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To:       City Council 

From:  Donnell Rubay dmrubay@yahoo.com  

Date:    November 20, 2007

Re:       Library Remodel

I am pleased that the City and the Library are moving forward with a remodel of the Library basement. I believe it is good for the community to maximize the use of this space.  I have some concerns about the proposal, however. 

My first concern involves the lack of public awareness of these plans. The only time the current version of the plans was presented to the public was at the November 6, 2007 presentation to council. At that time, because the matter was not agendized—the public, or even the Council, could make no changes. Tonight’s meeting has been agendized as a “study session”—which does not indicate to the public that a final approval could occur. 

My second concern involves the fact that the proposed plans will keep closed, basically forever, the Library’s West entrance. This means that the patio and park in front of this entrance—and on one of the two most important corners in Benicia at the entrance to our Downtown—are likely to remain little used, lacking the pedestrian vibrancy a usable West entrance could provide.

My third concern is the plan to cut a stairwell into the center of the current reading room and stack area. This stairwell will lead to hallways surrounding two conference rooms—one the size of Dona Benicia—and public restrooms. Therefore, noises from these facilities, as well as traffic to and from them—will then become part of the library’s reading room and stack area. This plan is particularly hard to accept given: 

A. the Library Director’s report that staff interviews with the public revealed that one of the biggest complaints was that the library is, now, too noisy; and

B.  the care that was taken in the original library design to separate the existing conference rooms from the reading and stack area. 

I. Limited Public Notice

While the library staff, the Board and Friends of the Library have worked together to develop these plans, I do not believe the general public has been adequately informed of their existence. 

According to the Library Director, library staff first informed the general public of an October 4 public forum in late September. This meeting was not discussed in the news section of the Benicia Herald, however. The notice was placed only in “Check It Out” the library’s newspaper column. Unfortunately, many members of the public (like my self) may never notice this column. 

In early November, I requested a printed copy of the plans from staff—which they readily provided to me. I only received information about the lower floor, however. I did not see the upper floor plan until I picked up the “Remodel Plans” brochure at the council meeting on November 6—the date of the library presentation to the Council. While the brochure of the plan is a good tool—the upper floor plan is difficult to read. 

Earlier on November 6 I had a very gracious talk with the Library Director. At that time, however, I heard for the first time—that back on October 4, the plans were still subject to change. Since I had, unfortunately, missed that meeting—only minor changes could be made now. 

I thank the Council for placing this matter on the November 20 agenda. However, the matter has been scheduled as a “Study Session” which is not likely to alert the public that final plans may be approved. 

I believe more public notice—and the opportunity for substantive public comment—is necessary before these plans are finalized. Also, I believe it is important that the City ensure that groups outside the library have an opportunity to contribute—both as to how the interior remodel will impact the library experience as well as how the exterior remodel will impact downtown now, and in the future. 

II. West Entrance

The basement entrance of the library is on the intersection of First Street and Military—one of the most important intersections in Benicia and the entrance to Benicia’s Downtown. This proposal will ensure that development on this corner will remain closed to the public, probably for our lifetimes. This means rather than becoming vibrant gathering places, the patio and park in front of the building will pretty much remain unused. If this building were a business—would the City even consider allowing such a situation? Probably not since General Plan Policy 2.12.3 states: “seek to make downtown a thriving and vigorous Community Center offering a variety of activities and attractions for residents and visitors.” 

Other General Plan Goals and Programs that may apply here:

Goal 3.8: “Preserve First Street as the Community focal point of Benicia.” 

Program 3.8 A : “Develop urban design improvements to unify Solano Square with City Park and the Civic Center.” 

Program 3.7.2: “Encourage ‘place-making’—the arrangement of built elements to create indoor or outdoor spaces that are recognizable for a specific function or functions.” 

Yet the General Plan does not apply only to businesses, it applies to the City as well. So why is the City not following its own rules?

Suggested ways to allow use of the West Entrance: 

A. Place the Friends of the Library book sale at this entrance. Such placement will provide the added benefit of adding a retail storefront to the downtown. (Though this booksale may be open, currently, only once a month—such a location will allow for the option of being open more hours at a later time.)

