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I am Charles Warren and I represent the Committee to Save the New York Public Library 
(CSNYPL), a citizens group that has sought to keep the popular Mid-Manhattan Branch as a library 
rather than a real estate deal, keep three million books in the stacks of the Central Library at 42nd 
Street, and maintain the Science Industry and Business Library (SIBL), the library closest to the 
CUNY Graduate Center. 

With the support of thousands of New Yorkers, students, librarians, celebrated authors, union 
leaders, elected officials, and others we insisted that the $300 million price tag for the Central Library 
Plan (CLP), which escalated to $ 500 million, was too high. Thanks to our efforts and the elected 
officials who recognized the wasteful folly of this plan, we have stopped it.  

The election of 2013 brought a new energy to our city government and the abandonment of 
NYPL’s destructive and extravagant Central Library Plan gives us all the opportunity to set a better 
course for the future. Base-line budgeting for the operating budgets of the three library systems is a 
positive step. And now, we welcome the opportunity to rethink the capital spending budget for our 
city’s libraries. As you know the many years of under-funding have left a pressing need for intelligent 
planning and stable funding. 

The Center for an Urban Future has performed a great service in its careful study of the branch 
libraries and I want to add to that with some comments about what NYPL is calling the Midtown 
Campus, a scheme that encompasses its research library on 42nd Street and the popular Mid-
Manhattan Library across 5th Avenue. I urge you to see that these two libraries are intertwined with 
and complimentary to the citywide network of neighborhood branches. Their central location and 
unique resources extend their importance beyond NYPL’s three borough system – they serve the 
whole city. 

Public money and Private control – Is that a public/private partnership? 

To citizens of New York it seemed the $ 151 Million contributed by New York City to the Central 
Library Plan was conjured from thin air; $ 100 Million from the Mayor; $ 50 Million from the City 
Council; $ 1 Million from the Manhattan Borough President. This money was granted when NYPL 
claimed it did not yet have even schematic designs. There were no public hearings, there was no 
public input. Now, most of this sum remains in the adopted FY 2015 capital budget. What is it for? 

The NYPL Midtown Campus includes the Central Library at 42nd Street and the Mid-Manhattan 
Branch, but it fails to mention the Science Industry and Business Library, (SIBL) just a few blocks 
away. 

Will the city council follow the old pattern where it grants $151 Million for a vaguely described plan 
being developed in secret? We need to know what our tax dollars are paying for. We must not stand 
for a partnership where the money is public and the decisions are private. 
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Just last week NYPL conducted a survey about plans for the Midtown Campus, but the survey 
omitted key questions. They did not ask: 

 Does it make sense to leave the stacks empty for want of modern climate controls? 
 Which Midtown Campus building is best suited to which library service? 
 Should SIBL be sold or made part of the Midtown Campus? 
 What balance should we strike between books and electronic services?  

Instead, all the poll questions were skewed to avoid these important choices and reinforce a narrow 
set of pre-determined outcomes. This cannot be presented as meaningful public consultation. 

If NYPL will not ask difficult questions, we must. And we must add a budget question: What is the 
best, most resilient, least destructive, and most economical way of achieving the public’s objectives 
for the library and the city? Long term capital plans should encompass all parts of all NYPL 
buildings. 

Mistakes made with an insular process 

NYPL is a not-for-profit corporation with a $ 1.1 Billion endowment. I often disagree with its 
president, Tony Marx, but I have no doubt that he is motivated by the same devotion to the library 
and the city that motivates the CSNYPL. I know the NYPL trustees are similarly well intentioned. 
We should applaud their extraordinary generosity and hard work. But insular decision-making at 
NYPL has led to a series of bad consequences: 

 Ten years and countless millions wasted on the Central Library Plan. 
 The fiasco of Donnell Library, where the anticipated real estate bonanza for NYPL 

has not been realized. Money from the sale of this beloved and busy neighborhood 
library has been chipped away at by bad deals, long delays, and millions spent to rent 
substitute space for years. In the end an irreplaceable neighborhood library of about 
90,000 square feet will be replaced with a largely subterranean space 1/3 its size. 

 SIBL was built at the cost of about $ 100 Million. It is a commercial condominium 
owned by NYPL, not by the city. But many costs associated with this facility were 
funded with NYS bonding authority. Should NYPL now be free to sell it without 
city approval? NYPL is now silent on the future of this huge investment in the 
“library of the future” (focused on CD-ROMs and an object lesson for those 
thinking they can predict the course of fast changing technology). 

An on-going example of private planning with consequences for public funds is the Research 
Collections and Preservation Consortium (ReCAP) in Princeton, New Jersey. NYPL continues to 
spend its capital funds to construct and expand its remote storage facility there. These substantial 
capital investments are represented as “private funds.” and they are being made outside of New 
York City. Meanwhile, NYPL refuses to invest in its stacks, the uniquely efficient shelf system at the 
heart of its city owned 42nd Street building. Without public input, it has decided to leave the stacks 
empty, warehousing this space like a landlord waiting for an uptick in the real estate market.  
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Is it efficient to shuttle books back and forth from Princeton on a continuous basis? Is it 
environmentally responsible? Is it good for the preservation of the books? Is it good for New 
Yorkers? The answer seems to be that ReCAP is paid for with “private funds” and so it is not 
subject to city oversight. But “private funds” spent in New Jersey are dollars that are not spent on 
New York City facilities, and this means fewer jobs in New York. That leaves more needs to be met 
by city taxpayers and a bigger hole in the capital budget.  

