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   Picture a city without a  public library,  where books can't be borrowed, where kids can't gather in a reliably safe and friendly place after school, and where computers are only available to those who can afford them.

    Salinas,  Calif., which spawned Nobel Prize winner John Steinbeck, may soon be such a place, a city of 150,000 without a precious resource of knowledge or symbol of community.

   The  Salinas  City Council, strapped for cash, voted Dec. 14 to shut its library system, including branches named after Steinbeck and labor leader Cesar Chavez. The system--budgeted at $3 million annually--circulates 4 million items a year and serves 1,900 people daily. 

   Layoff notices are due to go out to 33 full-time staff members in mid-January with the doors shutting on the library system sometime in May, unless additional revenue is found. On Nov. 2, voters in Salinas rejected tax measures to preserve full city services.

   "All over the country libraries are reducing hours, reducing staff, and it's all going on in a quiet invisible way. Salinas really hit a nerve," said Jan Neal, administrative manager of the Salinas library system.

   Since news of the pending closure hit, Neal has heard from library patrons in Salinas and around the country, most expressing outrage or bewilderment. The truth is, Salinas is not unique in scrambling for cash to fund such basic services as police and fire departments, and, of course, libraries.

   There are some 16,000 public libraries nationwide, according to the American Library Association, which has tracked funding threats and cuts in recent months in cities from Buffalo to Spokane.

    "Coming soon to a community is a closed library, if you don't watch out," said Michael Gorman, the ALA's president-elect.

   "I think Salinas is not playing scare tactics," Gorman said. "I think they're financially strapped . . . I don't think most of the country was aware that you could lose your whole library."

   So what will be lost in Salinas, and perhaps elsewhere, if such a trend starts in California and crosses the nation?

   Libraries are more than repositories of books, magazines, newspapers, computers and videos. They're places for children to learn a love of reading, for students to find a quiet space to study and for seniors to settle in a chair with a good novel or a well-thumbed daily paper.

   They're open to all, rich and poor, equal access for public services. An inquisitive mind and a thirst for knowledge are the only keys for entry.

   Need to find a job or learn how to use a computer? It can be done at a library.

   "No one stands at the door and says you can't come in," Neal said. "A library is safe, attractive, pleasant."

   Libraries are worth saving, in Salinas and throughout America.
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   The  public library  in  Salinas,  Calif., that bears the name of famed hometown author John Steinbeck is set to close this year.

   So are two branches in this city of poor farmers and immigrants - economic relatives of the downtrodden migrants depicted in the nobel laureate's novel, "The Grapes of Wrath." 

   Facing state funding cuts, burgeoning local expenses, and voter rejection of a tax increase for city services, the city council decided last month to shutter all three of Salinas's libraries.

   After public schools, public libraries are the next front in the fight for literacy. The Internet age may lead people to believe that public libraries are passe, but their use is way up, according to the American Library Association. From 1991-2001, visits to public libraries increased 76 percent; circulation of materials is up 22 percent; and reference transactions grew by 33 percent. Visits increase in hard times, when people borrow instead of buy, and use library computers and take classes to find jobs.

   But over the past 18 months, funding cuts at public libraries have reached at least $82 million nationwide, and at least 31 libraries have closed. Hours also have been reduced.

   Many of the Salinas library visitors come for the literacy courses, after-school programs, and citizenship primers - an indication of libraries' expanding role. Perhaps some corporate white knight or philanthropist will save the Salinas libraries, or at least one of them. Perhaps Salinas residents will realize that a library is worth paying for (a local group is already organizing to spread the word). But if not, how can Salinas hope to grow another Steinbeck? 

   (c) Copyright 2005. The Christian Science Monitor
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 SALINAS,  Calif. -- At John Steinbeck Library, third-grader Marilu Quiroz reads to her father, Rafael, though he doesn't understand English. At another table, Marilu's sister Guadalupe reads to their mother, Celina. She doesn't understand either.