B. Place the large conference room at this entrance;

C. Place the teen collection at this entrance—moving perhaps the more talkative patrons to the lower level while allowing them to have “their own space.” Also, in a letter to me dated November 1, 2007 the Library Director mentions that the library would like to make the teen section “less claustrophobic,” “more inviting to young people” and to expand its usable space. 

D. Add a small coffee shop/snack bar as is planned for the new Walnut Creek library and as often appears in large bookstores. (Some have made the comment—“There are so many coffee places in Benicia, why would we need another?” However, if one looks at the research of experts in this area (i.e. Starbucks) people tend not to cross the street for a cup of coffee. Therefore, Starbucks often places shops on opposing corners. The City might also want to consider the benefits of having a place for snacks for young people so that they are not trying to cross Military for refreshments.)

III. Currently Proposed Uses of Lower Level 

During the architect’s presentation on November 6, he discussed how little natural light there is in the lower level and, therefore, how important it was to maximize it by using glass interior walls as much as possible. 

Given the rarity, and importance, of natural light on this floor—I believe serious consideration must be made as to what uses should be placed near the few windows on this floor. In my view, locations with the most natural light should be first considered for public uses such as those mentioned above for the West Entrance. When these uses require a rear wall, that wall may be glass, allowing light to extend into the floor. 

The current proposal has enclosed offices in front of the few windows on the lower floor. These offices are then banked by staff work stations. Therefore, between the windows and the public hallway, there will exist a bank of four to five office spaces. The two proposed public conference rooms and the literacy lab, are windowless. 

IV. Location of Stairwell

If you ignore every thing else in this memorandum, I beg you—do not vote on this proposal until you go into the library and stand near the current magazine racks. Then imagine the magazines being replaced by a large stairwell—leading down to a windowless collection of hallways. Fronting these hallways are two conference rooms (one the size of Dona Benicia), a literacy lab and public restrooms. Finally, imagine the crowd noise that might result when people are arriving for a large meeting, on break from the meeting or leaving the meeting—not to mention library patrons visiting the restrooms and talking outside of them, at any time. Also, of course, all meeting attendees will travel through the library, and up and down these stairs. As you may realize while standing at the current magazine rack: all of this noise will occur in the heart of the current main reading room. 

I believe Mayor Messina sensed this problem when he expressed concern about access to the lower level conference rooms. I thank the Mayor for raising this concern and support his desire to explore this situation further.

Concerning the proposed location of this stairwell, I believe some important facts are being overlooked: 

A. According to former Library Director Carol Starr, when the location of the stair well was originally selected (it is part of the original library plans) the thought was that the stairs would lead from one floor of traditional library use to a second floor of traditional library use. (The original plans also included the suggestion to move the children’s section to the lower level.) Stairs linking two levels of reading room and shelf space would provide patrons with the use of two large reading rooms and would be less likely to bring sounds from incompatible uses into the main reading room. 

B. Note that the current location of the Dona Benicia Room, the Edna Clyne Room and the public bathrooms are set off well away from the main reading room and, in fact, can be cut off completely from the library altogether—preventing inappropriate noise and allowing after hours use. 

C. In her November 1 letter to me, the Library Director states that one common, current, complaint about the library is that “the library is too noisy.” Her current proposed solution is to add soft seating to one of the quiet study rooms which is, currently, not often used. The problem with this solution is that it does not help those who wish to read in the main reading room—near the expansive windows and the fireplace—or to browse the library stacks. And, of course, the addition of the stairwell providing a direct link to the noise of the lower level bathrooms and conference rooms will only make the upper level of the library, over all—nosier. 

D. When only the lower floor plan was available to me, I began to wonder: what will the traditional library user—the person who visits a library to use, and check out, library materials (i.e. as opposed to attending a meeting or class) get out of this remodel? There has been some mention that the Friends of the Library book sale might be open more often—but that is currently only a suggestion. After seeing the upper floor plan, and the location of the stairwell, I believe the traditional library user will lose by this remodel. The lower floor will not be providing more book, computer or study room space. In addition, once the stairwell goes in, in the heart of the library—hooking into the noise of the lower floor conference rooms and restrooms—the experience of browsing the stacks and lounging in the main reading room could be compromised. 

IV. Closing Thoughts

Please allow for more public discussion of this proposal before approving it. 