The public was barely consulted on these decisions, or consulted after they were set in motion. They 
have real consequences for library services and a real impact on the city’s capital expenditures. We 
need reform. 

Make all information available to all 

In order to make informed decisions about capital projects, the City Council and the public need 
access to cost and other information for past, present, and future projects. Decision-making is 
hobbled when public cost data are disclosed, but private cost data are concealed. NYPL leaders 
promise openness but fail to disclose important information. 

For example: At the June 27, 2013 hearing before State Assembly Committee on Libraries, NYPL 
CEO Anthony Marx testified about CLP:  

…. we understand that this plan needs an independent cost estimate and we will 
provide one as soon as we have an actual architectural design that can be assessed. 
We are as eager to [do] that as quickly as possible…., but we have to get it right. We 
also understand the public interest in having a cost estimate done by independent 
actors of what it would instead cost to make the current stacks work at state of the 
art preservation or for that matter to renovate the current Mid-Manhattan on site…. 
We will provide that information. We would love to do it sooner   it looks at this 
point like we won’t have all of that complete till the fall. As soon as we have it we 
will make it public. 

 
What was finally disclosed in the Wall Street Journal, as CLP was being scrapped, was that its cost 
had ballooned to $ 500 Million, that fitting out the unused storage under Bryant Park would cost $24 
million (rather than the $ 8.5 Million NYPL estimated earlier) and that the cost to provide proper 
environmental controls in the stacks was estimated at $ 46 Million. No estimates were supplied for 
renovating the Mid-Manhattan Library, no professional cost-estimator was identified, nor was detail 
supplied. Indeed, the plans and specifications that formed the basis of these estimates have never 
been disclosed. 

The failure of NYPL to fulfill its promise leaves the City Council and the public in the dark. We are 
deprived of important information and cost data needed to assess alternatives or estimate present 
capital plans for these buildings. 
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A closed book from an institution devoted to information access 

Partial, selective disclosure of information is a pattern with NYPL. Its trustees’ meetings are open to 
the public, but much of the substance of those meetings is hidden within the briefing books 
provided to the trustees and not made public. I have asked Carey Maloney, the Speaker Mark-
Viverito’s new representative to the NYPL trustees, to make his copy of these briefing books public, 
I have made the same request to the Comptroller’s staff. It should not require a quarterly Freedom 
of Information Act request to make public the substantive information underlying public meetings. 
Failure to disclose this information makes a mockery of open board meetings. 

Pass-through contracts and NYC Department of Design and Construction 

As this Committee knows, there are existing tools to require greater disclosure for the construction 
of city owned buildings. In a hearing held by this committee on April 28, 2014, the role of the NYC 
Department of Design and Construction (DDC) in library construction projects was examined. 
Testimony by Commissioner Peña-Mora and his deputy David Resnick emphasized the safe-guards 
and requirements for transparency in the DDC process. Under questioning, they compared this 
openness to the lack of transparency when pass-through contracts are used.  

At the September 17, 2014 NYPL trustee meeting Anthony Marx claimed that pass-through 
contracts allowed the NYPL to deliver library projects at half the cost in half the time (compared to 
DDC). If this can be verified, it is a remarkable record of efficiency (even considering the lack of 
Wicks law requirements in pass-throughs contracts) and the city might want to fill vacancies at DDC 
from the staff of NYPL. But only NYPL has the data to support their claim. 

We need to reform the rules for pass-through contracts so the use of some “private funds” does not 
cast a veil of secrecy over public building projects. I urge you to use the expertise within the DDC to 
find a more transparent process for these contracts.  Absent greater transparency, our tax dollars are 
spent without sufficient public scrutiny or safe-guards. 

Our Position on the capital budget 

We support base-line budgeting. We support increased funding for NYPL and the other library 
systems. We support budget reform that allows for long term planning. These measures are needed 
to strengthen New York’s libraries. 

But reform must accompany these increases and improvements in funding.  

When we met with Peter Hatch from the Deputy Mayor’s office he indicated relations between the 
city and NYPL had entered a new era. But we cannot rely on better inter-personal relationships 
alone. With increased funding for operations and capital projects we must have greater openness, 
accountability, and transparency at NYPL. Citizens must be able to participate in decisions about 
both long and short term plans and we need mechanisms within the government to oversee library 
expenditures of both public and private funds. These libraries are our buildings. In return for more a 
more consistent stream of public funds, we must demand a more public planning process.  
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We urge the following reforms: 

 Make increased and long-term capital funding contingent on greater openness and 
better oversight of NYPL. 

 Require advance notice and periods of public comment on NYPL capital 
expenditures whether funded by the NYC or “privately” by NYPL. 

 Reform pass-through contracts to provide better oversight and transparency. 
 Use the government’s three appointed representatives as a conduit of information 

between the NYPL trustees and the public. Require a quarterly public report from 
the Speaker’s representative providing an independent account of NYPL plans.  

 Require the disclosure of all information presented at NYPL trustee’s meetings. 
 Require disclosure of past cost estimates relating to the Central Library Plan. 

 

  

 

Contact: 

The Committee to Save the New York Public Library 
232 East 11th Street 
New York, NY 10003 
info@saveNYPL.org 
646-490-2571 
 


