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Wisconsin Public Library Governance 

and
Larger Units of Service
Introduction

Public library service in Wisconsin is largely funded and governed at the municipal level.  On average, municipal libraries are supported at significantly higher tax rates than county libraries and joint libraries.  (See chart on next page.)
All public libraries are governed by library boards appointed by the parent government(s) that established the library.  This governance structure partially insulates the operation of the library from political pressures—an important concern especially in the development of the library’s collection and policies.  Citizen control is designed to help the library support the ideals of freedom of expression and inquiry—free from partisan and political pressure.
Both municipal and county libraries can benefit from the support structure of their parent organization.  Most significantly, the parent organization provides fiscal services for the library such as taking custody of most library funds, making bill payments (as approved by the library board), administering payroll, and keeping financial records.  Often, the library may benefit from the legal and personnel experts employed by the parent body.
Compared to county or joint public libraries, municipal libraries experience significantly higher average nonresident usage.  On average, 37% of municipal library usage is by people who live outside the municipality, compared to 23% for joint libraries and only 6% for county libraries.  

As noted in the paper on Wisconsin Public Library Funding and Nonresident Borrowing Issues, nonresident borrowing generally only creates problems when it represents a significant level of unfunded usage.  After implementation of the 70% county funding requirement, problematic nonresident usage is primarily "crossover" usage (when residents of a community with a library use a library in a different community) and cross-county border usage.
While average municipal public library support is higher than the average support for joint or county libraries, some Wisconsin municipalities support their libraries at levels well below state standards.  In 2001, over 100 of 347 Wisconsin municipal public libraries had total budgets below $50,000.  

Poor municipal public library support hampers the goal of quality service to all state residents, and can create additional problems when there are substantial differences in library service quality within a small geographic area.  This situation invariably results in heavy crossover borrowing—with residents of the poorly funded library using (and typically not providing financial support for) a nearby better-funded library.
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	Municipal1
	340
	9,014
	116,901
	8.2
	37%
	$33.27 
	$0.78 
	$42,577 
	27%
	$6.29 
	$5.67 

	Joint1
	25
	11,012
	115,477
	8.1
	23%
	$24.84 
	$0.39 
	$63,977 
	19%
	$4.43 
	$5.31 

	County1
	8
	72,893
	522,288
	6.7
	6%
	$22.38 
	$0.44 
	$50,714 
	11%
	$3.33 
	$4.61 

	1Not included are tribal libraries, county library services that do not operate fixed library facilities, and two municipal libraries that receive all of their funding from the county.  The two Wisconsin joint city-county libraries are included in the joint library category.

	2Population of municipality for municipal library, total population of participants in joint library, and population of county for county library.

	3Includes support from government organizations other than the parent government(s), fees, donations, etc.

	4 The Wisconsin public library standard "basic" level for a library of the average "home" community population for the type of library.


As noted in the paper on Wisconsin Public Library Funding and Nonresident Borrowing Issues, there are currently no state tools to ensure local library service quality.  Currently, a public library can be legally established and become a library system member with virtually no local funding.  The System and Resource Library Administrators Association of Wisconsin (SRLAAW) recently recommended that statutory system membership requirements be revised to require that libraries meet certain minimum standards for library system membership, with libraries allowed three years to meet the standards. Further, they recommended that the development of minimum standards should be done cooperatively by the Wisconsin Library Association (WLA), DLTCL, SRLAAW, and the larger library community.
Counties do have the authority to establish enforceable library standards.  Public libraries that do not meet their county's library standards can be denied exemption form the county library tax.  Theoretically, county library standards can reduce the level of crossover library use because libraries will have a strong incentive to improve their service to meet the standards.  If the standards encourage better community library service, fewer community residents will resort to using libraries in other municipalities.  Dane and Waukesha Counties have adopted county library standards, but it is too early to assess the impact of those standards.
Types of larger units of library service 

Larger units of library service can reduce, but do not eliminate, nonresident borrowing and may provide for more cost-effective library service.  As shown on the chart on page 2, both joint libraries and county libraries experience lower levels of nonresident use than municipal libraries.

