August 15, 2011
Dear Pam:

This is submitted for your August 18 paper.  Thanks!

---Allen
LIBRARY LINES

Several people have asked me to comment on Kanawha Chief Circuit Judge Paul Zakaib’s ruling in Kanawha County Board of Education versus Kanawha County Public Library. Judge Zakaib declared null and void a special legislative law requiring Kanawha School Board to provide financial support to the county library. This ruling is setting off a metaphorical tsunami wave throughout West Virginia public libraries, especially among several large libraries that have such special laws.
This ruling will save the Kanawha Board of Education about $2.5 million, or 1% of its budget. However, that sum is about a third of the library’s budget, a cut it cannot weather.
Kanawha BOE contended that since 46 other counties have no special act requiring schools to fund public libraries, their children were being cheated through inequitable funding.

In 2007 the Kanawha BOE won a similar lawsuit. The state supreme court ruled in favor of the BOE on legal grounds, yet recommended that the legislature fix the funding vacuum facing the libraries. The legislature then enacted legislation that included adding 8% local share tax revenue to every school system in the state, thinking  that this huge increase would easily cover any required school funding laws for public libraries. Nonetheless, Kanawha BOE was not satisfied, since it was required to fund Kanawha Public Library while most other counties had no such requirement for their public libraries.
Approximately two-thirds of local property tax revenue is mandatorily collected by the state and redistributed throughout all county school boards according to a state formula that includes student enrollment, etc. Local share, however, is property tax revenue that goes directly to the local school system. In effect, the new legislation provided significant additional annual funds for every school system in the state.  For example, 8% of total property taxes in Pocahontas County should add up to several hundred thousand dollars annually.  

The West Virginia Library Association has a legislative committee, which I happen to chair.  We are seeking legislation that would provide local funding for all public libraries in our state. After all, many public libraries receive very little local support. Indeed, West Virginia ranks at the bottom of national state rankings for average local library support.  Pocahontas County does better than many other libraries due primarily to county commission support via Hotel/Motel tax revenue.  On the other hand, our funding from our county board of education has dropped from a high of $59,000 a decade ago to $18,000 for this current fiscal year. Our school board cites cutbacks in Title 1 funding and uncertainty about continuance of federal funding from SRSCA for this year’s 25% cutback from the previous year.  
 What is especially rankling about Kanawha BOE’s lawsuit is that it disparages the important role public libraries perform in the education of children. Public libraries serve people of all ages and aptitudes who want to learn. And while “education systems’ managers” might feel that learning only occurs within the parameters of their schools, true educators value the contributions of parents, youth organizations, libraries, churches, and the positive attitude of communities that so much develop the minds, bodies, attitudes, and motivations of our children. 
