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My Turn

By   Thom Ball,
Library Manager, Pacifica Libraries

STAY FROSTY
The heat of excitement about
Barack H. Obama’s landslide
election victory and upcoming
inauguration in Washington has
merged into the holidays, the
housewarming celebrations, the
nasty cold virus that’s going
around, and the economic shivers
we are all feeling to create a heady
mix of uppers and downers.
Frankly, we feel numb from all the
changes and shocks to the system.
And then there’s the bone-chilling
cold of the past few days. So,
everybody, please stay warm but
(as the grunts say in “Generation
Kill”) stay frosty.

DEERSLAYER
Bravo to Ron Wilson of Omni
Insurance for writing a heartfelt

During these difficult economic
times, people frequently ask us here at
the library how we are faring, assum-
ing that we are experiencing drastic
cutbacks in service and personnel.

Unfortunately for many libraries
around the country that is exactly the
case. Multiple branch and library cut-
backs, closures and layoffs are taking
place in New Jersey and Philadelphia
and out West in California and Or-
egon.

It is a library truism that when
economic times get tough, library us-
age soars and this time is no excep-
tion, which makes cutting back li-
brary services at this critical juncture
highly paradoxical. When people need
us most is when libraries are most
severely constrained.

Our usage here in Pacifica has been
on an upward trajectory for the past
three years and is continuing this year.

Last year, we circulated over
395,000 items and had almost 200,000
visits. Our computers are in near con-
stant use. We had over 17,000 visits to
storytimes, gave hundreds of programs
that were attended by thousands. Ev-
ery facet of our service palette is see-
ing an increase this year over last. We
are especially seeing increased usage
in our career resources – resume writ-
ing, interviewing skills, job re-train-
ing, computer training. Now is the
time that a public library is at its most
useful and needed, cementing our sta-
tus as an essential social resource for
lifelong learning, personal enrichment
and career advancement.

We are supremely lucky in San
Mateo County that as library patrons,
we have access to the collections of
over 35 libraries, over two million
items. There is simply no reason to
pay for resources that you have al-
ready paid for through your property
taxes, your rent, your sales taxes. I
have written previously that studies
have shown repeatedly that for every
dollar invested in a public library it
results in a Return On Investment
(ROI) of between $3.80 to $4.25, a
huge ROI in any business setting. So
for cities and counties, this is the time
to put your tax money where it can do
the most good for the public, in your
public libraries.

Our new San Mateo County Li-
brary Director, Martin Gomez, re-
cently sent a message to staff outlin-
ing the San Mateo County Library’s
fiscal condition. He gave me permis-
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Generous $4,000 gift from students, staff and
parents at Ocean Shore School boosts Holiday Fund

Ocean Shore students, staff and parents presented reporter Jane Northrop of the Pacifica Tribune with
a check for $4,000 for the 2008 Holiday Fund. The students heard from Northrop and Ginny Jaquith and
Bruce Banco of Pacificans Care who told them how far their donations go to make a difference for local
families. Thank you, Ocean Shore.

sion to have it submitted to the Tri-
bune so as to answer the many inquir-
ies we get as to how we are doing.
Here below is his assessment of where
we are, what we can expect in the
coming months and how we should
respond to changing conditions:

“In today’s economic climate it is
not uncommon for people to ask me
about our financial situation.  Every-
one assumes that the library, like many
publicly-funded institutions through-
out the country, must be cutting back
on service hours, reducing spending
and holding the line on hiring.

My short answer is no.  We are by
no means wealthy but for the current
year we remain in a good financial
position. However, it is likely that we
will need to examine possible cost-
cutting measures in the future. To
fully appreciate our situation is to
understand how the San Mateo County
Library System is funded.

With minor exception, the opera-
tions and services we provide to cities
that are part of our system are largely
funded through dedicated property
taxes collected from member cities
and the unincorporated areas of the
county.

These funds are set aside exclu-
sively for library purposes and based
on current year assessments.

In the current fiscal year (July 1,
2008 to June 30, 2009) our operating
budget is $18.6 million and of that
amount approximately $16.5 million
or 88 percent is attributed to property
taxes.

The major expenditure category
for the County Library is personnel
costs. Total budgeted salary and ben-
efit costs total $11.9 million in the
current year, which represents 62 per-
cent of operating costs.  Other addi-
tional expenditures include collections
($2.1 million) and various on-going
supply and service costs and one-time
expenditures for equipment and fur-
nishings.

