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Community Conversation about the Future of the Stonington Free Library: 

A Path to a Reimagined Library 

 

Recently, the Stonington Free Library completed a strategic planning effort that included 

extensive community engagement activities as well as a rigorous self assessment. This process 

included input from all of our constituents, and we have listened to your responses. We believe 

the resulting plan effectively articulates what is truly the community’s plan for the library. 

 

The feedback we received during the planning process underscored how much the Stonington 

Free Library (SFL) is loved and valued, and the strategic plan describes opportunities to build 

upon that foundation. We will seek to extend the Library’s reach throughout Stonington by 

engaging the community through expanded program offerings, collaborative efforts with other 

organizations, and enhanced digital offerings.  

 

As funding allows, the library has already begun to implement community outreach initiatives 

from the plan, establishing satellite operations at the Pawcatuck Neighborhood Center and 

Masonicare at Mystic. We have reintroduced the Stonington Nonprofit Roundtable, offering an 

opportunity for local nonprofits to meet, exchange ideas and collaborate. Our collections are 

being continually refreshed, and we have begun to reutilize some of our space, providing a more 

welcoming, attractive way to access our newest acquisitions. In addition, we have launched a 

redesigned website which functions as a true “digital branch,” enabling 24 hour access for our 

patrons. In response to community feedback, we have also reallocated our hours of operation, 

providing additional evening hours to accommodate the realities of busy working lives. Other 

initiatives arising from the strategic plan are under consideration and assessment, including 

steps to enhance access for patrons with physical disabilities. 

 

As prudent stewards, we need to assess and provide for the sustainability of the library into the 

future, taking into account the cost of current services, proposed initiatives and our ongoing 

financial health. Critical to these efforts are the ability to attract and retain exceptional 

personnel. The library has made great strides in strengthening its staff development, including 

remedying longstanding pay inadequacies. Despite these increases, however, the library’s 

spending on wages is still lower per capita than statewide averages and comparably-sized 

Connecticut towns.  

 

The most pressing challenges faced by the library are our limited physical space and our 

financial constraints. While the library has already made great efforts to reallocate resources to 

implement initiatives from the plan, it is limited by its financial position. The library has been 

fortunate to receive consistent support from both the private and public sectors, but the current 

level of private and municipal funding is not sufficient to sustain current service levels, even 

before remedying handicap accessibility issues or implementing new initiatives. The resulting 

funding gap has been filled by increasing withdrawals from endowment funds; even after a 

recent substantial gift added to our endowment, the library still needs to draw a hefty 5.3% of 

the balance (over $170,000) this year just to maintain current operations versus the 3-4% 

generally considered prudent.  
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The Library currently receives less than 1/3 of its operating budget from municipal sources, 

while the remainder is provided by our generous donors. We are committed to making every 

effort to raise the funds required to implement our strategic plan, and have already successfully 

raised over $22,000 to support ADA compliance efforts, but we will also need the commitment 

of our municipal partners to provide additional support. We have analyzed municipal funding of 

libraries statewide and in comparable local communities, and found that Stonington’s library 

spending falls woefully short in comparison.  

 

The Town of Stonington’s own Plan of Conservation and Development (adopted May 2015) 

identifies this issue. In its Section 11.2 titled Address Community Service Needs, it states 

“Capital improvement funds must be continually raised from private sources; the Board of 

Finance has increasingly cut funds to support library functions from the Town budget, creating a 

financial crisis to these key community resources.” The Plan goes on to recommend in Section 

11.2.7, Policies: “Continue to support the libraries in their efforts to provide library services at 

the village level.” 

 

Our strategic plan describes a library that engages the entire community as we seek to enrich 

lives and build community by bringing information, ideas and people together. To that end, we 

envision improving our handicap accessibility in compliance with current ADA standards, 

making the library and its programs available to all Stonington residents while optimizing the 

use of our limited physical space.  We are convinced that the strategic plan represents a path to a 

reimagined 21st century library for Stonington, and we look forward to working with all of our 

constituents and stakeholders to make it a reality.  

