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The health of Vermont’s local public libraries is at risk.   
 
Public libraries have been forced to reduce hours, close their doors periodically and 
draw funds from endowment reserves simply in order to keep their operations alive.  At 
the same time, Vermont’s diverse network of libraries is challenged to meet expanding 
roles in their communities and increased demand for services: to purchase books and 
media for circulation, to be open to the public on a regular basis, to provide safe places 
for children to go after school, and to keep pace with changes in technology.   
 
Vermont is one of only eight states that do not provide state financial support for public 
libraries.  Nationally, state governments support 10% of public library budgets. Instead, 
Vermont’s local libraries depend upon local property taxes and private fundraising.  
These sources are under great strain and the result is an uncertain future for libraries.  
 
Increasing financial pressures for Vermont libraries are driven by higher costs to 
meet dramatically increased demand for services: 
 

1) Open public access to materials and technology.  In the past 10 years Vermont’s 
public libraries have been asked to provide materials and services as never 
before.  Public library circulation increased 14% between 1998 and 2005, while 
the number of public library visitors increased by 53%.  In 2005, there were more 
than 3.25 million visits to public libraries, with a total circulation of more than 4.3 
million books, magazines and audiovisual materials.  In 2005, Vermonters used 
computers in local public libraries 15,500 times every week. 

 
 By providing Internet access to the many people in communities who cannot 

afford it our libraries have taken on new roles as information and career centers.  
People searching for jobs, applying to college, researching small business 
ventures, all have flocked to their public libraries.  We are now seeing new 
generations and new populations of users who had never before come to a 
public library.  

 
 Providing this access comes with significant costs. Our libraries need to replace 

computer hardware that receives hard daily use.  They must continually update 
software and security, train staff members, and, in many cases, hire IT personnel 
in order to keep up-to-date with the information needs of residents of a rural 
state.  

 
2) Other non-traditional services.  The costs associated with technology alone 

justify state support, but there are other challenges for public libraries: providing 
after school services and a safe environment to children; workforce development 
services for increasing numbers of Vermonters; and outreach services for both 
the youngest and the oldest members of our communities (bookmobiles, 
outreach to day care centers and senior centers). 
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3) Basic, non-discretionary costs of daily operation.  In addition to growing 
demand for services, our libraries face rising costs: utilities; the purchase of 
books, periodicals, and audio books; technology acquisition and maintenance; 
maintenance and repair of buildings; and library wages and benefits. 

 
Public libraries are vital forces within their communities. 
With the arrival of the information age, some observers have predicted the end of the 
public library system. The contrary is in fact the truth.  Vermonters are using their local 
libraries in unprecedented numbers. Between 1998 and 2005 circulation increased 14% 
and library visits increased 53%. In figures reported for the 2005-2006 school year the 
combined budgets of all of Vermont’s public libraries added up to less than 1.4 % of 
public schools spending.  Although libraries are arguably the best educational bargain in 
the state for our citizens, the sea change in library use is stressing many public libraries 
to the breaking point.   
 
Vermont state support for libraries does not compare favorably to national norms. 
Nationally, state governments provide approximately 10% of operating income directly to 
public libraries, with the remainder coming from local property taxes (82%), federal 
sources (1%), and other (8%).  
 
However, in Vermont, the proportions are quite different. Seventy-five percent of public 
library operating funds come from local taxes, less than 0.1% from state or federal 
sources, and 24% from other sources, such as endowments and local fundraising.  
Libraries are constantly searching for ways to raise money and many Friends 
organizations have some success, but at a cost.  Libraries have been forced to establish 
“development departments” with extra staff, using much-needed resources that could be 
spent on direct service to Vermont’s citizens.   
 
In order to secure the livability and vitality of our local communities, it is time for 
the state to invest in Vermont’s public libraries. 
After five years of study and analysis, the Vermont Library Association estimates that the 
state of Vermont could significantly improve the health of our diverse network of local 
institutions by establishing a grant in aid program that would invest in all libraries that 
meet Public Library Minimum Standards.  Grants would equal 10% of a public library’s 
operating budget, with a minimum $1,500 award.  This is consistent with the level of 
state aid common to the vast majority of states.  The estimated cost is $1.6 million 
annually. 
 
The VLA understands that the legislature will determine the formula and regulations 
associated with any direct state aid.  However, in our research over the last five years, 
the VLA analyzed formulas from other states to see how the distribution of funds under 
each one would work in Vermont’s public libraries. 
 
It became apparent that the diversity of Vermont’s public libraries posed a special 
problem.  The tiny libraries in Roxbury, Williamstown, and Richford have different needs 
from the major Vermont libraries such as Fletcher Free in Burlington, the Rutland Free 
Library, and the Kellogg-Hubbard in Montpelier.   
 
