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Library Funding is Behind
the Times

Though visits, book circulation and program attendance are
on the rise, New York City’s public libraries are open fewer
hours than the state’s largest counties and trail behind cities
throughout the nation.

In Branches of Opportunity (2013), the Center for an Urban Future documented how New York’s seniors, immigrants, K-12

students and unemployed were using their public libraries, and how visits, book circulation and program attendance were
skyrocketing in the age of the Internet. Every year, New York’s 207 public libraries greet more visitors than all of the city’s
professional sports teams and Cultural Institutions Group members combined, but their increasing value to communities
across the five boroughs has not been widely acknowledged by policymakers. Funding is still down considerably from just a
few years ago, and library hours are still sharply curtailed, especially when compared to other libraries across the state and
country.

An assessment of posted library hours that we conducted over the past few months reveals that New York City public
libraries are open fewer hours per week than every large county in New York State except one (Erie County). New York City
public libraries are open an average of just 45 hours per week, significantly less than the public libraries in Suffolk and
Nassau Counties (which are open 64 hours per week), Rockland County (60 hours), Westchester County (54 hours),
Onondaga County (53 hours), and Monroe County (50 hours). Erie County libraries were open 43 hours per week.

Moreover, just 3 percent of New York City libraries are open seven days a week, compared to 90 percent of Suffolk County
libraries, 88 percent of Rockland County libraries, 75 percent of Nassau County libraries and 57 percent of Westchester
County libraries.

Among New York City boroughs, Queens libraries are open the fewest hours on average (41 per week) and the Bronx the
most (48 per week); Manhattan, Staten Island and Brooklyn are all open 46 hours per week on average. Whereas most
libraries in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan and Staten Island are open at least 6 days a week, just 29 percent of Queens


https://nycfuture.org/research/publications/branches-of-opportunity

libraries open their doors that much.

Our analysis also compared New York City’s public libraries with library systems in the nation’s 10 largest cities. We find that
New York’s public libraries fall into the bottom half of large urban libraries nationally when it comes to service hours. Out of
the country’s ten largest cities, New York ranks 7th. Just San Jose and Houston offer fewer service hours than the five
boroughs. Public libraries in San Antonio are open 57 hours per week (with 100 percent open seven days), while those in Los
Angeles are open 53 hours, San Diego 51 hours and Chicago 49 hours.

Library service hours are an enormously important barometer of their effectiveness. When libraries have to close early in the

evening and on the weekends, fewer working families are able to take advantage of their resources, including not just books

but classes and workshops. As Mayor de Blasio and the City Council negotiate a new budget, bringing the city’s library hours
more in line with their peers across the state and country should be a high priority.
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Nassau 64 75% 100%

Suffolk 63.6 90% 98%
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San Antonio 56.5 100% 100%

LA 52.8 11% 100%
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Bronx 479 3% 97%

Manhattan 46.1 3% 97%
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Staten Island 46 8% 92%
Brooklyn 45.6 3% 64%

Queens 40.9 3% 29%

Source: Thisdata is from an assessment of posted library hours that we conducted in November 2014-March of 2015.
This data analysis was written by David Giles, researched by Jeanette Estima, Eva Bein and Melanie Breault and edited by
Jonathan Bowles. Design by Amy Parker.

This data analysis is part of a series of research briefs on New York City public libraries that was generously funded by the
Charles H. Revson Foundation.

General operating support for Center for an Urban Fu-ture has been provided by the Bernard F. and Alva B. Gimbel
Foundation, Fund for the City of New York, the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation and the M&T Charitable Foundation.
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