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Proposition 81 warrants voter support
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WHILE most of the attention is going to Proposition 82 and Democrats scramble to select a candidate for governor, Proposition 81 has become the forgotten measure on the June 6 primary ballot. 

It's the third in a series of bonds over the past 18 years dedicated to building and renovating public libraries. This one seeks $600 million to provide 65 percent financing for 60 or more libraries. The balance would come from matching funds provided by communities getting the improvements. That amounts to about $320 million and boosts the public investment to more than $900 million. 

In 1988, voters approved $75 million in general obligation bonds for library buildings. In 2000, Proposition 14 earmarked another $350 million. It funded 45 projects, several in the Bay Area. 

The Legislative Analyst notes, however, that another 60 projects seeking $506 million were not funded by the 2000 bond. Proposition 81 would cover that amount, and then some, with priority given to eligible projects not funded in 2000. 

Twelve projects worth $119 million are in the Bay Area, 20 percent of the total. Three in San Francisco would get $12.9 million. Others, and the amounts sought, include: the Berkeley West Branch Library, $6.01 million; Half Moon Bay Library, $12.32 million; Manteca Branch Library, $14.45 million; Mulford-Marina Branch Library in San Leandro, $2.54 million; Northeast Stockton Branch, $9.06; Prewett Library in Antioch, $15.14 million; San Ramon Civic Center Library, $15.93 million; Union City Library, $16.16 million; and Walnut Creek Downtown Library, $18.26 million. 

It would cost the state $1.2 billion over 30 years, $40 million a year. As 2006 began, California had $44 billion in infrastructure-related bond debt with another $32 billion yet to be sold. The $600 million in library bonds would not appreciably increase that total, says the Legislative Analyst's Office. But the Legislature has agreed to put a package of infrastructure bonds on the November ballot that could add $37 billion in debt. 

Proposition 81 money cannot be used for books and library materials, administrative costs, interest or other financing charges, or ongoing operations. 

It's hard to argue against library funds, which have an apple-pie quality. Proponents have several things on their side, in addition to the question of the fairness of the state helping fund some local library projects and not others. In some cities a new or rejuvenated library will: strengthen the partnership between local schools and libraries in an era of cutbacks in public schools; provide a safe, reliable place for persons of all ages to read and learn; make underfunded, disintegrating facilities more usable; and fill a vital need where facilities are inadequate. Given California's rapid population growth, that's a common scenario. 

Opponents argue, however, that this is another questionable use of the state credit card; part of an unending cycle of growing dependence on state debt that our children and grandchildren must eventually pay. They note that the state budget has increased 500 percent since 1988, from $20 billion to $100 billion, and that we spend $9 billion on "illegal alien welfare," but must borrow money for libraries. 

Foes say we need to say "no" to "self-indulgent politicians," and take the money from elsewhere to fund libraries, not pass more bonds. 

While we're not happy with California's borrowing binge, libraries are an investment in our aging infrastructure and the future of communities. In many growing cities, such facilities are too small or don't exist. 

The demand for library funds reflects that need. Proposition 81 is an investment that it's in our best interest to pass.

