









	
 Home

	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Create An Account





















































	
 Viewer

	
 Transcript













Coping with Budget Cuts Running Head: COPING WITH BUDGET CUTS



Coping with Budget Cuts Laura Wimberley San José State University



1



Coping with Budget Cuts



2



In this hypothetical scenario, I am the director of a public library facing a sudden 4% budget decrease for this year and an 8% decrease for next year. Stunned by the news, I have stalled for five days, telling only two senior staff members, and am now faced with the difficult task of reassuring clerks who have heard the rumors, and then determining how to handle the budget cuts. I propose to handle this crisis by being open with the staff, temporarily freezing acquisitions and looking for ways to save on miscellaneous expenses this year, and then drawing on a task force for a zero-based budgeting process for next year while stepping up fundraising efforts. Given this scenario, there are a number of things I would have done differently. First of all, in 2008, I would expect the budget cuts. The real estate market has crashed nationwide, causing a drastic drop in housing prices and, I would expect, a subsequent drop in the property taxes that support the local governments that fund public libraries. Secondly, the effects of the mortgage crisis on the rest of the economy have lead to layoffs and reductions in work hours, causing an increase in unemployment and financial need. This has created other pressures on local governments, such as increased need at food pantries, which are unsurprisingly higher priorities than libraries at this time. Therefore, the budget cuts would not be unexpected in 2008. However, this kind of nasty surprise was exactly what happened to California's librarians in 2007, when the economy was notably better, so library directors need to be able to think on their feet regardless of the economic climate (Eberhart, 2007). Secondly, I would not keep the announcement of the cuts a secret from the staff, not even for a few days. Since I would be expecting them, just based on reading the newspaper, I would expect the library staff to at least aware of the possibility. Secrets are bad for morale, and they are condescending to the staff, who are not children to be protected from the reality of the world.
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Immediately after the meeting in which I learned of the cuts, I would call an all-staff meeting, in which I would explain exactly what we were facing, and explaining that I would keep them as informed as possible. I would also hear any suggestions that the staff had for immediate costcutting measures. Catching up to where the hypothetical scenario begins, this is how I would try to answer the clerks' questions – in public, as soon as possible, with an emphasis on teamwork. Personnel is clearly a very large percentage of the budget. However, cutting positions is almost never a good idea, because they can be very hard to get back, even when the budgetary situation improves, and because layoffs are bad for staff morale. The only exception to this policy I can imagine is if there were a staff member whom I had been hoping to terminate anyway, but had found that difficult to do due to civil service regulations or union protections. If there is someone in the library who is so chronically late or absent, so unproductive, and so unpleasant to the patrons and other staff members that everyone would be glad to see that person go, then using the budget crunch as an opportunity to rid the library of that mistaken hire would be an easy way to make up the shortfall. In this case, a layoff might even improve morale, if coworkers felt they had been doing that person's work anyway, and were glad to be rid of a toxic personality. This is a highly unlikely scenario, but if it were true, it would be a first step. (And in this rare event, I would not emphasis how the staff was all in this together during the meeting to inform them about the cuts; that would be tactless. I might even forgo the meeting altogether.) Another, more pleasant option to save money on personnel is to see if there are any staff members who are actively seeking temporary unpaid leave. The most obvious example would be someone who wished to extend her maternity leave, but there are other reasons why someone might want a sabbatical (elder care, travel, artistic pursuits). Offering a staff member unpaid leave might well not be feasible: the library may not be able to function without him or her, it
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might overextend the other staff, or personnel policies may not be flexible enough to permit it. However, if budget cuts are being made elsewhere, it might be possible. For example, cuts in acquisitions might make it easier to offer leave to a cataloger. While this idea is a long shot, it has the advantage of being a win-win situation: the savings for the library feel like a benefit to the employee. Barring the unlikely implementation of these wild card ideas, I can regard the personnel budget as fixed. That leaves the following budget for the current year:



Periodicals Media Books MATERIALS Licensing



Allocated Spent Remaining 47000 47000 0 23000 18500 4500 158000 136000 22000 228000 201500 26500 19000



