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When money is tight, the 
library is more than just a 
place to go for free enter-
tainment. 

Earlier this month, ac-
cording Sno-Isle Library 
Director Jonalyn Woolf-
Ivory, a staff member re-
cently saw a woman come 
in to use a computer. A 
few minutes later, the staff 
member noticed she was 
crying. 

She’d just been laid off af-
ter 20 years at the same job 
and she didn’t know what 
to do. 

“But she knew to start at 
the library,” said Woolf-
Ivory. 

Computer job searches 
are just one of the resources 
available at the library that 
goes beyond books. 

Young children come with 
their parents to learn to read, 
sometimes in really creative 
ways. Spanish-speaking kids 
gather with their parents to 
learn English. Experts come 
in and give talks. 

But the economic down-
turn is hitting the library, 
too. So the library is asking 
voters to approve a nine-
cent increase on their prop-
erty taxes in order to keep 
the library running at its current 
level of services. 

Why a levy?

For the last two months, library 
staff have been surveying the 
people who use the library and 
property owners, asking for ad-
vice. 

Should the library try to meet 
a $2.5 million projected budget 

deficit next year by cutting ser-
vices? Or should the library ask 
for a tax increase? Were there any 
programs the library should cut? 
Or add?

About 2,000 people weighed 
in. 

A consensus emerged; ask for 
a tax hike, but keep it low. Don’t 
cut services, but don’t add, and 
cut expenses wherever possible. 

“One of the clear messages we 

heard over the last two 
months from many in our 
communities was a desire to 
see a smaller levy increase 
with additional belt-tight-
ening,” said Woolf-Ivory. 

But running a levy is ex-
pensive. And since tax in-
creases are limited to one 
percent annually by law 
without voter approval, 
which is less than the rate 
of inflation, additional fu-
ture levies were forseeable. 

So the library board de-
cided on a levy that would 
last through 2014. 

“The levy would stabilize 
funding through 2014,” 
said Mary Kelly, Director 
of Marketing at the library. 

“That means we wouldn’t 
have to come back to voters 
until then, at least.”

The levy would increase 
the current rate for the li-
brary district from 31 cents 
per $1,000 of assessed value 
to 40 cents, a 29% increase. 

Where it goes

The Sno-Isle library sys-
tem is enormous. 

It covers all of Snohomish 
and Island counties, with 
the exception of the town 

of Woodway, which has voted 
not to be taxed and therefore resi-
dents are not allowed to use the 
library, and Everett, which has its 
own library system.

There are 1.3 million books, 
DVDs, CDs, tapes and other items 
in circulation in the system. It 
serves 656,000 people. Last year, 
the library system had a starting 
budget of $38.3 million. 

In Monroe, library use in May 

was up six percent from last year. 
In all, 30,675 people used the li-
brary; so far this year, there have 
been 164,441 visits to the library. 

There are 17 staff members fill-
ing 11.5 full-time positions. 

“Of 21 libraries, we are the 
eighth-busiest,” said Betsy Lewis, 
director of the Monroe library. 

Some of the programs that are 
popular at the Monroe library 
include Ready Readers, in which 
young children learn to read with 
the aid of music. 

There are also free activities 
for teens, some of them rather 
surprising. Last year there was a 
rave at the library, and in August 
an evening of laser tag is planned. 
There will be a karaoke night 
soon, too. 

And the library also brings in 
speakers and teachers; recently 
the editor of Mad Magazine gave 
a talk on censorship and a man 
known as the Bug Chef prepared 
edible bugs, to the delight of chil-
dren. 

The cost of some of that pro-
gramming is offset by Friends 
of the Library and the Sno-Isle 
Library Foundation, two non-
profit support organizations. 

But some of that programming 
could be cut if the levy fails. 

The library board is preparing 
two budgets for 2010; one for if 
the levy passes, the other for if it 
fails. 

If the levy fails, the library will 
have to make $2.5 million in cuts 
for next year. Already the library 
trimmed the budget in 2009, cut-
ting $421,000 from the materials 
budget and transferring funds 
from reserves. 

“If it fails, we will definitely feel 
the consequences,” said Lewis.

Library hopes levy will keep books in the black

Sno-Isle Library Director �Jonalyn Woolf-Ivory 
oversees a library system that includes 1.3 million 
items in circulation, has an annual budget of about 
$38 million, and that staffs and furnishes the libraries 
of 21 towns. That system will face a budget short-
fall in coming years unless a levy sought on the 
November ballot is approved. 
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