 

 For additional background and information, this package provides the following: 

 

● Strategic Plan Executive Summary 

● Summary of Proposed Initiatives 

● Financial Position Summary 

● Municipal Funding Analysis 

● Accessibility and ADA Compliance Issues 

 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

The Board of Trustees of the Stonington Free Library 
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Financial Position Summary 

 

Current Sources of Funding 

Municipal funding currently covers less than ⅓ of SFL’s annual budget of $568,009, while the 

remainder is provided through the generosity of its donors via the Annual Appeal and other 

donations as well as from the earnings on our donated endowment funds. 

 
 

Personnel costs comprise over 60% of SFL’s operating budget, consistent with the fact that our 

staff is our greatest asset. While these costs have grown over the past five years as a result of 

steps taken to remedy longstanding pay inadequacies and offer healthcare benefits to full time 

staff, essential to attracting and retaining qualified people, SFL’s spending is still lower per 

capita than statewide averages and that of comparable towns. 
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SFL is fortunate to have endowment funds of approximately $3.2MM, including the recent 

Blanchet bequest which added $1.25MM to the balance. Even with this substantial gift, however, 

a prudent draw of 4% will provide only $130,000 in cash each year towards covering operating 

expenses without eroding principal. As illustrated above, the library anticipates drawing 

$152,000 in 2017/18 just to cover operating costs, plus another $20,000 for capital 

expenditures. Thus, SFL expects that the principal balance of its endowment funds will decline 

in 2017/18 by over $40,000. Extrapolating forward, continuing to rely on endowment draws to 

fund operating deficits and capital needs will cause the entire endowment to be spent by 2035.  

 

Projected Financial Outlook 

The Annual Appeal and other donations have demonstrated minimal growth, while municipal 

funding from the Town and Borough of Stonington have shown no growth. The SFL 

conservatively projects that its total operating budget will likely grow at an inflationary 2% per 

year from the current $568,009, assuming no new services, staff or hours are added, and no 

capital projects above normal annual capital expenditures are implemented. 

 

 
Assuming the Annual Appeal and other donations grow at 1% per year and holding endowment 

draws and municipal funding flat, SFL projects that its funding deficit will grow by 

approximately 5% per year, from $42K in 2018 to $141K by 2028. Without any new 

external funding, the library will have to rely on the endowment to cover the 

deficit. As stated above, under this scenario the entire endowment fund will be 

exhausted by early 2035. 
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So where do we go from here? How do we address this persistent (and growing) funding deficit? 

How can we preserve the principal balance of our endowment funds for future sustainability 

while covering current operating and capital costs, not to mention implementing the new 

strategic initiatives identified by our community? How do we redesign the Stonington Free 

Library for the future, while at the same time ensuring that it has a future? 

 

The choices seem clear: we either reduce the services we provide, cutting costs in order to 

manage within the funds available, or we find ways to increase the funds available to us. We are 

committed to rethinking the way we cultivate private funding—developing new strategies to 

extend our reach while obtaining donations, but the library also needs an increased funding 

commitment from the Town of Stonington and the Stonington Borough just to maintain let 

alone improve, all that the library can provide. We are not asking you to do it all, but we can’t do 

it without you! 
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Municipal Funding Analysis 
 

As part of our self assessment, we analyzed Stonington in comparison to similarly-sized 

Connecticut towns and found that our level of aggregate library municipal funding lags far 

behind that of its peer group both in aggregate library spending and as a percent of the Town’s 

municipal budget.  

 

As illustrated by the chart below, Stonington’s total municipal funding for all libraries amounts 

to only $354,500 (of which SFL receives $171,000), the lowest among its peer group of seven 

Connecticut towns with populations closest to Stonington.  Stonington’s municipal library 

spending even trails that of Ansonia, despite having a grand list three times its size and per 

capita income of nearly double. 