   What the Mexican immigrant parents do understand is that literacy in their adopted country's language is crucial to a brighter future for their three girls. It's why the Quirozes were so dismayed when they heard that the city plans to close the  public libraries. 

   For such a drastic move -- unprecedented in the USA, the American Library Association says -- to blot the hometown of one of the 20th century's greatest literary figures, a writer who chronicled the fictional struggles of earlier immigrant generations, is a bitter pill here.

   "I just think it's uncivilized," says Julianne Hansen, 60, a retired teacher. "Everybody is so incensed. It's like closing down motherhood."

   Without the library, says Guadalupe Quiroz, 12, "I wouldn't know that much right now. Tell them not to do it."

   City officials say they have no choice but to mothball the library's three branches to save $3 million a year and balance a deficit-ridden budget.

   "It was a very difficult decision and the last thing to do," City Manager Dave Mora says.

   Salinas, population 150,000, has always been the working-class soul of Steinbeck country. The author of The Grapes of Wrath, East of Eden, Of Mice and Men and other classics grew up here and is buried here. His roots in the fertile Salinas Valley, nicknamed the nation's salad bowl, spawned characters and settings for many of his stories.

   Recession hit city hard

   A few miles west on the affluent Monterey Peninsula, another famous Steinbeck backdrop, Cannery Row, sits in contrast to struggling Salinas. The earthy sardine processing hub of the 1930s and '40s, reclaimed by upscale shops, restaurants and tourist attractions, now draws 3 million visitors a year.

   But Salinas was forced to close a recreation center, curtail police hiring, cut off paramedic funding, slash maintenance, consolidate services and lay off department heads. It sold a public golf course, and city workers made $1 million in wage concessions. Since 2002, the City Council has cut $15 million, a quarter of the budget.

   Many residents of this majority-Latino city are low-income farm and food-processing workers. When recession hit, city sales-tax revenue plunged while pension and health benefit costs soared. The state, digging out of its own $15 billion hole, pulled more dollars from cities and counties.

   The city's budget equals about $415 a year in spending per capita, less than half the level in nearby Monterey and San Jose, Mora says.

   The budget crisis struck as the city's burgeoning population -- up 25% in a decade -- increased demand for city services and as police fought a long-running battle against gang violence. Murders have dropped from a 1990s peak -- at one point Salinas averaged almost as many killings as much larger San Jose -- but some worry that the police hiring freeze will reverse progress.

   Kids 'need' the computers

   "Children come here every day after school to study and do homework," says Hansen, the retired teacher. "It's a quiet safe place. We don't have crime in the libraries, and the moms know that."

   Libraries provide computers and Internet access to children of low-income families who don't have them at home, residents say.

   "It's really going to have an impact, especially with middle school and high school kids," says Keith Stuart, 48, a school district supervisor. "They need computers to work on projects."

   Voters had a chance to save the libraries by approving three tax measures on the Nov. 2 ballot, including a half-cent hike in the sales tax and a bump in utility taxes for Salinas' 60 largest companies. Both failed to win the two-thirds vote state law requires.

   "I'm pretty disappointed with the voters, not the city," says Roger Moore, 27, a self-employed screen printer. "I voted the right way, but apparently the community didn't agree."

   In June, the city may try to sell voters on a tax increase for libraries only. "With all the presidential election buzz, I don't think voters realized the impact of the November measures," says Amanda Holder, marketing director for the National Steinbeck Center here.

   The museum draws 90,000 annual visitors but is private and immune to the city's budget woes. "Unfortunately we can't become what a library is," Holder says.

   No federal money is available to local libraries. Besides "moral support" and technical advice, California can do little, says state librarian Susan Hildreth. 

   'A lot of anger around town'

   The American Library Association tries to focus media attention on Salinas, the only reported instance of a city closing every library, says ALA president Carol Brey-Casiano. Nationally, economic woes and revenue declines have forced more than 1,100 libraries to cut hours or lay off workers, the ALA found.

