Sample Opinion Editorial for Newspapers
Pennsylvania’s Public Libraries: Necessities, Not Luxuries

Many Pennsylvanians have fond memories of the public libraries in their hometowns from growing up.

Maybe you remember the story time programs your parents took you to when you were little. Or perhaps you remember researching a biology report or a history paper in junior high or high school. Maybe you remember going through the Consumer Reports when you were getting ready to buy that first car. Possibly you remember the biography you read that changed who you wanted to become.

Public libraries today are all that and much, much more. Public libraries have changed and kept up with the times. If you’re a regular library user, you know this. If you haven’t been there for a while, you ought to get reacquainted.

Today you go to the library not only for books and reference materials, you can also check out music CDs or movies on DVD, use a computer, check email, go online, look at a catalog or review a database or visit a virtual exhibit. In fact, you don’t even have to “go” to the library at all anymore. You can connect remotely using a computer. In many ways, the value of public libraries to our lives just keeps growing. At least that’s what we librarians and our users have always known.

Now, thanks to a statewide study, we can prove it. And that’s important. In these days of stretched resources, every tax dollar demands justification.

The study, “Taxpayer Return-on-Investment in Pennsylvania Public Libraries,” shows public libraries give back many times over what they cost and are absolutely vital to a huge number of Pennsylvanians.

In fact, Pennsylvania taxpayers receive a return of $5.50 for every $1 they invest in public libraries in Pennsylvania. That means a return of $55 for every $10 of local, state and federal taxes we invest in supporting our public libraries.
The study asserts that if public libraries in Pennsylvania were to disappear, then the total economic loss to users and local economies would be approximately $1.34 billion. That potential loss is 5.5 times the $249 million Pennsylvanians currently dedicate annually to support public libraries at all levels.

The study was commissioned by Pennsylvania’s Office of Commonwealth Libraries in collaboration with the Pennsylvania Library Association and was conducted by the University of North Carolina’s School of Information and Library Science.

As of last year, our Commonwealth had 474 public libraries serving a population of nearly 12 million residents. Including satellites such as branches and bookmobiles, as well, the total number of available library outlets to Pennsylvania residents is 630.

The study revealed that during a year’s time, 51.6 percent of adults in Pennsylvania visited a public library in person and 13.2 percent used a remote connection to visit a public library.

Overall, Pennsylvania’s public libraries tallied 40.8 million in-person visits in the year previous to the study – 48.2 percent by adults, 39 percent by school-age children, 8.4 percent by adults who brought children and 4.4 percent by tourists.

Large numbers of library patrons used libraries to get information for work-related activities, to research personal or family issues, to study and do school work or just to stay current – not only for recreation and entertainment. Overall, the study reported, a mere 24 percent of users report recreation as a sole purpose of library visits.

Public libraries also recorded 11.4 million visits by remote connection in the year previous to the study. The largest group of remote users, 44 percent, logged on to get information related to personal or family issues.

The study notes that those who use public libraries are pretty much evenly spread among age groups and income groups up to $150,000 per year. That dispels any notion that public libraries serve only a portion of our population. In fact, they’re important to all of us.

“Pennsylvania libraries are used extensively because the information and services they provide are found to be trustworthy, the best source available to users and convenient or easy to use,” the study reported.

It’s also important to note that at least half of both in-person and remote library visitors said they considered the information or services they obtained to be “absolutely essential.” In other words, users were getting something they couldn’t or didn’t want to do without – and couldn’t easily get anywhere else.

Public libraries enrich the lives of Pennsylvanians. What this study solidly demonstrates is that public libraries are not luxuries but necessities; that they are not superfluous in the age of the Internet, but rather are as essential as ever, if not more so; and that supporting public libraries with tax dollars is, in the long run, a good investment and more economical than budget cuts.

Just what we’ve been saying all along.
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