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I
n 2010, author and library advocate Karin Slaughter wrote that  
“… the funding of American libraries should be a matter of national 
security.” Adequate funding of government law libraries should also 
be a matter of national security. Support for government law libraries, 
among many other reasons, helps protect our democracy and ensure 
equal access to information to allow people to engage in the demo-

cratic process, and allows people to educate themselves about the legal 
issues impacting their lives. Equal access to justice requires vibrant public 
law libraries. �ey provide meaningful access to legal information for 
everyone without discrimination. Adequate and sustained funding is 
therefore central to the continuation of government law libraries.
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Historically, less money designated 
speci�cally to government law libraries 
has signaled either their decline, demise, 
or the next disruption that guaranteed 
their continued existence. Given a 
choice, most government law librarians 
choose transformation. �e alternative 
is lawyers and other people without 
access to law and litigants without 
access to an alternative.

Increasing Awareness, Funding,  
and Resources
�ere is no template for change that 
will work everywhere, but we all know 
where the status quo leads: govern-
ment law libraries disappear and die. 
�is matters because access to jus-
tice is a constitutional guarantee. In 
Massachusetts, for example, Article 
XI of Part 1 of the Constitution’s 
“Declaration of Rights” declares that:

Every subject of the Commonwealth 
ought to �nd a certain remedy, by 
having recourse to the laws, for all 
injuries or wrongs which he may 
receive in his person, property, or 
character. He ought to obtain right 
and justice freely, and without being 
obligated to purchase it; completely, 
and without delay; conformably to 
the laws.

It matters because a person’s access 
to the law and its processes is vital to 
our form of democracy, its de�nition, 
and how we profess to practice it. As a 
starting point, denying necessary sup-
port to public government law libraries 
not only negatively a�ects people and 
their con�dence in government itself, 
but also discounts the importance of 
transparent government. With every 
government law library that closes, 
government law librarians experience 
what seems like an erosion of our 
institutions founding principles. How 
did this happen?

Where It All Began
�e original funding model from 
the late 1800s for government law 

libraries o�en involved a portion of 
court user fees, such as a percentage 
of the fee collected to �le a civil case, 
being apportioned for the public law 
library. In some states, a state or county 
budget allocation supplemented those 
user fees. Until the 1980s, that model 
worked fairly well for several reasons, 
not limited to the following: (1) the 
vast majority of law library users were 
lawyers; (2) the number of cases �led/
�nes charged increased each year; and
(3) the cost of legal materials increased
at about the same rate as the Consumer
Price Index (CPI). In the 1990s, how-
ever, this model began to erode for
several reasons, including: (1) the cost
of legal materials began increasing faster
than the CPI. [Between 1995 and 2015,
the CPI increased 58 percent. One law
book publisher increased the cost of
its books 365 percent to guarantee its
pro�ts, and increased the cost of their
supplements 732 percent (needless to
say, government law library budgets
did not keep pace)]; (2) information
vendors introduced online databases
of primary and secondary sources;
(3) in many public law libraries, the
proportion of lawyer to non-lawyer
users reversed to mostly non-lawyers;
(4) many law libraries had to adapt
their services (books, databases, and
sta�) to provide greater just-in-time
research instruction to meet the
increasing needs of non-lawyers;
(5) the number of cases �led plum-
meted (for several possible reasons—the
high cost of litigation, the recession- 
led budget crisis that closed many
courtrooms and thus increased the
time needed to get a case heard, and
mandatory arbitration clauses); and
(6) during the recession, the number
of waived fees for low/modest-income 
litigants ballooned (which meant the 
law library did not receive its user 

fees). �ese situations combined to 
decrease law library incomes by 40 
percent and further increase operating 
costs. �is, in turn, has forced public 
law libraries to reduce services (operat-
ing hours, sta�, and subscriptions) and 
draw down or exhaust reserves. 

Government Law Libraries Today
What originated as a national legal 
depository concept—all law (in print), 
from all jurisdictions, compiled in 
all states—has been eroded to the 
point where more government law 
libraries are forced to reduce their 
print collections to state holdings and 
o�er nationwide coverage through
electronic databases, which are more
expensive and less permanent because
of vendor pricing. �is leaves us with
less equal access to legal information
through government law libraries in
each state. �ose public law libraries
still in existence with full services and
collections are practically inaccessible
for most people to visit in person. In
some cases, academic law libraries and
public libraries seek to �ll the gap; in
most cases, they don’t or can’t.