   In the late 1930s, Salinas was a flashpoint that helped push the ALA to formally oppose censorship. Many here were miffed by publication of The Grapes of Wrath because they thought Steinbeck had betrayed his social class with a sympathetic portrayal of farm workers. In Salinas and other cities, angry citizens publicly burned the novel.

   It wasn't until the hoopla over a Steinbeck postage stamp in 1979 that the city shed its ambivalence toward its most famous son, Holder says. Powerful grower interests that once resented Steinbeck today collect his books and donate to his museum.

    But the author, a winner of Pulitzer and Nobel prizes who once described Salinas as "never a pretty town," would be troubled by the library closings, residents say. Three-dozen employees will lose their jobs when the branches close sometime this spring, Mora says.

   "A lot of anger around town we hope to channel into a campaign for a tax measure," says Marlys Maher, library commission chairwoman. "With no libraries, it will be a real hardship on those who want to work their way up. Libraries are an equalizer."

GRAPHIC: PHOTOS, B/W, Jessica Brandi Lifland for USA TODAY (2); GRAPHIC, B/W, USA TODAY (MAP); Tell them not to do it": The Quirozes leave John Steinbeck Library in Salinas. Closing libraries likely will hit immigrant children hard. <>Open for now: Salinas residents Maria Faltas, left, her husband, Shaheer Faltas and their daughter Newara, 5, at the John Steinbeck Library. Librarians say the closings are unprecedented in the USA.
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THE home town of John Steinbeck, the Nobel Prize-winning author, seems certain to lose its  public library  system due to a financial crisis.

   The closures may leave  Salinas  mindful of one of Steinbeck's observations: "I guess there are never enough books."

    Salinas,  a community of 150,000, is located in a fertile valley that served as a backdrop for many of Steinbeck's novels, including The Grapes of Wrath.

   Barring a funding miracle to cover the $3million ( pounds 1*5million) annual running costs, the city's three  public libraries  will go into "hibernation" next June. 

   Lauren Cercone, who helped co-ordinate a failed attempt to fund libraries from taxes, said: "Steinbeck once commented in a letter that he couldn't have continued without the city and county libraries, as he relied not only on the collections but also on the research abilities of the librarians."

   Emotions in the city are running high over the impending closures. In the days after the news broke, the 6ft bronze statue of Steinbeck outside the main library was adorned with a black armband. Emergency meetings have been called and residents have even written to Oprah Winfrey, the talk show host, for help. The decision is part of a wave of library closures across the United States as local authorities face strained budgets. Public library funding has been cut by nearly pounds 50million nationwide since 2002.

   The disappearance of libraries comes as the number of Americans reading literature has plummeted. For the first time in modern history, fewer than half of American adults now read literature, according to a survey of 17,000 people sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts.

   In New York state, the 52-branch public library system of Erie County is facing a crisis similar to Salinas.

   Budget woes have also threatened libraries in Detroit and Denver, as well as large towns in Pennsylvania and Ohio.

   Over the past 12 years, Salinas, which lies 100 miles south of San Francisco, has weathered a pounds 16million budget cut. But this year, with falling sales tax revenues, economic stagnation and soaring health care costs, even additional cuts could not plug a pounds 4.5million shortfall.

   "We knew this was looming. There was nothing left to whack," said Lynne Steele, the president of the Friends of the Salinas Public Libraries.

   Every day more than 2,000 people visit Salinas's libraries, a 112-year-old system comprising the Steinbeck, El Gabilan and Cesar Chavez branches. Nearly 50,000 members take advantage of its 240,000 books, free literacy lessons, computer services and homework centre - and library use is increasing.

   Campaigners say those hardest hit will be the less privileged, including the Hispanic population.

   The irony that much of Steinbeck's writing focused on the struggles of Salinas's migrant workers is not lost on them. "We will be the largest city west of the Mississippi with no library service," said Mrs Steele. "Salinas is Steinbeck's birthplace. To consider that literary achievement and then to have no libraries here, it's unthinkable."

