ABLE Module #5

Collections and Library Services


Teaching Aid – Collection Management #4

Library Boards, Budgets, and Finance

Public library boards are legally responsible for the library's finances and financial management.  As custodians of public funds, trustees must be accountable in their management of the library's money.

The Budget Process

Every public library, regardless of size, must prepare and adopt a written annual budget. In larger libraries, budget preparation is primarily the responsibility of library management. The board of trustees defines the library's mission, and the director translates that mission into programs with specific costs that form the basis for a draft budget. The best budgets are developed in relationship to the library's long range and strategic planning process.
During its development, the budget draft should be reviewed and scrutinized by the president, the library treasurer or the board finance committee, depending on local practice. The final budget draft should be the product of careful review and discussion by a number of people even before it is presented to the full board. If a budget is presented to the electorate or a local government for approval, the entire board should review, discuss, and approve it.

Directors must be full partners in the budget development process in libraries of all sizes. As the manager of the library, the director has an important perspective on the library's programs, services, and costs that trustees do not. Smaller libraries may also seek assistance from their public library system.

A budget is a flexible document, not a rigid rulebook. Plans and circumstances will change during a fiscal year and the board has both the authority and the responsibility to revise the budget to accommodate new situations.

Having acquired funds from a local government, community taxpayers or other sources, the board has an obligation to spend the money! Although a reserve fund is prudent and appropriate, the library should not hoard excessive amounts of money as a hedge against the proverbial rainy day. Local governments, voters, and donors do not give money to the library so the board can put it away in a safe place. They are buying service from the library!
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