
 

April 21, 2015 

Dear Kern County Board of Supervisors: 

 

SEIU Local 521 represents more than 5,000 Kern County workers 
who are dedicated to providing quality public services. Our 
communities thrive when residents, leaders and workers recognize 
that we are all in this together when it comes to our safety, health, 
and well-being.  

Among the myriad of vital public services under Kern County’s 
jurisdiction is the Public Library System, a core community resource 
which has recently benefited from tremendous public support and 
which is once again on the Board of Supervisors’ agenda. 

Members of SEIU Local 521 have reviewed Kern County’s “Plan for 
Soliciting Public Input on Kern Library Services” and find it 
inadequate on several key levels. We hope the Board of 
Supervisors will seriously consider and implement the 
recommendations we outline below. As you know, the quality of 
answers one receives is determined by the questions asked. We 
think the fundamental information this Board should be soliciting 
from library patrons is: Of what value is the public library system 
and what resources should the County dedicate to enhancing the 
system? 

The process the County is now trying to adopt – surveying library 
patrons and holding public meetings to hear what residents really 
think – must be deliberate, transparent, and meaningful. We 
envision a community process that stays true to the values of the 
citizens of Kern County. We further believe that the window for 
public input is unnecessarily brief and should be expanded to 180 
days from the current 60. We are already 35 days into the process 
and the plan to gather public input is still not finalized. We are fully 
committed to supporting this Board in identifying real solutions 
that put our community first.  



1. IMPROVING THE SURVEY 

As it is written, the language of the survey could open the board to criticism 
that the public meetings are intended to bolster the false argument that pri-
vatization is the only way to expand hours and other services. 

The survey should be explicit in asking if the public believes that the library 
is a worthy expense in our community and if the public would support addi-
tional library funding either from the general fund or through a local tax 
measure. 

The survey should also ask if the public would support turning over control 
of the public library to for-profit entities for privatization. 

 

2. OUTREACH TO PUBLIC 

The public should be informed about the process for selecting which branch-
es would get public hearings and which branches and communities would be 
excluded. If there was a clear threshold for deciding which communities 
would have input, that metric should be made explicit. Every branch should 
have at least one community meeting and larger branches should have mul-
tiple meetings 

There should be a particular focus on meeting the needs of unincorporated 
areas of Kern County. Residents in these areas rely solely on County re-
sources and have greater challenges accessing all types of services. 

The arbitrary 60-day community outreach period is too short to achieve 
meaningful community input. Given that the plan for the survey won’t be 
introduced to the public until 35 days into the outreach period and no time 
is being given to analyze the survey data, it seems wise to extend the com-
munity outreach period for a total time of 180 days. 

The format of the public hearings should allow for meaningful community 
input. Since the CAO’s office has already signaled its intention to privatize 
libraries, it would make sense to have multiple hosts or a neutral third party 
conduct the meetings. 

 



3. OUTREACH TO AFFECTED PUBLIC AGENCIES 
Formal outreach should be conducted by the County to affected educational 
districts and city councils for input in the process and to discover if there are 
possibilities for partnerships and resource sharing. The County should also 
carefully evaluate whether partnerships like the one in Shafter could be nega-
tively impacted by the decision to privatize. 

 

4. EMPLOYEE OUTREACH 

While we applaud the CAO's intention to reach out to SEIU Local 521 mem-
bers for input and we look forward to engaging in a productive conversation, 
this process shall not be informal and shall be done in accordance with labor 
law. 

 

5. TRANSPARENCY 

The Kern County Vision Statement reads, “To create and maintain a customer-
centered County government designed to garner the confidence, support and 
trust of the people we serve.” To support this ideal, the entire process should 
be transparent and the public needs every guarantee that the information col-
lected and reported back is an accurate representation of the beliefs, ideals, 
and core values of the community. Furthermore, these core values should be 
instrumental in shaping the policy for our libraries. 

 

6. UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

This letter does not intend to address all the issues and questions that we 
have or that will come up during this process.  Prior to moving forward with 
any proposal, we hope that the public will get answers to critical questions 
such as: 

1. Given that all Kern County employees are designated "Disaster Service 
Workers" through state and local laws, how will privatization of the li-
braries impact the County’s ability to respond to an emergency such as 
a natural disaster? 



2. In addition to educational services, public libraries provide many more 
critical services that benefit the community. For example, during hot 
summer days our libraries serve as cooling centers. How will this be 
impacted under a privatization scenario? 

 

Our libraries are a core community resource and their future should be mold-
ed with input from all stakeholders. The very best solution may still be undis-
covered and only a process that actively encourages participation can bring 
the best ideas to light. We have worked well together in the past and hope to 
continue using our combined strength to move Kern County toward a stronger 
future. 

 

In Unity, 

 

Luisa Blue, Chief Elected Officer, SEIU Local 521 

 

Regina Kane 

Regina Kane, Kern County Chapter President 

 

Michele Carey 

Michele Carey, Kern County Employee 


