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National MMunicipal League

Previous reports of this committee have
laid special emphasis on the desirability of
establishing local municipal reference Ili-
braries, with recommendations as to the
best form of organization. Ils suggestions
and recommendations have been widely
adopted. A municipal reference library is
now generally looked upon as an indispensa-
ble adjunct to efficient municipal govern-
ment. Your committee feels that the League
should now use its influence, not so much
in securing the organization of more local
libraries, as in promoting the efficiency of
those already established, through some cen-
tral co-operative agency which will be able
at the same time to provide an efficient serv-
ice for cities which are too small, or for
other reasons are unable, to develop a local
service of their own.

The need of a central clearing house of
muniecipal information has grown still more
urgent since attention was called to the
subject in the report of this committee pre-
gsented to the Richmond meeting in 1911,
Last year the Special libraries association
appointed a special committee, identical in
personnel with this committee—Mr, Wood-
ruff being chairman-—to make investigations
and recommendations looking toward the
establishment of a national center for munic-
ipal information.

Of the need for such an organization there
can be no doubt. There is scarcely a city of
more than a few ithousand population that
does not have one or more public or private
agencies engaged in collecting information
to be applied to the solution of local munic-
ipal problems. Municipal reference libraries,
bureaus of municipal research, bureaus of
efficiency, civic organizations and organ-
izations devoted to the study and solution of
special problems are everywhere seeling
the latest available data as to the methods
and experience of other cities in this and
foreign countries.

In all this activity there occurs a vast
amount of duplicated and wasted effort. A
well equipped central co-operating agency
would be able to secure far better results
with a much smaller expenditure ol energy
and money. The situation demands a central
national bureau whichk would undertake as
its main functions:

1. To collect all municipal documents, re-
poris and other material of value bearing
on municipal problems.

2. To prepare and publish promptly such
indices and guides to this material as will
enable local libraries and all who are inter-
ested in municipal matters to select and pro-

cure, without waste of time and energy,
whatever they need for their own use.

3. To serve as a clearing house for the
interests and activitios of local libraries and
similar agencies, so that it will nol happen,
as at present, that many of them put forth
much effort in securing results which have
already been obtained by others, and could
be had for the asking.

4. And, specifically, to collect and index
city ordinances.

5. To use its staff of expert investigators
and 1its stores of information in answering
inquiries from local libraries, city officials
and other sources.

Certain of these functions are already per-
formed to a limited extent for the cities of
a number of states by municipal reference
bureaus conducied by state leagues of
municipalities, state libraries, state univer-
sities, ete. The multiplication of these state-
wide agencies, however, oily increases the
demand for a national bureau through which
their activities can be co-ordinated. The
proposal for the establishment of a national
bureau is not designed to supplant the local
or even the state-wide agencies, but merely
to make their work more efficient by aiding
in that part of their service which can best
be porformed by an agenecy which is nation-
wide in ilg scope.

Should the proposed national bureau be
organized and maintained as a voluntary
co-pperative agency, or should 1t he gov-
ernmental in character? This is a funda-
mental question to which the committee
has given careful consideration. The only
efforts made so far in ihis dirvection are of
the former type. The most promising ex-
periment of this sort is the Public affairs in-
formation service, begun originally by Mr.
John A. Lapp, and now conducted by the
H. W. Wilson company. While the commit-
tee is heartily agreed that this service fills
a real need and deserves all possible sup-
port and encouragement, it is of the opinion
that the funections outlined for a national
munieipal information bureau are, on the
whole, of such a nature that they can he
performed adequately only by some govern-
mental agency. The necessity of making a
profit out of the service, or even of making
it pay 1ts way, will, for a long time at least,
greatly resirici its usefulness or even pre-
venl its establishment at all. Whatever the
agency is to be, 1t must be able to cognmanc‘!
a high degree of confidence 1n its abilily and
disinterestedness, so that public and pri-
vate bodies and individuals everywhere will
recognize the desirability of lending their
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co-operation. It must command the confl-
dence not only of those from whom informa-
tion must be sought, but also of those in
need of it. The difficulties inherent in any
attempt to bring together in one co-opera-
tive organization the local and state govern-
ments of the whole country, as well as the
libraries, the educational institutions, and
the great variety of voluntary organizations
which should be interested, and upon which
the organization would have to depend for
financial support, seem to be insuperable.
Any suggestion of support from private en-
dowment may also be dismissed as imprac-
tical. Such considerations as these force
your committee to the conclusion that the
functions of a national burcau of municipal
information, are essentially governmental
and cannot bhe performed efficiently by a
voluntary co-operative association or by any
kind of a commercial organization.