To achieve a formula specific to the needs of our rural state and diverse libraries, the 
Vermont Library Association proposes a formula that has proven successful in the 
distribution of grants from the Vermont Public Library Foundation, funded thorough the 
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Freeman Foundation.  This formula was not only the most equitable, but it also had a 
track record that public libraries and members of the public, including legislators, 
understood and had found to be fair. 
 
Based on a percentage of each library’s operating budget “the Freeman formula” 
ensured that libraries with small incomes received a modest grant (with a minimum base 
grant of $1,500) and larger libraries, serving more Vermonters, received proportionally 
larger amounts in support of their more comprehensive services.  
 
The grant formula also encouraged local communities to increase support of their 
libraries as state grants would be tied to local income. 
 
State investments in our libraries would be used wisely. 
Each public library is uniquely responsive to the community it serves, and attempts to 
tailor its services based upon local needs   We list only some of many examples of how 
Vermont’s public libraries would use State funds to enhance, maintain and strengthen 
the services they provide to Vermonters. 
 

� Restore or expand existing hours. 

� Bring library services to senior centers, home daycare centers, community 
lunches, and adults and children who cannot easily come to the library. 

� Replace computer hardware and software. 

� Hire a children’s librarian. 

� Add basic facilities such as telephones and restrooms. 

� Purchase new materials for lending to patrons. 

� Obtain new patron services such as audio book downloads. 

� Retain high-quality staff. 

� Make needed repairs to library buildings. 
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Examples of libraries facing financial challenges 
 
Brooks Library in Brattleboro 
 
The Brooks Memorial Library FY 2008 budget is $10,000 less than FY 2007. 
Due to constraints on all Town budgets--from Fire to Police, Public Works to Recreation-
primarily because of property tax burdens, the entire Town budget was held to a less 
than 1% total increase. 
 
For Brooks, budget impacts came in the following areas: 20% reduction in adult books; 
elimination of an online database; and a 50% decrease in the purchases for media 
(audiobooks; DVDs; and video). 
 
The library materials reductions come in spite of growing user demands: Brooks 
Memorial Library is the largest public library in Southern Vermont, has nearly 180,000 
visits per year, the State's busiest public library for interlibrary loans, and is located in a 
county with no public university or college library. 
 
The Library has other needs that cannot be met: an aging facility that will require major 
repairs; capital improvement projects; and six to seven year old public access computers 
that need to be replaced. 
 
The Town's financial picture in Brattleboro will probably not improve due to eroding tax 
base for industrial/commercial and more reliance of residential tax base. 
 
 Jerry Carbone, Library Director 
 
Barnet Public Library 
 
Small libraries have small budgets and yet, in small towns, the demands on libraries are 
often greatest. They have a small staffs, often one or two people, and can only be open 
a limited number of hours. They generally have no large endowments or capital 
improvement funds.  
 
Barnet, for example, is a small library serving a town of about 1700 people. Our annual 
budget is less than $20,000 and is solely funded by town taxes. We are financially 
limited in our ability to provide all the services our citizens want. While we cannot 
purchase every best seller, be open as many hours as our patrons would like or offer a 
number of weekly programs, we do serve our community in an important way. In our 
town, about 80% of the residents have no access to cable or DSL. This becomes our 
biggest challenge. 
 
Computers, access to the Internet and technology are the greatest demand on our 
resources. Small rural communities often lack the infrastructure to provide residents with 
high-speed access to the Internet.  Today, our patrons are required to apply for jobs, 
college and financial aid online. We libraries try to provide high-speed Internet service 
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but we lack sufficient funds to keep our equipment up to date, pay the fees for cable, 
satellite or DSL services and we must rely on staff to provide essential technological 
support, as we cannot afford to hire anyone.  
 
For the Barnet Public Library as for many other small libraries the financial challenges 
we face mean that our community is lacking some of the fundamental services that 
libraries nationwide are providing, and Vermonters are demanding.  
 
 Sherry Tolle, Library Director 
 
Rutland Free Library 

 
Note: The City of Rutland has been a steady, solid supporter of the library from its 
earliest days, and, indeed, for most of the past twenty years has consistently led the 
coalition of five communities in commitment to library services for the community.  In 
addition to the receipt of city tax support, the library occupies a city-insured, city 
building and we are consistently able to share in city-negotiated discounts on phone 
service and fuel oil. The library’s financial situation as described below is not the result 
of city passivity or neglect.  
 
To the casual observer the library would appear to be in the flush of financial health, 
with a lovely building that benefited from recent Freeman funds to add air conditioning, 
efficient lighting and modern stacks; a restricted endowment for books; and tax support 
from five local communities. But just as appearances are deceiving, so is the 
comfortable illusion of our long-term stability. 
 