Over the past few years, property
tax revenues generated by a fairly
active housing market in the Bay Area,
and San Mateo County in particular,
have been fairly strong.  During the
“growth years” it was not uncommon
to see property tax revenue grow at
least 5 percent annually.

As we all know, those days may be
over (hopefully only for the short
term).  In the meantime, San Mateo
County is projecting a slow-down in

annual property tax growth, more in
the 2 to 3 percent range. And, at least
for now, we are yet to experience the
high-levels of foreclosures occurring
in other counties.  However, figures
regarding the number of home sales
and home prices are steadily decreas-
ing and trends suggest this will con-
tinue.  In addition, reassessments are
dramatically increasing.

Given all of these variables, our
present year situation seems some-
what stable.  We should be cautious.
No one can control or predict any of
the larger economic elements.

So what will this mean for all of us
at the San Mateo County Library?

It will mean that we will have to be
conservative about our spending.  Of
course we’ve always been prudent,
but we will have to be more actively
aware and conscientious about our
spending. That doesn’t mean that we
won’t do what our communities ex-
pect us to do but we will have to
closely monitor our expenses in a cli-
mate that is increasingly less predict-
able.

We must continue to look for ways
to be more efficient.  A key element
for achieving greater efficiency al-
ready exists as part of the library’s
“new service model”.  This model
includes items such as single service
desks, the “marketplace” arrange-
ments of our collections and greater
reliance on vendor processing of li-
brary materials. A dollar saved through
efficiency is a dollar that could be
applied in other areas.

We need to begin to develop new
streams of contributed income.  Now
is the time to begin to lay the ground-
work to secure private and public
grants.

All of these items will mean that
we need to create a “futures” approach
to the work that we do.  What does that
mean?  It means that we must all take
responsibility for planning for a li-
brary future that may see local cities
and neighboring counties with smaller
government.  We all have a responsi-
bility for understanding how trends in
our local communities and society as
a whole might impact library service.
Keep your antennae up.

Finally, the library will need to be-
come more aggressive about the tools
we use to interact with and reach out to
our customers.  (Online retailing will hit
an all time high this holiday season. Are
we where our customers want to find
us?)

As we move forward, it is important
to remain focused on what is happening
around us and if revenue streams slow
to a trickle, we will need to institute
adjustments. I am confident, however,
that we can work together to ensure that
our communities continue to receive
excellent service, even during these dif-
ficult economic times.”

How are our Pacifica libraries doing?

letter to the editor (December 17)
about the thoughtless driver who hit a
deer on Linda Mar Boulevard
eastbound December 5 around 8 p.m.
Wilson stopped and tried to help the
crippled deer, but screaming in pain
and fear, the deer dragged itself off
the road. Wilson and another motorist
tried to reach animal control for help
but couldn’t get through—the number
was busy. Wilson said Pacifica police
arrived on the scene (we have
confirmed that police did notify
SPCA, but they have no further
information on the outcome, either the
animal’s condition or the identity of
the @#%&*+^ who hit the deer and
did not stop to help). Wilson closed
his letter by condemning the hit-and-
run driver for lack of “moral charac-
ter.” We could not agree more. Here’s
a lump of coal to the pathetic excuse
for a human being who hit this deer
and couldn’t stop to help. May ALL
the beautiful deer that co-exist
peacefully with us in Linda Mar
Valley eat ALL the shrubs around
your house, Mr. or Ms. Thoughtless,
and leave the resulting waste products
ALL over your front porch. We can
think of no more fitting way for these
creatures to express their rage and
grief. And when you try to sleep at
night, may you lie awake hearing the
gut-wrenching screams of the
innocent deer you hit.

SHIP SHOES TO W
Great idea. Spread the word through
your various networks. Tell people to
ship their old worn-out shoes that
can’t be fixed or donated, by the
cheapest parcel post rate available, to
President George W. Bush, The
White House, 1600 Pennsylvania
Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20500.

POTPOURRI PROBLEM
Especially during the busy holidays,
perhaps with a houseful of guests and
party animals and visiting relatives,
we like to spice up the inside air with
bowls or baskets of nice-smelling
potpourri, much of which is made
overseas. The problem is that many of
these fragrant mixtures contain toxic
chemicals such as lead and strych-
nine. And your pets and infants might
not know this when they swallow
potpourri. So keep your potpourri in a
secure place.

