I would also bet that the Manske Library materials budget would be close to $200,000 if not the $250,000 that LSSI asserts they will expend on materials in FY 2011.

Given that I haven’t worked in public libraries in awhile, I thought maybe things had changed when libraries have been taken over by LSSI.  It was no surprise to discover that when the City of Lancaster did not renew LSSI’s contract, the staff had to sign non-disclosure agreements and they could not talk about library service under LSSI---a common practice in situations like this.  However, I have talked recently with people who currently work or have worked in a public library in a neighboring city of Lancaster’s and was told that Lancaster residents had been going to their city to get their materials because they could not get them at their library in Lancaster.  

While I read with interest the backup document to this agenda item, I was amused by the recounting of the City staff visit to the LSSI library in Germantown, TN and the wonderful reports from the elected officials, the administrative staff and the library staff about LSSI.  No doubt they told Farmers Branch staff that things were working out well, since they were the ones who either (a) made the decision to contract with LSSI or (b) were actual LSSI library employees!  No doubt, they also advised Farmers Branch staff to whom they should talk among the Friends of the Library and library users.

But, beyond that, even if the people with whom they spoke had nothing to do with LSSI or the decision to hire them, this story about the visit to the library in Tennessee fails to state what shape that library was in before LSSI took over its management.   As I said before, LSSI got its start in helping save libraries that had been struggling.  That is not the case of the Farmers Branch Manske Library.   
The Farmers Branch Manske Library has had an outstanding reputation for many years and I submit that LSSI has not taken over a public library in better shape than the Manske Library.  The Library’s reputation is largely due to the fact that the Library has always had the support of the good people of Farmers Branch who have volunteered and raised money for the library and who trust the staff to keep their patron records confidential.  I can testify from working with the wonderful people in Farmers Branch for 27 years that they care about the quality of their library service and they don’t want a company from Maryland running their library!!

In respect for the citizens of Farmers Branch who have worked for many, many years to have a library that they feel pride and ownership in, I urge you not to outsource Farmers Branch’s public library.

Thank you.
