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The unique mission of the public library in a free society requires that it be managed by public employees for the public good, free of competing economic interests.  

Philosophical Basis  

The free public library developed as an institution to promote First Amendment freedom to read, without censorship, restriction, or other bias influencing the conduct of its mission.

Libraries are not businesses. In economic terms, they are a public good, in which product consumption by one does not diminish the availability of the product for consumption by others. Public sector management avoids the possibility that management decisions be made with a profit incentive, the proper mission of business in a capitalistic society. 

Libraries are a fundamental free marketplace of knowledge and ideas in a participative democracy. The U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, state constitutions, statutes and case law interpretations exempt the public library from prosecution for collection or dissemination of controversial materials.

Historical Basis

Public libraries were born in the American age of industrialization.  Many began as private subscription clubs; however, the same social forces that urged society to universal free public education, pushed libraries into the public sector. Our industrializing nation recognized that education was the key to creating a skilled labor force, a skilled labor force was the key to a strong economy, and a strong economy was key to promoting the pursuit of happiness for individuals.  Formal education through public schools and affordable state universities, and lifelong learning through free public libraries, became the cornerstones of a free, educated society.  For more than a century, the public has taxed itself in support of this belief.

Management Options
There are three distinct methods of management for publicly supported libraries that are currently practiced in Oregon. Two of the three are in the public sector; the third is in the private sector. 

The three options are: 

· independent library district as manager;

· city or county public employee as manager; 

· private commercial vendor as manager.  

In all three options, the primary funding base is public money.

Public Sector Management 

Historically in Oregon, public libraries are managed by public employees governed by a city council, a county commission, or an elected board.  Cities and counties appoint advisory citizen boards to oversee library management. A library district can be either a county service district with an appointed board (ORS 451), or an independent municipal corporation with an elected board (ORS 357).

All public libraries in Oregon are supported primarily by public funds.  Cities and counties, which manage their libraries as departments, fund library services from the general fund, where competition for departmental services can cause library funding to fluctuate according to the needs and priorities of the city or county.  Library districts have dedicated tax bases, providing annual revenues that vary with the assessed valuation of the district and the rate of collection.

The value of public sector management, in any of its forms, is that its sole mission is to provide for the public good.  All of the public funds that are provided to operate the library can be used for this purpose and not to pay a profit to the owners or shareholders of a private business. As part of local government, the operations of the library are totally transparent. Library staff works directly for the elected representatives of the taxpayers and can be held directly accountable for their decisions and for the quality of their work.

Private Sector Management

There are two methods of using private sector management for delivering public library service.  One is for public sector managers to contract with private sector vendors to manage various aspects of service delivery, such as online catalogs, electronic database content, and technical services. This selective outsourcing is commonly employed, and is an efficient method of providing highly specialized services to the public.  The second method is to contract with a vendor for the entire management of the public library.

A private sector firm has two goals. The first is to provide the best service it can for the money, and the second is to make a profit.  Norman Oder observed that private management contracts can be an effective tool for turning around systems that suffer a crisis in leadership, or are caught in political turmoil between jurisdictions.
  A study reported at the 64th International Federation of Library Associations’ General Conference, 1998, cautioned that there can be a negative tradeoff.

“Most studies that compare public and private agencies fail to account for quality of services. Most fail to analyze lower costs in terms of personnel; e.g., are those lower costs due to a greater use of part-time workers with fewer benefits?”
  

Library Systems & Services (LSSI) is the primary company providing outsourced library management in the U.S.  On the whole, communities that have contracted with them have experienced lower levels of service and a decrease in employee benefits.
  

The potential value of private sector management of public libraries is that it removes a burden from public sector managers and elected officials, and that it reduces the cost of providing quality library services.  The untested claim of private sector management is that it is able to maintain high quality services and at the same time achieve very significant efficiencies and economies of scale that lower costs for taxpayers, even after providing their owners with a profit. But there is no evidence that this has actually been done to date.  

The evidence below shows, to the contrary, that in a selected group of Oregon public libraries, public sector management outperformed private sector management and achieved a lower cost per unit of service
:


EFFICIENCY (Cost per unit of service)
    LSSI: $4.74

Oregon: $3.39

PERFORMANCE: 

CIRCULATION PER CAPITA      

    LSSI: 3.69

Oregon: 12.57
PROGRAM ATTENDANCE PER CAPITA
    LSSI: 0.18

Oregon:   0.34
LIBRARY VISITS PER CAPITA                     LSSI: 3.60               Oregon:   6.51

Conclusion

In its many forms, public sector management of libraries in Oregon serves the public better than any private management contract on record.   There is no budget for profit; every dollar provided by the taxpayers goes to providing library service to the public.   The Oregon Library Association reiterates its belief that the unique mission of the public library in a free society requires that it be managed by public employees for the public good, free of competing economic interests.  
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