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West Milford residents have for decades heard of efforts to build a new library building, and 

wondered how it would impact their taxes and town finances. These are valid questions that can be 

answered by looking at how a public library is funded, how the new building will be financed, and why 

we need a new building in the first place. 

 

Municipal Library Funding 

State law requires that a municipal library like WMTL be funded from the property taxes 

collected by the town using an equation that has not changed since it was established in 1884: 1/3 of a mil 

of the equalized value of the municipality’s assessable land. 

 

A mil is defined as one-tenth of one cent; 1/3 of a mil is therefore $0.000333333 of every dollar. 

“Equalized value” is a ratio based on the assessed value of a property against the fair market value of 

other properties sold in the taxing district. 

 

A municipality has the option of providing extra funds from the town budget to a library. WMTL 

does not receive any additional funds from the township. We do receive state aid provided we meet 

certain minimum requirements. We have had to leave money on the table every year because we do not 

meet the minimum space required for a town of our population size. 

 

A municipal library does not have the authority to levy taxes. Unlike other municipal institutions 

such as the Board of Education, a municipal library cannot submit a budget for approval that would 

require taxes to be raised. 

 

Since 2011, New Jersey State residents have seen a line item on their property tax bill called 

“Public Library Tax”. This is not a new or additional tax, and is in no way tied to our new building 

project. A change in state law in 2010 required that the 1/3 of a mil value that goes towards funding your 

municipal library be reported separately. It is a subset that has always come out from your tax bill but 

never spelled out, not an additional tax. 

 

Simply put, a municipal library works within its means, and rises and falls with the fortunes of its 

public. 

 

The Need for a New Building 

 WMTL moved into its current facility in 1970, when the town had approximately 6,000 

residents. By 1977, a wing was built to ease the congestion from heavy usage of the library. Total square 

footage for the public use rose to 3,000 sq. ft. 

 

According to the 2010 Census, the township’s current population is approximately 26,000, far 

outstripping the capability of our current building to adequately support the needs of our community. 

Some of the most obvious ways it impacts the services to our public include: 

 Our artificially small collection size. We have used every square inch available to house 

materials, and it is not enough. We have come up with alternate solutions to serve our 

public, such as partnering with other libraries to borrow materials from each other, but it 

is not an optimal solution. Even with this challenge, we still loaned out approximately 

173,000 items in 2014. 

 Minimal programming. A key component of what a library offers its public is literacy 

and cultural programming, such as summer reading programs, author talks, concerts, 
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book discussions, etc. With no public meeting space available, whatever programs we do 

offer have to be kept to artificially small group sizes, and held either on the grounds of 

our facility if weather permits, or in different public buildings around town. Even with 

this challenge, in 2014 we still held 213 programs with an attendance of 6,747 residents. 

 Minimal public computer availability. WMTL currently provides 6 computers for public 

use. Typical uses include job searching and school homework. We do not have the space 

to add any more. Even with this challenge, our public computers were used for 2,638 

unique sessions in 2014. 

 

State guidelines suggest that a municipal library serving our population size should have a facility 

with a minimum of 17,000 square feet of public space. We cannot expand our current facility out, as there 

is no property available around our building to purchase for expansion, nor can we expand up, as the 

building was not built to sustain a second floor with the extra weight that our collections and heavy public 

traffic would require. 

 

Despite these challenges, WMTL is proud of what we have been able to offer. We feel that the 

town deserves more, and the heavy usage of our library suggests that the town wants more. 

 

Financing a New Building 

In 1998, a referendum to build a new public library using township funds was defeated, but the 

pressing need for an adequate library space did not go away. To address that need, WMTL decided to 

self-finance the project. By aggressively cutting costs and generating savings out of our yearly budget, we 

were able to start a capital fund, while proudly maintaining a high level of service to our public. 

 

After 17 years of savings, we built a fund of over $3 million. With those funds, we have 

accomplished much, including: purchasing the land for a new building, commissioning a full set of 

architectural drawings and engineering specs, installing a septic system, and obtaining all necessary 

permits and surveys. All of this has been done at no additional cost to the town. 

 

Since we do not have the capability of bonding or applying for loans, we have partnered with the 

Town Council to bond for the $2.7 million to complete the project. We have also agreed to provide the 

Township with meeting spaces for Township and public use. As part of the agreement, WMTL will pay 

for 72.5% of the bond, while the Town will be responsible for 27.5%. 

 

WMTL does not take its fiscal responsibility to the community lightly. We will in no way 

jeopardize the financial well-being of our institution, or the public we serve. 

 

Thank you for your support over these many decades. We know that this has been a complex, 

protracted process, but appreciate your patience. Should you require any more clarification, please do not 

hesitate to contact the Library Director, Ricardo Pino, at 973-728-2824, or at pino@wmtl.org. 

 


