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PUBLIC LIBRARY BROADBAND INITIATIVE 
Bringing public libraries on to a statewide, high speed, broadband “backbone” 

 
Sponsors 
The California Library Association (CLA), the Corporation for Education Network Initiatives in 
California (CENIC), and the California State Library 
 
The Proposal 
The Governorʼs newly released 2014-15 State Budget contains $2.25 million in new General 
Fund dollars for the purpose of bringing public libraries on to a 3,000 mile high speed, 
statewide broadband “backbone” operated by CENIC.    (This amount would be built into the 
base as an ongoing appropriation in future budgets.)  The State Budget further proposes that 
an additional $1 million in “one-time” funding be provided for the purpose of assisting some 
public libraries that will need hardware to help them connect to the CENIC “backbone.”  
 
This proposal is a “game changer” for public libraries and their patrons; and the small financial 
commitment from the state, represents an incredible “bang for the buck.” 
 
The History 
 
As a result of CLAʼs significant advocacy efforts in the 2013 session, the State Budget bill (AB 110) 
contained language directing the State Library to conduct a Statewide Broadband Needs 
Assessment, which was completed in October 2013. 178 jurisdictions out of 183 (or 97 percent!) 
responded to the survey, and 883 branches out of 1115 (or 79 percent) responded.  The assessment 
findings have overwhelmingly supported the case for CLAʼs broadband funding request.   
 
Why choose CENIC as the backbone provider? 
CENIC has been providing this same level of quality broadband service to the entire K-12, UC, CSU, 
community college community as well as some private colleges for years.  If CENIC is the “gold 
standard” “backbone” provider for all of these educational entities, there is no doubt they should 
similarly be the provider for public libraries.  CENIC will also provide public libraries with 3 seats on 
their board of directors.     
 
As CENIC notes in a background paper on the subject:  “By combining the buying power of 
Californiaʼs 1100 libraries with that of K-12 education, significant one-time and ongoing cost savings 
can be realized to this end and higher capacity networking is available.”  CENICʼs statement 
essentially means that public library dollars will stretch further, enabling jurisdictions and branches to 
buy bigger circuits for faster connections.  For example, if public libraries previously budgeted $3,000 
for a T-1 line, those same dollars could buy them 1 gigabit under this proposal.   
 
How would this project improve library services? 
The State Library Broadband Needs Assessment found that approximately 40% of California public 
libraries have connection speeds of between 1.5 and 20 Mbps (million bits per second), far less than 
what many Americans have in their homes.   



 
Computer and Wifi usage at the public library is at an all-time high.  When the San Mateo City Library 
opened in 1996, it had 10 public-use PCs – it now has 100 PC workstations.  The San Bruno Public 
Library has seen a 100 percent increase in the use of e-books and audio books, just in the last year, 
from 2,000 downloads to 4,000 downloads.   
 
80% of all California public libraries responding to the survey would have the infrastructure in 
place to be “on the backbone” immediately once state funding is provided.  The other 20% 
would need some additional time or equipment in order to be connected. 
 
Public libraries are the great equalizer and the go-to place for community, state, job, literacy, 
education and veteran services.   
 

• People are flocking to the library in large numbers to research and fill out applications for the 
Affordable Care Act 

• Many employers require job applications to be filled out online 
• Skype can be an effective way to provide distance-learning adult literacy tutoring 
• Bakersfield, Redding, and San Diego public libraries are providing special job search and 

online benefits search services for veterans   
• The GED exam is going online in 2014.  K-12 is bracing for the implementation of Common 

Core, which is also an online test.  The library is an obvious place to practice for both of these 
important exams.  The online tutoring program, “Online Homework Help” is one of the public 
librariesʼ most popular educational tools. 
 

Many of these services will be unavailable or painfully slow to acquire and utilize if the state does not 
assist public libraries in obtaining the high level broadband speed and connectivity that is currently 
provided to K-12 and higher education through CENIC. 

 
The Governorʼs $3.25 million proposal for broadband services for public libraries is in addition to the 
$4.7 million that is currently provided for the California Library Services Act and the state literacy 
program in the State Budget.  The $3.25 million would also help the state meet its federal match, 
which brings in approximately $16 million in federal funding annually to the state.   

 
Please tell your legislators about your current bandwidth and/or connectivity situation and ask them 
to support the Governorʼs broadband proposal of $3.25 million in the 2014-15 State Budget for 
this purpose.  Note:  This issue will be heard in Assembly Budget Subcommittee Number 2 
and Senate Budget Subcommittee Number 1 in the Spring. 
 
 
Encourage your legislator to contact CLA Lobbyists, Mike Dillon and Christina DiCaro at (916) 448-2196, for more 
information.    