 

 
 

Looking at municipal library funding as a percent of total municipal budgets, we see from the 

chart below that Stonington lags on this measure as well, spending only 0.5% of its budget on 

libraries versus an average of 1.5% for comparably-sized Connecticut towns.  
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The most recent Plan of Conservation and Development also identifies this issue. In Section 

11.2: Address Community Service Needs it points out that “Capital improvement funds must be 

continually raised from private sources; the Board of Finance has increasingly cut funds to 

support the library functions from the Town budget, creating a financial crisis to these key 

community resources.”  The Plan then goes on to recommend in Section 11.2.7 Policies: 

“Continue to support the libraries in their efforts to provide library services at the village level.”   

 

Based on its current level of library services, SFL requires roughly $42,000 to bridge its funding 

gap and reduce its reliance on endowment draws to a more prudent level, and this amount must 

grow by at least 2% per year to keep pace with inflation. Assuming a $42,000 increase in the 

current level of municipal funding, Stonington’s total library spending would remain below 

$400,000, still the lowest in its peer group both in aggregate spending and as a percent of the 

municipal budget. 

In order to continue to implement the initiatives recommended by our strategic plan, additional 

annual funding would be needed. 

 The community’s top requests are: 

1.       Provide greater access to the library through expanded hours. 

● For example, adding six additional hours a week will cost $14,820 annually. 

 

2.       Increase the number of interesting and compelling programs across all age groups that are 

accessible, topical and informative. 

● Additional quality programming will cost money, both to attract speakers and to 

accommodate additional patrons (i.e., reutilizing existing space or hiring outside 

venues like the La Grua Center) 
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3.       Improve accessibility and better utilize the library’s space. 

● The Accessibility and ADA Compliance section of this document outlines the 

$420,000 accessibility and space reutilization project the library is eager to 

pursue.  
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Accessibility and ADA Compliance Issues 

SFL’s financial constraints not only affect the sustainability of ongoing and future library 

operations, they also limit our ability to invest in necessary capital improvements. 

The most recent review of the library’s compliance with ADA standards stemmed from a broken 

lift. The old lift was severely damaged by a flood in 2010, and despite numerous attempts at 

repair it has been deemed irreparable. Without a safe lift, children and their family members 

with physical disabilities cannot access the youth library or participate in the wide range of its 

popular programs. In addition, parents and caregivers with strollers find it very difficult to 

maneuver via the stairs. 

 

At our core the Stonington Free Library is committed to providing access to every Stonington 

resident, so replacement lift/elevator options were extensively researched in June 2016. After 

consulting numerous professionals, we were advised that the current lift could not be repaired, 

nor could it be replaced in compliance with current ADA standards in its current location.   

Given this information, the Board sought to obtain the services of a qualified architectural firm, 

knowledgeable about ADA requirements, to assist in the analysis of alternative solutions. After 

winning a competitive bidding process, Dewright Design, LLC was hired in February 2017 to 

propose several plans to solve our accessibility issues.  

 

 

Current Status of the Accessibility Project 

 

The conversations with Dewright Design about elevator options raised several additional 

accessibility issues, including ADA compliant bathrooms and doorway openings, as well as 

establishment of a “place of refuge” for patrons with disabilities in the event of fire. A series of 

options were developed by the architect and presented by the Building Committee to the Board 

of Trustees. Ultimately, the board unanimously agreed that the option attached was the most 

feasible and practical approach to resolving the library’s collective handicap accessibility issues 

and has proceeded to commission plans and cost estimates.  SFL successfully applied for and 

received a $7,500 grant from the Christopher & Dana Reeve Foundation which will cover a 

portion of these architectural design fees. In addition to this grant, the Wimpfheimer Family 

Foundation has made a monetary pledge towards this project over the next five years. Dewright 

Design completed its drawings in July 2017 and estimated the project cost to be $420,000. With 

your help, the board is eager to pursue this project to make SFL accessible to all. 
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