Trustee Essentials

Chapter 26: The Public Library System Board- Broad Viewpoint

Background

« To address the limitations of relying solely on local support and local
coordination of library service, the Wisconsin legislature passed
legislation in 1971 enabling the creation of regional public library
systems. The actual creation and development of public library
systems in Wisconsin was a voluntary and gradual process. No county
or public library is required to be a member of a library system.

Background

In return for agreeing to the membership requirements, membership in
a system brings benefits to libraries and their patrons because state
aid:

« expands and improves the interlibrary loan network

« provides specialized staff assistance and continuing education
opportunities to local library staff and trustees

« facilitates delivery services and communications

* guarantees mutual borrowing privileges

« expands the use of new technologies

 supports various other cooperative services and projects
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Background

« Before the development of public library systems in Wisconsin, many
state residents had no legal access to any public library. In addition,
many other state residents only had access to substandard library
service. The goal of library systems has been to provide all Wisconsin
residents with access to the highquality library service needed to
meet personal, work, educational, and community goals.

Background

* The basic dynamic of library system membership is simple, yet the
results can be powerful: a public library agrees to certain membership
requirements, including the agreement to serve all system residents
equitably; in return, the library system provides a wide range of
primarily state-funded services that enhance local library service.
Ideally, through this relationship, all residents of the state gain
improved library service, as well as the ability to use whichever library
or libraries best serve their needs. Municipal libraries participate in
library systems because their communities’ residents benefit from
this arrangement.

System Services and Accountability

* In Section 43.24(2) the statutes clearly state the services a public
library system must provide.

* However, considerable flexibility is allowed in setting priorities so that
each system can meet the needs of its particular geographic area and
member libraries. As a system trustee, you are called on to use your
insight and judgment to the fullest in establishing your system’s
priorities.



System Services and Accountability

* The fact that systems receive significant funding directly from the
state sets them apart from other public library institutions. It means
that system boards are accountable to the Division for Libraries and
Technology and must focus on the mandates of service itemized in
Wisconsin Statutes Section 43.24(2). In addition to its participation in
a statewide sharing network, the system’s accountability to the state
for funding means that system boards must maintain a broader view
of the development and provision of services.

Responsibilities of the Public Library System
Board

« Library system boards have significant responsibilities for fiscal
policymaking, fiscal planning, and fiscal oversight. In single-county
public library systems (with the statutory exception of the Milwaukee
County Federated Library System) the county’s officers maintain
custody of most funds and pay system bills. All other library systems,
however, must develop and maintain their own policies and
procedures for handling fiscal matters. Each operates its own business
office, paying bills and wages, keeping personnel records, complying
with state and federal tax regulations, and maintaining full records of
income and disbursements.

Relationships to Member Libraries and
Member Systems

« Like your counterparts at other service levels, you are policy-makers.
As a system trustee, however, you cannot make policies for any
system member libraries. You should avoid any unnecessary
interference with the autonomy of member libraries.

* On the other hand, public library systems do have the power to expel,

or reduce aid or service to, any member municipality or county that
does not meet the system membership requirements.
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Responsibilities of the Public Library System
Board

* A public library system board of trustees has the same legal powers as
a municipal library board with respect to systemwide functions and
services that a municipal library board has with respect to local
functions and services.

« Each public library system board of trustees must hire a thoroughly
qualified system director to carry out the system’s often-complex
responsibilities. The director should possess a detailed knowledge of
the profession and of the state’s overall library program so that
information, options, and explanations can be clearly presented for
board deliberation.

Responsibilities of the Public Library System
Board

« Library systems are required to have annual audits of their financial
activities. All system employees involved in handling funds should be
bonded appropriately.

* Under Wisconsin law, public library system employees are eligible to
participate in state retirement and insurance programs. If the system
does not choose those options, it must provide its own coverage.
Public library systems must comply with Wisconsin and federal laws
dealing with equal opportunity and nondiscrimination. In addition,
the system must develop its own job descriptions, wage scales,
vacation and sick leave policies, and other personnel policies.

Relationships to Member Libraries and
Member Systems

* For purposes of governmental cooperation, a public library system is
defined as a “municipality” (Wisconsin Statutes Section 66.30) and
therefore is able to enter into contracts with other “municipalities”
(cities, towns, villages, counties, other library systems). Contracts
entered into by public library systems include those for access and
services with all member libraries, counties, adjacent and other
systems, and the system’s resource library. These contracts form a
large part of the operational structure of each system. You should be
aware of the content, purpose, and effect of each contract entered
into by the board.



Relationships to Member Libraries and
Member Systems

* Public library systems are expected to take a leadership role in
studying and implementing new capabilities and technologies which
can help all members extend and enhance services to their
customers. You need to develop your skills as a visionary and an
evaluator in order to be open to opportunities for improvements in
regional services. You will also need to help your board determine
what priority will be placed on library enterprises of a regional nature
which might require system investment. This is an area of
responsibility where the broader viewpoint of the library system
trustee is crucial.

Additional Responsibilities

* Public library systems are firmly in place as examples of effective
resource sharing among public libraries. The systems are also vehicles
for exploring means of cooperation among other types of libraries.
You will need to become familiar with the other types of library
organizations in your region.
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Additional Responsibilities

« Effective public library system trustees should be willing to assume a
leadership role in legislative lobbying or advocacy at the state and
federal level. Like other library trustees, you should recognize that the
political process, at all levels, is the means by which scarce financial
resources are distributed. Those who make the best case for their
funding needs are heeded. “Lobbying” need not carry a negative
connotation; informative communications (written and/or in person)
to local, state, and federal representatives will keep them aware of
citizen concern for access to high-quality library service. These
elected representatives are, in the final analysis, just that:
representatives. For them to represent the public, they will need to
hear about public desires, needs, and values