Our current model is unsustainable 
for multiple reasons: the in�ationary 
costs noted above for secondary mate-
rials, the fact that an increasingly large 
amount of annual law library expendi-
tures must be dedicated to buying back 
primary legal material the State gives 
to vendors in the �rst place, and the 
requirement that discounts on desired 
databases must be tied to continued 
print purchases, are all compounded 
by more immediate service demands 
(largely based on the misperception 
that “everything is available online”). 
Attempts to o�er electronic databases 
are being made, but the costs and chal-
lenges of presenting a comprehensive 
set of legal materials online, optimized 

“We must all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang  
separately.” Benjamin Franklin
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for mobile devices, are prohibitive for 
most government libraries and slow 
to create for those with organizational 
support. �e ultimate e�ect is govern-
ment law libraries are disappearing 
from the minds of our historical user 
groups, and those that do �nd us are 
increasingly being asked to change 
their research habits to match our 
changing collection development 
practices. If government law librarians 
wish to thrive, they cannot allow their 
collections to decay to the point of 
obsolescence, real or perceived.

Challenges
�e challenges facing government law 
libraries are not new and neither are 
the closings, but they are becoming 
more widespread. �e last Colorado 
county law library closed more than a 
decade ago. However, it is important 
to note that there have never been law 
libraries in every county in the coun-
try. For example, California statutes 
mandate a law library in each county, 
but in several counties the law library 
has no physical presence. �e same is 
true for Oregon and other states. �is 
lack of administrative and organiza-
tional uniformity from one county to 
the next contributes to the apathy and 
confusion with respect to some county 
law library closures, mergers, and other 
partnerships. Other government law 
libraries are also closing. Federal court 
law libraries, albeit usually only branch 
locations, have closed. Ten years ago, 
a number of U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency regional 

headquarter libraries were either 
closed or their management was out-
sourced. �ere are no longer 50 state 
law libraries in our country. Twenty 
percent of our state law libraries are 
either closed or the director’s position 
is currently vacant. Almost every state 
now has an example of a recent gov-
ernment law library closure or one that 
is morphing into a new form.

Reviewing these types of events, 
some common themes appear:

¡¡ Recession-driven funding reductions 
and resulting budget crises le� linger-
ing e�ects. �en, when the economy 
begins to recover, the law library falls 
too low on the priorities list.

¡¡�e reduced budget means fewer 
books, databases, and sta�, which in 
turn cuts the library’s ability to serve 
the users’ legal information needs.

¡¡�e misperceptions that all legal 
information is available for free on 
the internet and that there is “a form” 
to meet every need.

¡¡ Budget decision-makers’ confusion/
lack of awareness about how law 
libraries are funded and what they 
must buy. 

¡¡�e importance of articulating the 
unique and valuable law library ser-
vices and how those services provide 
educational opportunities that change 
lives, as well as access to justice.

¡¡�e importance of adopting entre-
preneurial solutions to increase 

revenues; seeking opportunities to 
network with other libraries and 
organizations; marketing law library 
services; and repurposing under- 
utilized resources. 

Making Change Happen
Luckily, there are innovators among 
us. Connecticut law librarians orga-
nized with the bar association and the 
Southern New England Law Librarians 
Association to slow the closing of 
courthouse libraries and established a 
Libraries and A2J Working Group to 
assist the continuation of law library 
services. In Colorado, the Supreme 
Court is building an access to justice 
portal to consolidate all legal services, 
statewide, regardless of whether they 
are o�ered by the government. �is 
portal is designed to be o�ered not 
only through the judicial web pres-
ence, but also through public library 
terminals. Taking the partnership 
one step further, a rural public library 
director in Norwood, Colorado, 
sought a pledge of equipment and 
training in exchange for a dedicated 
legal meeting, research, and training 
space in a planned new facility. �e 
agreement was made, and presum-
ably assisted in the community being 
awarded a $1.5 million grant from the 
Department of Local A�airs to o�set 
building expenses. 

�e Social Law Library in Boston 
o�ers another model. Founded in
1803, it acts as the de facto Supreme
Court Law Library for the state. It also
sells subscriptions to legal materials
at an a�ordable rate to attorneys who
cannot pay the exorbitant fees charged
by the largest legal publishers. It
works in tandem with the judiciary,
but independently from the state’s
non-mandatory bar association—
they offer complementary services.

In Ohio, county law librarians 
organized and fought against funding 
cuts that would have closed most of 
the libraries within a few years. 

In Maine, all but one county 
law library has closed, impact-
ing the State Law and Legislative 
Research Library. The Maryland 
State Library has proven the value of 

WHAT ARE …

GOVERNMENT LAW LIBRARIES?