ANOTHER PET HAZARD
Severe injury can occur to a dog from
a Four Paws, Inc., pimple ball toy
with bell (Item #20227-001, UPC
Code #0 4566320227 9). When a dog
chews on the pimple ball, a vacuum is
created that sucks the dog’s tongue
into the hole in the ball because there
is no second hole in the ball to
prevent the vacuum effect. The toy
may be recalled.

THE SURF SPOT
Rumors are swirling around town that
chef Derek Burns (formerly of 231
Ellsworth in San Mateo) plans to open
a surf-and-turf restaurant called The
Surf Spot in the old garden center in
front of Sea Bowl. About time! Other
than Nick’s and Tam’s, where in this
seaside town can you get decent
seafood?

CORRECTION
Former Pacifican Niki Wise (now of
Eugene, Oregon) still reads Wander-
ing and Wondering. She sends these
corrections to my Coco Loco item of
December 17: Theobroma cacao is
the scientific name for chocolate.
Theobroma is Greek for “food of the
gods.” Coffee originated in Ethiopia,
not Central America. Bottoms up,
Niki.

KUDOS TO COMCAST
“Good morning, Mr. Maybury: I got
your information from one of my co-
workers who read your December
10th, 2008 article in the Pacifica
Tribune. Let me start by apologizing
for the inconvenience in getting the
current channel lineup. I don’t know
if you already went to the Pacifica
Customer Service Center, but if you
still need a channel lineup, I can mail
you one.  Please let me know the
address you want this to be mailed to,
and I will make sure you get it. If you
need help with anything else, please
do not hesitate to contact me.
Sincerely, Carmen E. Hasbún,
Executive Customer Relations,
Comcast Cable, 415-715-0529.”

PACIFICA’S ANSEL ADAMS
Discounts for early-bird class sign-ups.
Also, great deals on 2009 scenic
calendars and note cards. Stephen
Johnson Photography, 1220-C Linda
Mar Blvd., Sanchez Art Center,
Creekside Suites 5-7, Pacifica, phone
650-355-7507, email
info@sjphoto.com, Web site
sjphoto.com

SITESEER
•71 ways to give without opening your
wallet: thegiftlist.org
•Throw a shoe at You-Know-Who:
sockandawe.com

SWAMI SEZ
“He has the attention span of a lightning
bolt.” (Robert Redford)

MAYBURRITOVILLE
•Goofbuster.com
•PacificaRiptide.com
•PacificaTribune.com
•WanderingAndWondering.com

“Helping others improves your
health” according to research quoted in
the Kaiser Spring Quarterly newsletter.

As Director of one of the four local
non-profits benefiting from the
HolidayFund, I suggest you take action
to boost your own good health and ours
by giving to the Pacifica Tribune-Sili-
con Valley sponsored Holiday Fund.
Your donation to the Holiday fund will
be matched and then shared four ways
to help the Pacifica Libraries, Pacifica
Youth Service Bureau, Pacificans Care
and the Pacifica Resource Center/Tides
Center.

The Pacifica Resource Center has
experienced at least a 35 percent surge
in local families needing food over the
same number last year and a 135 percent
increase in phone calls seeking infor-
mation about other kinds of help avail-
able. This year our agency has experi-
enced increased numbers of families
helped with all other emergency needs
too-rent, utility bills, children’s low cost
health insurance, prescriptions, trans-
portation (bus tickets and passes).

Resource Center funding for a two-
person staff serving 1,500+ people an-
nually is dependent on four sources—
San Mateo County, City of Pacifica,
foundations and private donors. Our
agency success in feeding, housing and
meeting other emergency needs of Paci-

ficans in crisis is dependent on all four.
Thank you for responding so strongly

to past requests for help with food and
Christmas family adoptions. The Holi-
day fund is another way to invest in

Helping others improves your health

Bad times in newspaper biz
BY DANIEL BORENSTEIN

MEDIANEWS COLUMNIST

December has been an ominous
month for newspapers — and all
Americans should be concerned.

Gannett Co., the largest newspa-
per chain in the United States, laid off
about 2,000 workers, or 10 percent of
its work force.

The E.W. Scripps chain announced
that the Denver-based Rocky Moun-
tain News was up for sale. If no buyer
steps forward in the next four to six
weeks, the paper, which is expected to
lose $15 million this year, could be
closed.