   Some in Salinas say it is more important to keep policemen on the street.

   But Amanda Holder, spokesman for the city's National Steinbeck Centre, a museum which has housed the writer's archives since 1998, says: "Perhaps if there were more libraries, we wouldn't need so many police." Michael Gorman, the president-elect of the American Library Association, said the closures were short-sighted.

   "California used to have the best school libraries in the country," he said. "But they went from first to worst and now people are wondering why their kids don't read." At the Steinbeck Library, a few blocks from the writer's childhood home, posters on the wall proclaim "Salinas celebrates literacy."

   "It just breaks my heart," said Nancy Steinbeck, the widow of Steinbeck's son John. She said much of the city was "plagued with gangs and poverty", while its library books were left to "moulder behind locked doors".
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   Mary Jean Gamble organized the John Steinbeck historical archives and supervised the Steinbeck literature collection. After nearly 23 years with the  Salinas Public Library,  she may know more about ''The Grapes of Wrath'' or ''Cannery Row'' than anyone else here in Steinbeck's hometown.

    So how does she think he would have reacted to the news that the city is closing its libraries in the spring? 

    ''He'd obviously be upset,'' Ms. Gamble said. ''He knew that literature can lift and elevate the spirit and enable humans to rise above any situation. He probably even read some of the great literature at the Salinas library.''

    Facing record deficits, the City Council voted on Dec. 14 to shut Salinas's three library branches, including those named for Steinbeck and the labor leader Cesar Chavez. With all three set to close by May or June, Salinas, a blue-collar town of 150,000, could become the most populous American city without a public library.

    Steinbeck was born here in 1902. He described the area, nicknamed Salad Bowl to the Nation for the lettuce and broccoli fields nearby, as ''pastures of heaven'' and immortalized it in his 1952 novel ''East of Eden.''

    But ever since a half-cent sales tax increase to preserve city services was rejected by voters here on Nov. 2, Salinas has drawn the scorn of bibliophiles far and wide. Editorials in newspapers from New Zealand to London have condemned the library closings.

     ''It's embarrassing, not to mention inconvenient,'' said Ben Lopez, 69, a Salinas resident since 1945 who visits the Steinbeck branch at least twice a week.

    ''Where else will I go to check out material, Prunedale?'' Mr. Lopez said, referring to a relatively spartan branch of the Monterey County Free Libraries system.

    Because of Salinas's large number of poor farmworkers and immigrants, the city's libraries are popular destinations for people seeking citizenship primers, literacy courses, Internet access, after-school programs and tapes teaching English as a second language. Roughly 1,900 people visit on an average day.

    But ''the reality is that we live in a blue-collar community where people are struggling, and they're afraid of new taxes,'' Mayor Anna Caballero said. ''I don't think they realized the enormity of what we were facing.''

    Libraries around the country are encountering hard times. According to an April study by the American Library Association, libraries in 41 states absorbed more than $50 million in financing cuts in the last year, and more than 1,100 libraries have reduced operating hours or trimmed their staffs.

    Because of cutbacks in state financing combined with Salinas's rapid growth and rising health care costs, the city had to pare $8 million from its budget in the last year and faces an additional $8 million reduction in a $60 million budget for the 2005-6 fiscal year.

    Jan Neal, administrative manager at the Steinbeck branch, said the prospect that a white knight would emerge to cover the libraries' annual operating expenses of $3.2 million was remote. And although the libraries have no plans to sell their books, she is pessimistic that they could close and then seamlessly reopen if the economy improved in a year or two.

    ''Operating a library,'' Ms. Neal said, ''isn't as simple as selling cans of tomato soup at a retail store.''
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GRAPHIC: Photos: In Salinas, Calif., a statue of John Steinbeck stands at the library branch bearing his name, where Adriana Reyes, above left, and her sister Karina Almada will find the doors closed in the spring. (Photographs by Marcio Jose Sanchez/Associated Press)      
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