For the past two years the Rutland Free Library board has reluctantly adopted a deficit 
budget, hoping that transferring funds from a small savings account would be a 
temporary measure. Instead it appears the library is near a tipping point. 
 
In 1987, 68% of library revenue came from the tax support of two towns, 24% from an 
endowment fund and 9% from fines and fees. As the nature of library services has 
evolved from a primarily book loaning service to today’s community demands for high-
speed Internet service, up-to-date equipment and software, and specialized help with 
technology issues, costs also rose. Combined with initial and ongoing technology costs 
have been double-digit increases in health care premiums and spiraling oil prices. 
 
To meet these challenges we began to seek the support of surrounding towns. Then we 
built up a Friends of the Library to help with needs the budget couldn’t manage. Even 
with occasional supplemental gifts from service clubs, it became necessary to turn to 
fundraising, which we began four years ago. All along the way, hard fiscal decisions 
were made to keep the library viable. By the fiscal year ending June 2007 with a tight 
budget 124% higher, FIVE communities contributed 70% of library income while 
endowments shrank to 17%, leaving a gap of $111,458 gathered through fines, fees 
and extensive fund raising efforts. 
 
The net result is that twenty years later we are operating with less staff than we had 
five years ago serving an evermore savvy and demanding community. Fund raising work 
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is consuming a burgeoning chunk of professional time that could and should be spent 
providing direct library services. It also causes qualified individuals to decline board work 
and others to burn out. 
 
Because of the very nature of local funding (four town meetings and city negotiations 
every single year) the library’s financial structure often feels like a house of cards. When 
one town pulled out in 2002, library hours were reduced by almost two full days a week, 
immediately affecting a service population of 23,230 and thousands of non-resident 
borrowers and regional visitors. Even with the town’s return one year later at a lower 
per capita rate, the library’s finances have not recovered nor approached the previous 
revenue stream seven years later. With recent re-appraisals and higher property values 
throughout the county continued increases are becoming much more difficult to secure. 
Rutland City’s current million dollar debt problem threatens to further destabilize a weak 
coalition of support. 
 
And yet here is the conundrum: when the Department of Employment and Training 
offers Saturday and evening hours we may find we do not need to help the hundreds in 
our community with online applications for minimum wage jobs at Home Depot and 
Grand Union. When CCV ‘s mostly non-traditional students drive 15 miles out of the city 
to the contracted library at Castleton State College instead of opting to use their local 
public library where their kids can hang out at the same time, we may find new ways to 
serve those without any transportation. When the school system begins training adults 
on the complexities of I-pods, camera downloads and software upgrades without 
charge, we may find that we do not need to provide individual and class training 
sessions. When every home has a computer capable of handling larger loads and every 
home can afford Internet access and no individual or small business ever suffers from 
printer malfunctions at critical junctures in their lives, then perhaps we can refocus our 
efforts. When doctors have enough staff and enough time to spend precious extra 
minutes with patients on difficult diagnoses then we can perhaps return to other work 
when custodial parents no longer show up looking for resources to help them with 
delinquent payments from their exes, then we can offer other services. 
 
Our board will not continue to operate at a deficit, tax support is severely stressed and 
the future of the library very shaky. Yet community needs are quite real and Rutland 
Free Library, like so many others in Vermont, simply cannot pretend otherwise. Neither 
should the state. 
 
 Paula J. Baker, Library Director 
 
Burnham Memorial Library, Colchester 
 
Times are tough everywhere, and Colchester is no exception. Burnham Memorial Library 
is a municipal library and operates this FY with a budget of $542,169. As a general 
guideline, Town Departments have been asked to keep budget increases for FY09 to 
2%.   
 
Over the past several years library trustees and the library director have worked hard to 
increase staffing levels enough to cover two service desks for 54 hours a week. In 
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August we discontinued our year-round bookmobile service so that we could reallocate 
needed staff to the library.  Staff costs make up 80% of our total budget and though we 
are glad to finally have adequate staff in the building we are very aware that we had to 
end a popular service to do so. We are struggling to keep in our FY09 budget $1500 to 
hire one seasonal, hourly employee to operate a summer bookmobile program. At the 
same time, our pool of library volunteers is shrinking and library staff members are 
spending more of their time on tasks that have always been done by volunteers.  
 
After removing costs for staffing, utilities, and general library maintenance, one sees 
that Burnham Library operates on $74,188. This sum covers the purchase of books, 
periodicals, online databases, technology (computer hardware, software, contracted 
tech support and software maintenance agreements), postage, audio-visual materials, 
and special building maintenance projects (this year that includes interior painting.). Our 
Personnel Development and Legal budget lines have disappeared. Our book and 
audiovisual materials budgets, already small, have been static for 3 years, and our 
Programming budget of $1,000 is the same as it was in 2000. Our periodicals budget 
was cut 10.8% last year, the second year in a row for cuts.  
 