Supplies



19000



0 4000



Miscellaneous



20000



Total



50500



From that $50,500, $40,000 must be cut. The only way to do this is to completely eliminate new materials purchases. This is deeply regrettable, but the library cannot function without any new supplies or postage at all, and miscellaneous costs are not entirely foreseeable. Moreover, the library has already acquired a substantial number of new books and media items this year, and is guaranteed an ongoing stream of pre-paid periodicals and licensed content, so a moratorium of a few months should be tolerable.
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That still leaves $13,500 to cut from the supplies and miscellaneous budget. What follows is a list of suggestions, both to increase revenue and to cut costs, from least likely to make a dent to most likely. o Copying fees. Keeping library services free to the public is a core value that should not be compromised, even in crises. However, there are extra services, such as photocopying and computer printing, where it is reasonable for patrons to pay for what they use. While these should not be making money for the library, it is worth checking to make sure that they are not actually losing money: does the price charged for these services cover increases in costs for paper and toner? o Comparison shopping. Because the cuts need to come from the supplies budget, it is worth a staff member's time to shop around and make sure the library is getting the best price on basic supplies like pens and envelopes. o VOIP. Telephone services are one of the major items in the "miscellaneous" category. However, charges for long distance telephone calls might be avoided by using a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) such as Skype. Of course, the library would still have a telephone bill for its local lines, but this might reduce the charges. This is an ideal way to save money, because it have no effect on patrons at all, and after a short learning curve, will not inconvenience the staff. Moreover, this switch will continue saving money, helping out with the budget cuts next year and shifting money over to more value-added uses in better years. o Online book sales. I assume that in this hypothetical scenario, this public library, like most libraries, has a Friends of the Library organization that holds periodic sales of donated and weeded books. One emerging source of revenue for libraries is to check
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those books carefully, and see whether any of them can fetch more sold online than the typical fifty cent book sale price; this work could be done by a staff member, volunteer, or contracted vendor (Price 2007). o HVAC. The library could save money by raising its air conditioning setting two degrees in the summer and lowering its heating setting two degrees in the winter – if the materials can tolerate that temperature band without degrading. Depending on the size of the building, how well insulated it is, and the local energy prices, the savings could be substantial. To stave off complaints from uncomfortable patrons, the library could try creating an educational display letting patrons know how they, too, can conserve energy, using either an environmentalist focus or a money-saving focus, depending on local interests. o Reduced hours. This is the option of last resort, as it clearly has the most impact on services to the community and on the paychecks of hourly or temporary employees. However, it can save on hourly wages, heating and lighting costs, and other operating expenses, and so it is a frequent choice of library systems in crisis, as demonstrated by the public libraries of Minneapolis and Cincinnati in 2006 (Blumenstein et al., 2006). Once I had worked through all of these possibilities for this year, and incorporated as many of the staff suggestions as worked out, I would write a detailed memo to the county budget office. It would be vitally important for the tone of this memo to convey both the ingenuity of the library in our cost-cutting and revenue-raising measures (so that our resourcefulness and efficiency might be rewarded in future fiscal years), but also to emphasize the losses of service to the community, and the resources that they will have to go without (so that our budget will not
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seem like a prime place for further cuts, on the assumption that we will find a place to make it up). Even if these measures make up the shortfall for this year, there is still the question of next year. The cuts for the next year are even larger, and a freeze on acquisitions for over a year is unacceptable. The library needs a coherent budgeting process that can both show where to cut and develop opportunities for fundraising. For this process, I propose that a task force, drawn from a variety of library departments, engage in a zero-based budgeting process. The zero-based budgeting process is an approach that divides the library's work into service programs, determines the minimum budget level each of those programs needs to function, and then rank orders those programs by their efficacy and their centrality to the library's mission (Stueart & Moran, 2007, p. 452). While this process can be immensely time-consuming, it is worth doing periodically, so that the usual line item, incremental budgeting process stays in tune with changes in the library's mission and environment. This kind of budget crunch is the kind of simultaneous crisis and opportunity that calls for the complete re-evaluation of the zero-based budgeting process. It means that all of the library's budget categories are up for cuts (although, again, the chances that personnel will be cut much is extremely low). The point is to sharpen focus on the overall purpose of the library, but that might entail wholesale cuts to or elimination of some services in order to keep others functioning. Forming a task force drawn from different departments is important to do zero-based budgeting well, and given that all the staff already participates in decision-making at this library, there is reason to think some might be willing to take on this difficult but needed task. One library consultant has even gone so far as to claim that this kind of inclusive identification of
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purpose and shared vision is just as good as a budget increase (Moran, 2007)! First of all, an inclusive task force will hopefully help reassure the staff that their concerns about the cuts are being taken seriously. Secondly, it will bring a variety of expertise to bear, and make sure that no programming or service areas are overlooked. Finally, organizing the budget by program will help with fundraising, a key way to make up for the budget cuts. The task force can single out specific programs that might be appealing to donors or eligible for grants. Tight fiscal times are tough environments in which to solicit donations, but they are also times when the community might realize how much it needs its library, as people cut their entertainment budgets and look for information resources for job seeking or cost-cutting at home (cookbooks, information on home repairs and crafts, etc.) I will try to schedule a strategic planning meeting with the Friends of the Library, and see if we can come up with a creative fundraising effort, perhaps involving a local author or local crafts (Price, 2007). The zero-based budgeting process might single out a program or two that the Friends found particularly valuable or inspiring, and that could guide the ideas for fundraising. Another larger but less reliable source of revenue is federal, corporate, and foundation grants. Just as one starting point, the blog librarygrants.blogspot.com is regularly updated, and lists dozens of funding opportunities for public libraries (Gerding & MacKellar, 2008). Not all of them are relevant, and certainly many of them are quite competitive, but some of them will be applicable and worth a shot. If the library engages in zero-based budgeting, then each program will have its own budget, which will make the process of writing the grants and applying much easier. In short, the budget cuts will lead to deep cuts in acquisitions, and probably to the complete elimination of one or two of the least utilized, most costly programs, as determined by
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a representative staff task force, in order to keep the rest of the library humming. Hopefully, acquisitions can be retroactively filled in in better fiscal years, and perhaps fundraising efforts will lead to windfalls to save specialized services. Throughout the budgeting process, open communication with the staff will be key.
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