Types of larger units of service include:

· Joint public libraries

· Consolidated county libraries
· District libraries (not currently an option under Wisconsin law)
· Merger of municipalities with public libraries

Joint Public Libraries

Wisconsin allows for the establishment of joint public libraries by two or more municipalities or by a county and one or more municipalities, according to the provisions of Wisconsin Statutes Section 43.53.  The framework for governance and funding of a joint public library is created through an agreement entered into by the governing bodies of the participants in the joint library.  The library board governing the joint library is appointed by the joint library participants in proportion to the population of each participant.  One of the participants must agree to pay bills and hold funds on behalf of the library.  
Joint libraries may or may not fully benefit from the support structure of their "parent" organizations, depending on the arrangements agreed to by the participants.  If one or more of the participants is not willing to handle the payroll and financial record-keeping, and provide legal and personnel expertise for the library, the library may face higher costs for these services.
The most problematic issue in the creation and operation of a joint library in Wisconsin is the method by which annual budgets are formulated and costs apportioned among the participants to the joint library.  Several options are available for the apportionment of costs including the respective population, total property value, library usage, or library registrants of each participant.  
The more difficult issue is reaching agreement on the total joint library annual budget.  If, for example, one participant approves a lower total budget than the other participant(s), the library will most likely end up with the smaller total since the other participants will probably not be willing to unilaterally fund at a level higher than the share apportioned to them by the joint library agreement.  This may partially account for the fact that even though the average joint library serves a resident population only slightly larger than the average municipal library, the average funding support is considerably lower for joint libraries. (See chart on page 2 for details.)
Potentially, one method of avoiding this problem is for each participant to agree to a fixed levy rate per $1000 of property valuation.  This works well as long as property values continue to rise at a reasonable rate.  Library service quality can suffer, however, if property values stagnate or decline.  This potential problem could be handled by agreement of the joint library participants that the library levy rate can be changed at any time by agreement of the governing bodies of the participants.
Possible legislative adjustments could include a provision that any new joint public library or joint library agreement must provide for a uniform library levy and a mechanism for adjustment of that levy rate.
Consolidated County Libraries
A consolidated county library may be established by a county board under the provisions of Wisconsin Statutes Section 43.57.  The county board may take over existing municipal or joint public libraries within the county by consent of the parent organizations of those libraries.  A consolidated county library is governed by a seven or nine person county library board appointed by the county board chair.  
Consolidated county libraries typically operate a number of branches to serve all residents of the county.  Most consolidated county libraries own and maintain each branch facility, but in Door County, for example, each municipality with a branch owns and is responsible for maintenance and repair of the building.  
County libraries experience much lower levels of nonresident use than other types of libraries, but they do not necessarily "solve" all of the problems associated with nonresident use.  Residents of counties with county libraries can use independent libraries outside the county and even inside the county since cities and villages within the county can still govern and operate an independent municipal library and exempt themselves from the county library levy if they tax themselves for library service at a rate higher than the county library levy.  There are at least three independent libraries that operate within a county library.  Independent libraries within a consolidated county library do not qualify for the 70% cost reimbursement from the county. 

Towns also may establish libraries within a county with a consolidated county library (or any county), but they must first obtain county board and county library board approval.  A town may appeal to the state superintendent a county’s disapproval of its participation in a joint library with a municipality in another county.  This occurred in the formation of a joint library between the City of Marshfield in Wood County and the Town of Macmillan in Marathon County.
A consolidated county library is funded by a uniform county library levy (although, as noted above, municipalities can still govern and operate an independent municipal library and exempt themselves from the county library levy if they qualify for exemption).  
Statewide statistics from 2000 show that compared to other types of libraries county libraries, on average, have lower funding levels, lower levels of use from "home" residents, experience much lower levels of nonresident use, and are less likely to meet the state standard for material spending per capita.
District libraries
District libraries are not currently permitted under Wisconsin law, but are common in many other states.  Permissive district library legislation is currently being drafted at the request of Representative Kestell.  A group of interested librarians met with Representative Kestell and staff of the Legislative Reference Bureau to discuss possible provisions to include in the legislation.  The legislation might allow for the creation of a library district that followed the boundaries of one or more municipalities or counties.  To create a district, a referendum would be held to establish the boundaries of the district and the initial tax levy rate.  The district, if established, would be governed by an elected district library board.  Any increase in the library levy rate would need to be approved by a referendum.
A district library would require the authority to borrow money and to own library facilities (municipal, county and joint public libraries are typically dependent on their parent organization(s) for provision of the library building).  A district library does not have the support of a parent government organization; therefore, fiscal, payroll, and other functions would need to be provided by the district library at district library cost.
The legislation might provide that municipalities currently operating libraries that become part of a library district would not lose any shared revenue due to the establishment of the district.  

Some librarians are interested in the district library structure because:
· A district structure could reduce nonresident borrowing (if the district boundaries correspond to library use patterns).
· A district structure provides for more direct citizen control of the governance of the library.
· A district structure provides for direct citizen control of the tax level for support of the library.
· A district structure provides for more equitable funding (everyone in district pays the same library levy rate).
· A district structure provides a broader tax base which could allow for better funding.
· A district structure provides a larger unit of service which may allow for efficiencies from economies of scale.
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