Burnham Library’s long range plan, “Planning for Results, 2006-2010” was created by a 
committee of 30 community members, staff and library trustees.  We learned that our 
community members want a current, diverse collection of books, more DVDs and 
audiobooks, increased programming for all ages, and building space for meetings, quiet 
study, programs, group collaboration, browsing, and comfortable seating. They want 
current technology, up-to-date computers in the library, and online databases for use at 
home. New residents coming from out-of-state are surprised that our library does not 
offer the range of services that they came to expect in the towns they left.  
 
In FY07 the use of our library computers and our online databases saw dramatic 
increases, yet our budget does not support the addition of new online and electronic 
resources that our community needs. When computers fail or become obsolete we have 
no money in our budget to replace them. At 7,750 square feet we have outgrown our 
building and we have no money to repair broken steps and handrails. This fall we are 
renting space in a nearby church to conduct two library programs because we don’t 
have enough space in our building. 
 
To help meet some of the goals in our long-range plan the Friends of the Burnham 
Library, a non-profit group that supports the library with advocacy and fund-raising, is 
now in the midst of their first annual letter appeal, hoping to raise money for programs 
called for in the library’s long-range plan. We expect that they will reach their goal of 
$15,000 by the end of the year to support special library programming for adults, teens 
and children and the creation of an outdoor information kiosk for new residents and 
town visitors. Note that this campaign does not address the “bare bones” quality of our 
operating budget; nor will it address building needs. 
 
It is clear that for the foreseeable future the Town of Colchester will not be able to 
provide the financial support that the Burnham Library requires to meet the needs of 
community members. This is true for libraries throughout Vermont. This is a time when 
our citizens need to be well informed to make critical decisions. This is a time when 
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children need books, computers and programming to make sure they are successful in 
school. This is a time when our senior citizens are asking for more learning 
opportunities, computer training, and special adaptive technology to aid failing vision. 
This is a time when computers are essential to daily life and for many the only computer 
available is at the public library. This is a time when personal disposable income is 
shrinking and people look to the library for books, music, and DVDs. This is a time when 
new immigrants want to learn English and new job skills, and rely on mobile library 
service because they have no transportation to the library. This is a time when people 
need the help of librarians to negotiate the online world and the sheer volume of 
available information. This is a time when people are clamoring for a sense of 
community connection and look to the public library in their town to provide a place for 
meeting, discourse, and community-building. The public library mission is ever 
expanding – and Vermont libraries need state financial support to make it all happen.  
 
 Martha Reid, Library Director 
 
Roxbury Free Library 

 
Roxbury is a small, poor community in Central Vermont, with a population of about 700 
people.  The library serves townspeople and a few residents of nearby towns, who 
attend a myriad of programs for adults and children, use its high-speed internet service, 
check out books, audiotapes, movies and other materials, and take a variety of classes.   
It is a meeting place for book groups, after-school activities, tutoring, and town 
organizations.  In just five years, use of the library has increased tenfold, with at least 
forty special programs offered in the past year alone.   
 
Though it cannot begin to compete with libraries of larger towns in terms of computers, 
books, and technical services, it does act as a well-used community center and 
educational window to the world.  Especially for residents who cannot get to larger 
towns and cities, it is THE place to access the internet, obtain books from all over the 
state through inter-library loans, and enrich daily existence with free concerts, classes, 
literary events, lectures and celebrations.  Providing programming and acting as a 
happening place in the community are perhaps the library’s strongest suits.  Another 
outstanding quality is its willingness (and ability) to collaborate with many other town 
organizations, including the elementary school, fire department, historical society and 
senior center. 
 
The library meets State Library Standards, but just barely: open 14 hours/week, it offers 
only one public access computer and very little off-site outreach.  Budgetary constraints 
abound.  There is one paid part-time position, and the librarian works many more hours 
than she is paid for.  Benefits, even if the position were half-time or more, are not 
offered.  All other staffing of the library is through volunteer efforts.  Program and 
materials budgets have been level-funded for the past year in order to meet growing 
costs of utilities and technical assistance.  There is no bathroom or handicap access to 
the building; this problem is being addressed through a capital campaign, with the 
expectation of a small addition being complete within a year. 
 
The library’s annual budget overall is just over $14,000.  With an additional 10% 
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($1,400) from State funds to augment the local ($10,000) and fundraising ($4,000) 
monies, any number of improvements could be made to the library’s services.  The 
library could be open more hours by increasing librarian’s paid time or hiring a second 
part-time assistant; a new and possibly a second  public access computer could be 
purchased; outreach to elderly and day care settings could become more regular; the 
list goes on and on. 
 
 Susan D'Amico, Library Director 
 
 


