ABLE Module #1

Public Library Governance and Board Relations


Teaching Aid # 6

Collective Authority
Under New York State law, a library board has broad authority to manage the affairs of the library, but it is a collective authority. No trustee, even the president of the board, may speak on behalf of the library unless the entire board specifically grants that authority. 

An important corollary to this collective authority is the need for the board to speak with one voice once a decision has been made. Debate, discussion, and even disagreement over an issue are an important part of policy development and formulation and the decision making process, but every trustee has an ethical obligation to support publicly an adopted board decision. The First Amendment protects the right of a trustee who disagrees so strongly with a board decision that he or she must speak out publicly against it. However, in such instances the individual must make it clear to all concerned that they do not represent the library and should seriously consider resigning from the board.
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