It has been suggested that perhaps some
of the eitics now maintaining municipal ref-
erence libraries would be willing to enlarge
their scope so that they could serve as a
national bureau. Such a plan we do not
think should be seriously considered. Even
if the laxpayers of any city or state were
willing to shoulder the expense without
complaint, it is clear that the usefulness of
the service would be seriously impaired by
local jealousies and prejudices. No city or
state is likely to make full use of a service
established and maintained by a city in an-
other part of the country. Moreover, the
work of any local bureau would be in con-
stant danger of interruption from change
of administration or failing interest.

None of these disadvantages would, how-
ever, attach to a bureatl maintained in the
clty of Washington by, or under the auspices
of; the national government. As a branch of
the federal government it would command
the necessary respect and confidence. It
would also be in a better position than any
stale or city bureau to collect reports and
information from foreign cities. Already
many of the departments of the national
government are engaged in work of great
value to municipalities. These services could
most readily be co-ordinated and made {ully
available by a national bureau located mn
Washington.

After carefully weighing every sugges-
tion which has come to it from any source,
the committee has reached the conclusion
that the most efficient service with the
smallest expenditure of money could be ex-
pected from a municipal reference hureau
organized under the library of congress, A
division in the bureau of the census, as has
also been suggested, might enjoy certain
advantages, but important disadvantages
have also been pointed out.

The most successful local municipal ref-
erence bureaus have been organized as
branches of the public hibraries. Valuable
service is also being performed in many
states by legislative reference bureaus main-

tained by state libraries, The library of
congress has been conspicuously successful
. co-operating with local public libraries
in general library functions, so that it has
become natural for the country to look to
it to extend that co-operation into this spe-
cial field of library service. The public li-
braries in most of the larger cities have or-
ganized some special service to promote ef-
ficilent municipal government. A central
bureau in the library of congress would be
able to bring them all together in an organ-
ization of the highest type of efficiency.

The committee believes that the work re-
quired can he performed more economically
in ihe library of congress than in any other
department of the federal government. It
should, in the first place, be undertaken by
some large institution which is in a position
to receive and care for the wide range of
publications required in the service: Under
any other auspices it would prove very cost-
ly for it would be necessary to duplicate the
vast colleclion of material which now ex-
ists in the library of congress, and which
will continue to accumulate there. The col-
lections and the general organizalion of the
library of congress are at hand. The sevrvice
proposed represents, in a large part, but an
extension of activities now carried on by the
division of documents and the division of
bibliography.

Your committee, therefore, recommends
that the National Municipal League should
take steps at once to bring this matter to the
attention of members of congress and urge
upon them the desirability of granting to
the library of congress a special appropria-
tion sufhcient lo enable it to establish a
municipal reference division to serve as a
central co-operating agency for the munie-
ipal reference libraries and similar organi-
zations of the entire country.

Signed
JOHAN COTTON DANA,
HORACE E. FLACK,
JOHN A. LAPP,
SAMURL H. RANCK,
CLINTON ROGERS WOODRUFF,
CHARLES C. WILLIAMSON,
Chairman.
November 16, 1915.

Separate Statement by John A. Lapp

As a member of the committee, I concur
in the conclusion thal a comprehensive plan
for a nalional center of municipal informa-
tion should be provided It seems to me,
however, that the plan should not wait upon
the slow and uncertain process of establish-
ment by tho federal government. Moreover,
it may be seriously doubted whether a f{ed-
eral department would do the kind of work
needed as effectively as a co-operative en-
terprise.

I am strongly of the opinion, therefore,
that the best results will come from co-oper-
alion through the Public Affairs Information
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Service. The machinery is already provided
by the Service for gathering information and
material and could readily emphasize the
municipal maierial and form a satisfactory,
clearing house. The municipal researches

of all cities, states and nations could then be
made available. A national regearch bureau
might well follow, bul the need for a clear-
ing house of information is immediate and
facilities to begin are already provided.
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