GOVERNMENT LAW LIBRARIES vary widely in who they serve and how they are funded. Some,  

like the Supreme Court Library, serve only the court; others, like the Department of Justice or 

Attorney General libraries, serve only agency members; while still others serve everyone—attorneys 

and non-attorneys. Many county law libraries serve more non-lawyers than lawyers. Funding may 

come from a budgeting process at the federal, state, or county level or as a form of user fee as 

a portion of fines of the cost to file a civil suit. Government law libraries are often referred to as 

“public law libraries,” although some academic law libraries may also be “public.” Government law 

libraries are any law library administered by or organized under a government branch.
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a state-specific online civil law web-
site. Their award-winning site can be 
viewed at bit.ly/ND16PeoplesLaw. 

Essential to each of these common 
themes are actively engaged profes-
sional law librarians who leverage all 
resources available to them, especially 
through the American Association of 
Law Libraries (AALL), to effectively 
serve the unique needs of their com-
munity of users. This often requires 
new service models, such as: 

¡¡ Reducing the number of hard-copy 
volumes to better utilize existing and 
reduced space. 

¡¡ Switching from hard-copy to elec-
tronic access when money can be 
saved without detrimental effect to 
the collection.

¡¡Charging for services when possible 
while maintaining commitment to 
access to justice. 

¡¡ Rearranging the collection to provide 
additional/better self-service.

¡¡ Limiting the number of titles on a 
single topic.

¡¡ Implementing self-service print-
ing, and partnering with other 
organizations.

A longer article would list varied 
examples of how cooperative service 
arrangements might work between 
government law libraries and their aca-
demic or public counterparts. Suffice 
to say, collaboration is essential, and all 
solutions must be customized in each 
place with expedient elements being 
chosen from a menu of options.

Any answer, of course, is complex 
and multifaceted. Some ideas include:

¡¡Creatively and concretely commu-
nicating the crucial role law libraries 
play in access to justice.

¡¡Collecting and telling the stories of 
how law libraries can change lives.

¡¡ Listening to users about their needs. 
Seeking out non-users to learn why 
they don’t use the law library.

¡¡ Looking for opportunities to partner 
with other organizations to either 

expand the reach of the law library or 
to reduce costs.

¡¡Articulating how law library services 
complement the services of the vari-
ous legal aid agencies.

¡¡Offering education programs for pub-
lic librarians, the public, and continu-
ing education programs for lawyers.

¡¡Demonstrating economic value to 
stakeholders, governing boards, and 
elected and appointed officials.

¡¡ Imagining new funding models and 
advocating for adequate funding 
without relying on user fees.

¡¡Thinking collaboratively to create 
and share content. Imagine building a 
team of law professors and practicing 
lawyers to produce reasonably priced 
practice guides, and translating them 
into other languages.

¡¡ Reading the AALL Law Libraries and 
Access to Justice White Paper, which 
includes a section on state, court, 
and county law libraries. To view the 
paper visit bit.ly/AALLA2J.

¡¡ Sharing your stories, questions, 
and answers through a new AALL 
Community titled “Law Library 
Autonomy & Partnerships: 
Challenges and Opportunities.”  
To learn more visit bit.ly/AALLgov. 

Beyond sound fiscal management and 
active engagement, law library direc-
tors must give voice to the essential, 
and in some cases unique, services 
their law libraries provide. They must 
speak to the right people at the right 
times about the right ideas, properly 
posed as opportunities. As AALL 
vice president/president-elect Greg 
Lambert suggests, they must “be at the 
table where their futures are decided 
or they’ll be on the menu of changes 
imposed on them.” Again, government 
law libraries must be dynamic or they 
will disappear entirely. Put another way 
by Richard Zorza, coordinator of the 
National Self-Represented Litigation 
Network, “This is a moment of oppor-
tunity for law libraries to transform 
themselves as leaders in providing 

access to justice for all as part of a 
broad realignment of the legal sys-
tem as a whole.” Returning to Karin 
Slaughter’s concept, she captured the 
essence with the following words:

Libraries don’t service only 
Democrats or Republicans. They 
don’t judge by class, race, or reli-
gion. They service everyone in 
their community, no matter their 
circumstances. Rich or poor; no one 
is denied. Libraries are not simply 
part of our guarantee to the pursuit 
of happiness. They are a civil right, 
the foundation upon which time and 
time again the American dream has 
been built.

The same holds true for public law 
libraries. With this article, we invite 
you to raise your voice about the 
absolute necessity of government law 
libraries in this country. ¢ 

JENNIFER DALGLISH 
LAW LIBRARY DIRECTOR 
Alden E. Miller Law Library of  
Clackamas County 
Oregon City, OR 
jenniferdal@co.clackamas.or.us
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DANIEL CORDOVA 
SUPREME COURT LAW LIBRARIAN 
Colorado Supreme Court Library 
Denver, CO 
daniel.cordova@judicial.state.co.us 
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MARK E. ESTES 
LAW LIBRARY DIRECTOR 
Bernard E. Witkin Alameda  
County Law Library 
Oakland, CA 
mark.estes@acgov.org
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