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Say yes to library development bonds

BALLOT MEASURE'S PASSAGE COULD HELP FUND LONG-DELAYED UPGRADES

Mercury News Editorial

Gilroy had 15,000 residents when the town library opened 30 years ago with 57,000 books. Today, its population is 50,000; the library has 126,000 items -- and nowhere to put many of them or many of the library's patrons. It has had to eliminate one-third of its seats to make room for more stacks and the 28 public-access computers that weren't in any library in 1975.

All this when demand for its services is rising, especially from after-school students needing tutoring and a quiet place to study.

Many California communities' aging and antiquated libraries face a similar plight. And, like Gilroy, they would be able to expand and modernize through Proposition 81, a $600 million state library bond issue on the June 6 ballot. Voters should pass it to keep California's public libraries open and thriving.

Proposition 81 would provide 65 percent of the cost for construction and equipment, with local agencies making up the rest. Six years ago, voters approved a $350 million library bond measure, but that was enough to finance only 45 library projects, a fraction of libraries qualifying for money. Since then, Cupertino, Morgan Hill and Saratoga moved ahead with library construction without state assistance.

But Gilroy has patiently moved up in line, through a very competitive process, and should be in position to receive money if Proposition 81 passes. Campbell, whose 30-year-old library is also much too cramped, will pursue the next round of funding, as may the Sunnyvale public library.

Grants can range from $50,000 to a maximum of $20 million, ensuring that dozens of libraries will receive funding. Campbell will seek $10 million in state money for a new building, while Gilroy hopes to get $12 million for its $19 million library.

Public libraries are no longer simply places to check out books and tapes. A new Gilroy library would represent the library of tomorrow. It would quadruple seating capacity, to 342, and computer stations, to 105. There would be a 100-person meeting room, a homework center in the children's section, a group study room and rooms for tutoring and for students in the district's alternative schools program.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and the Legislature will ask voters to pass a series of public-improvement bonds in November, but those have no money for libraries. This is the only chance for voters to fund a vital community resource. They should pass Proposition 81.

