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Yes on Prop. 81
Bond would support construction of libraries
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When Solano County Library officials went looking for ways to pay for a new library in Cordelia a few years ago, they were lucky. California voters in 2000 had approved a $350 million bond to build library facilities in communities that could pay 35 percent of the project from their own funds. Solano County was able to secure a $4.1 million grant for the Fairfield Cordelia Library, which is expected to open in December. 

Other communities were not as fortunate. While the state was able to cover 45 projects with that bond, it had to turn down 60 more, because it didn't have another $506 million to pay for them. Grant reviewers rated nine of those projects as "outstanding" and another 40 as "very good," including a Yolo County Library proposal to build a new branch in Winters. 

Now voters are being asked to rectify the situation. Proposition 81, the Public Library Construction and Renovation Bond Act of 2006, would authorize the state to sell $600 million worth of bonds to support library construction. Again, communities would be asked to pay for 35 percent of the project, and $300 million would be set aside for proposals that were submitted but not funded under the previous bond. 

There's little question that the public supports its libraries. The American Library Association's "State of America's Libraries" report last month showed that two-thirds of all Americans had visited a local library in 2005, and circulation of library materials continued to climb, as it has every year since 1990. Seventy percent of those surveyed said they were extremely happy with their libraries, 85 percent thought libraries needed more funding and 92 percent believed libraries will be needed in the future. 

Libraries also provide the invaluable service of helping adults whose literacy skills are so poor that they cannot read labels, ballots, television guides or books to their own children. Last year, California Library Literacy Services helped more than 20,000 such adults through 103 public library jurisdictions, including Solano County. Those literacy programs now have more than 5,000 adults on their waiting lists. The "joint use" clause in Proposition 81 would set aside $25 million to help build spaces where libraries and public schools or colleges could partner on literacy programs. 

But whether people are going to the library for literacy training or to borrow a book or to look up something on the Internet, the number of library patrons is sure to increase as population grows. Five years ago, Solano County Library officials said the county should plan to build 13 new facilities between 2001 and 2020 - a figure that doesn't include Dixon's new library, which has its own district. 

Passage of Proposition 81 won't guarantee funds for any of our local projects, but it certainly increases the chances of finding some money when the time comes. Without the bond, local libraries will almost certainly be on their own. 

We urge a yes vote on Proposition 81. 

