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Current Law

Current Wisconsin law provides for the establishment of public libraries by towns, villages, cities under Section 43.52, by counties under Section 43.57, and 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 Section 43.53.  Wisconsin statutes do not allow for district public libraries.  
Discussion Points 

1. District public libraries are a form of public library organization and governance that is currently available in 19 states.  State statutes define the specific features of these district libraries.  Generally, they are separate taxing districts established to provide public library service and operate with a uniform property tax established by referendum.  They are normally governed by a board of trustees that is elected or appointed.
2. One of the most compelling public policy arguments for public library districts relates to the use of public libraries by non-residents who live in communities without their own public library.  Although significant progress has been made in reducing the disparity in public library funding between communities with their own public library and those without a public library, a sizeable disparity still exists.  The inequity of this situation is most pronounced when towns without libraries are adjacent to well supported public libraries.  In some cases, the level of use by town residents on a per capita basis may approach or even exceed the use by residents within the municipality with the library.  At the same time, the level of support by town residents through the county tax on a per capita or tax rate basis may be significantly less than that of residents in the community with the library.  District libraries would provide a mechanism for uniform taxation over the primary service area of the library.
3. District public libraries could be considered an alternative to joint public libraries which are discussed in Issue Paper # 5.  The district public library form of organization would offer a solution to some of the problems of joint libraries.  A uniform tax is one advantage over joint libraries.  The governance structure of district libraries also would offer an effective way of dealing with the problem of multiple political jurisdictions being involved in funding library services.
4. District public libraries are a possible alternative to some consolidated county libraries or county library services.  These libraries are discussed in Issue Paper # 8.  County libraries are dependent on funding decisions made by county boards of supervisors.  These supervisors represent the entire county.  However, a number of county library organizations serve only part of the county.  In at least one instance funding decisions for the county library are made by a significant number of county supervisors who do not represent the area of the county served by the library.
5. There is evidence that the level of per capita support for public libraries is greater for district public libraries than other public library organizations.  
6. Library districts do not benefit from the support structure of a parent municipality or county.  Therefore, a library district must provide its own building(s), insurance, fiscal services, payroll and benefit administration, and legal services.  For this reason, a very small library district would probably not be cost-effective.

7. The concept of district public libraries has been endorsed by the Wisconsin Library Association and the System and Resource Library Administrators Association of Wisconsin.

8. The Legislative Reference Bureau is currently drafting public library district enabling legislation at the request of Representative Steve Kestell.

Alternatives
1. Maintain the status quo.

2. Enact reforms to the joint library provision that would require uniform taxation and provide for governing autonomy of the library board.

3. Enact legislation that would enable existing public library organizations to convert to a district library form of governance and funding with the passage of a favorable referendum.
4. Enact legislation that would enable existing public library organizations to convert to a district library form of governance and funding and that would provide a process for including additional jurisdictions in the service area of the district library with the passage of a favorable referendum.
Task Force Recommendations:
Recommend that Wisconsin enact legislation that would enable existing municipal, joint and county public libraries to convert to a district library form of governance and funding and that would provide a process for including additional jurisdictions in the service area of the district library with the passage of a favorable referendum.  Require the library system to prepare an impact statement before a member library can convert to a district library.  Use LSTA funds for planning grants and for incentives to create library districts.
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