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With Shelf SpacePrized,Fairfax LibrariesCull SIM4a rte I
Collections by theminute.
By LisaRein

WashingtorPostStaff Writer
Tuesday,January2, 2007;A01

You can'tfind "AbrahamLincoln: His Speecheand
Writings" at the PohickRegionalLibrary anymore Or .
"The Educationof Henry Adams"at Sherwood &
Regional. WantEmily Dickinson's'Final Harvest'? .-r |
Don'tlook to the Kingstownebranch. BudgetTravelOnline
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It's not that thebooksarecheckedout. They'rejust gone.No onewasreadingthem, sdibrarianstook
them offthe shelvesanddumpedthem.

Along with thoseclassicsthousands ohovelsand nonfictionworks havebeeneliminatedfrom the
Fairfax Countycollectionafter a new computersoftwareprogramshowedhat no oneéhadcheckedhem
outin atleast24 months.

Publiclibrarieshavealwaysweededut old or unpopularmooksto makeway for newertitles. But the
region'slargestlibrary systemis taking turnoveito a newlevel.

Like BordersandBarnes& Noble, Fairfaxis respondingaggressivelyo marketpreferences;alculating
the system'seturnon itsinvestmentoy eachfoot of spaceon thelibrary shelves-- andfiguring out
which productswill generatehe biggestbuzz.Sobooksthat peopleactuallywantareeasyto find, but
manybooksthat no ones readingaregone-- evenif theyareclassics.

"We're beingvery ruthless,"saidSamClay, directorof the 21-branchsystemsincel982. "Abook isnot
forever.If you haved0 feetof shelf spaceakenup by bookson tulipsandyou findthat onlyoneis
checkedout, that'sa cost."

Thatis the newreality for the Fairfax systemandthe future for otherlibraries.As bookson tape DVDs,
computersaandotherelectronicequipmentrowdinto branchesthereis less roonfor plain oldbooks.

Solibrariansaremaking harddecisionsandstrugglingwith a newissue:whetherthe datadrivenlibrary
of thefuture shouldcaterto populartastesor seta culturalstandardevenasthe demandor the classics
wanes.

Library officials saytheywill alwaysstockShakespearefdays,"The GreatGatsby"andothervenerable
titles. And manyof the bookspulled fromoneFairfaxlibrary canbe found at anotherranchand
deliveredto a patronwithin a week.

But in the effort to stayrelevantin anagein which referencanaterialsandnovelscanbe foundon the
Internetand Oprah'sBook Club helpssetstandard®f popularity,librariesarenot the cultural
repositoriegheyoncewere.
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"l think the daysof librariessaying,'We musthavethat, becaus#'s good forpeople,’arebeyondus,”
saidLeslie Burger,presidenf the AmericanLibrary Associationanddirectorof PrincetonPublic
Library. "Thereis a sensan manypublic librariesthat populamaterialsarewhat mostof our
communitiesdesire.Everybody'sjot a favorite book they'rdrying to promote."”

Thatleavessomebooksendangeredn Fairfax,thousands ofitles havebeenpulled fromthe shelves
andbecomeeligible for book sales.

Weedingbooksusedto be sporadic.Now it's strategicClay and his employeesstablishedhe two-year
threshold18 monthsago,driven,theysay,by a$2 million cut to the budgetfor booksand materialsand
the demandor spaceMore computersaandgrowing demandn branchegor meetingspace story hours
and othergatheringhaveleft less roonfor books.

And nowadayslibrary patronsdon'tlike to sit at big tableswith strangersastheyreador study.They
wantto be alone,creatinga needfor individual carrelsthat takeup evenmorespace And the popularity
of audiovisuaimaterialsthat mustbe housedn 50-yearold brancheduilt for smallercollectionsonly
addsto the crunch.

To do morewith less, Fairfadibrary officials havestartedrunninglike businesse<lay boughtstate of-
the art softwarethat spitsout dataon eachof the 3.1 million booksin the countysystem-- including age,
numberof timescheckedout andwhen.Therearealsostatisticson thepercentagesf shelfspacetaken
up by mysterieshiographiesandkids' books.