McClatchy Newspapers reportedly
wants to sell off one of its prize prop-
erties, the Miami Herald. McClatchy
is saddled with about $2 billion in
debt due in large part to its $4.5 billion
purchase in 2006 of the Knight Ridder
newspaper chain. The company’s
stock price has plunged from more
than $75 a share in 2005 to $2 and
change.

Things aren’t much better for the
New York Times Co., where the stock
price is about $7 a share, down from
$21 in April. Concerned about debt
payments coming due in the next two
years, the company says it will bor-
row up to $225 million against the
value of its Manhattan headquarters.

And the announcement that sent
shock waves through the industry last
week was the decision by the Tribune
Co., owner of the Los Angeles Times,
Chicago Tribune and Baltimore Sun,
to file for bankruptcy protection from
its creditors. The company has debt
totaling a whopping $13 billion, much
of it due to real estate mogul Sam
Zell’s move to take the company pri-
vate a year ago.

Across the country, the daily news-
paper is in jeopardy. Some of it can be
blamed on bad business decisions.
Much of it can be attributed to an
industry in trouble, exacerbated by a
souring economy.

It is in many ways the perfect storm.
Advertising revenues, the financial
engine that drives newspapers, are
down as many advertisers migrate to
the Internet and others are sidelined
by the depressed economy. Classified
ads, once a mainstay, have shifted to
Craigslist and other online sites of a
similar ilk. Real estate advertising has
been battered by the housing crisis.
The only bright spot is legal ads,
buoyed by foreclosure notices.

Much of the industry is still profit-
able, but that’s due in large part to
major cost-cutting that is led by staff
reductions. As the New York Times
reported last week, most newspapers
still have earnings before interest,
taxes, depreciation and amortization
that are equal to 10 to 20 percent of
their revenue. They would be doing
OK if not for the burden of making
debt payments on the money borrowed
to finance high-priced acquisitions in
the past few years.

And the newspaper companies that
acquired new properties recently are

most vulnerable for they took out large
loans to purchase newspapers just be-
fore revenues and the economy began
to shrink. Zell, the most recent of the
buyers, was the most vulnerable, per-
haps the most highly leveraged. Thus,
he was the first one to file for bank-
ruptcy, but many expect he won’t be
the last.

In the East Bay at Bay Area News
Group, part of the national MediaNews
Group chain, cost-cutting has hit us
hard. Over the past two years, the
number of newsroom employees has
been severely cut through buyouts,
layoffs and attrition. Our mission
hasn’t changed, but, like newspapers
across the country, our ability to ful-
fill that mission has been weakened.

Which brings me to why you
should care. Many of you simply like
the ease of being able to open the
paper at the breakfast table, whether
it’s to enjoy the sports section or the
comics, complete the crossword
puzzle or glean the news of the day.
But it’s not just convenience that’s
threatened. It’s more than that.

The primary source of information
about state and local governments is
newspapers. Not television. Most sig-
nificant stories you see on television
or the Internet about your local city
council, school board, county super-
visors or state Legislature originated
with print journalists. If newspapers
aren’t healthy, democracy isn’t
healthy. We are the watchdogs.

As we struggle to fulfill our mis-
sion with fewer resources, we find
ourselves torn. Should we be migrat-
ing our efforts to the Internet? On the
one hand, that seems like the wave of
the future. On the other hand, most of
our readers are still getting their infor-
mation off of newsprint. That’s still
our franchise and that’s still our pri-
mary source of revenues. The answer
is we must do both, we must simulta-
neously protect our current market
and prepare for the future.

Then there’s the basic issue of staff-
ing. How do we cover the news of all
our communities with fewer reporters
and editors? We are looking at all
sorts of alternatives, from being more
selective about the stories we choose
to cover to relying more on members
of the community to provide informa-
tion, especially online. But, in the
end, our primary public value is the
reliable information we provide. Our
readers depend on our professional
reporting and writing. It’s can’t be
replaced by amateur volunteers. But
the salaries of those professionals must
be funded somehow.

“One of the greatest challenges
facing our nation revolves around pre-
serving reliable, independently re-
ported information,” Kevin Keane,
Bay Area News Group executive edi-
tor, recently wrote. “Journalism is an
essential part of our democracy. If
newspapers aren’t there to fill the in-
formation void, who will be? That,
my friends, is the question that keeps
this professional journalist up at
night.”

Pacifica’s good health right here and
now.

Pat Paik, Director
Pacifica Resource Center
A Project of the Tides Center

Thank you for supporting your
local community newspaper —

the Pacifica Tribune staff