Every branchgetsa printoutof the dataeachmonth,including everytitle that hasn'tirculatedin the
previous24 monthslt's up tolibrariansto decidewhethera book stays. Thébrarianshavediscretion,
but they alsohavetargetscollectionmanagetulie Pringlesaid."What comesn is basedon whatgoes
out,” shesaid.

ClassicssuchasErnestHemingway's'For Whomthe Bell Tolls" andHarperLee's"To Kill a
Mockingbird" areamongthetitles that haven'beencheckedout in two yearsandcould be eliminated.
Librariansso far havedecidedto keepthem.

As librariesclearouttitles, they sweepn newonesasfastastheycan.A two-monthold programcalled
"Hot Picks"is boostingcopiesof bestsellerdy trackingthe numberof holdsrequestedy patronsThis
month,everyFairfax branchwill displaynewbooksmoreprominently,leavingevenless spacéor older
ones.

"We don'twantto keepwhat peopledon‘tusemuchof," Clay said.Circulation,a signof prestigeanda
potentialbargainingchip for newfunding,is on paceo hit 11.6 millionin the Fairfax systemthis year,
partof a steadyclimb overthe pastthreeyears.

No othersystemin the Washingtorareais trackingcirculationasquickly - or weedingso methodically.
MontgomeryCounty,a similar-size suburbarsystem hasnot emphasizeaveedingin severalyears,said
Kay Ecelbargerwho retiredlast monthaschief of collectionmanagement.

In the District, librarydirectorGinnie Coopersaidshehasnot tackledweedingandturnoverpolicy in
the systemwhich is strugglingto increasecirculation.She hopeso addresshoseconcernswith arecent
infusion of cashfrom the D.C. Council.

Thereareno nationalstandard®n weedingoublic librarycollections.

As Fairfax betsits future on aretail model, somdibrarianssaythat thepublic librarymay be straying
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too far from its traditionalrole asan archiveof literatureandhistory.

Arlington County'slibrary director,Diane Kresh,saidshe's'paying a lot of attentionto whatour
customersvant.” But if theyaren'tcheckingout RachelCarson's'Silent Spring,”she'snot only keeping
it, she'spromotingit througha new programthat givesforgottenclassicgprominentdisplay.

"Part of my philosophyis that you collecfor the ages,"Kreshsaid."The library hasa responsibilityto
providea corecollectionfor the culturaleducationof its community."She comeso this view from a
careerat the Library of Congresswhereshewaschief of public servicecollectionsfor 30 years.

Theweightof the newchoicedfalls on thelocal librarian. That'sespeciallyhardat the WoodrowWilson
branchin Falls Church,one of the smallestin the Fairfax system.t's a vibrant placepopularwith Latino
and Middle Easternmmigrants the elderlyandyoung professional8ranchmanageiLinda Schlekau,
who has20 yearsf experiencesaysshediscardsabout700 booksa month.

"Nine Playsby Eugend)'Neill" saton thetop shelfof a cartin the backroomoneday in late December,
wedgedbetweenVoltaire's"Candide"and"Broke HeartBlues"by JoyceCarol Oates.The cartbrimmed
with booksthat someonen Schlekau'staff hadpulled fromthe shelvesSometimeshehastime to

give them anothelook beforewheelingthem tothe booksalepile. Sometimeshedoesn't.

The Oateswould returnto the shelf, "becauseshe’sa real popularauthorat WoodrowWilson," evenif
"Broke HeartBlues"isn't, Schlekawsaid. The Voltaire would go. AnobscureEdgarAllan Poe volume
called"The Narrativeof Arthur GordonPym of Nantucket"might be transferredo anothermranch.

Schlekauhesitatedverthe volume of O'Neill plays,which wasin good conditiorbut hadbeenchecked
out only ninetimesin its lifespanat the library, falling short ofthe system'snewgoal of 20. She sighed.
“The only time thingslike this aregoingoutis if they're[performingthe plays] atthe KennedyCenter."

But, shesaid,she'sdisinclinedto throw O'Neill into the discardpile: "That'sthe Englishmajorin me."
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