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Executive Summary

New Jersey's public libraries face a significant and growing infrastructure challenge. Results from
the Public Library Building Construction Needs Survey (conducted April -May 2026) reveal
widespread needs for facility repairs, renovations, accessibility improvements, modernization,
and building system replacements. The most urgent need is not cosmetic improvement. Rather,
the needs involve critical infrastructure systems. Libraries are also struggling with outdated
spaces that no longer support the evolving needs of their communities.

Based on analysis of 218 survey responses, using the midpoint of reported cost ranges, the
estimated statewide cost of known library construction projects is approximately $330.8 million.
This estimate is conservative because 29 survey respondents reported costs as unknown, and
projects categorized as "greater than $10 million" were calculated at the minimum $10 million
threshold.

Key Survey Findings:

¢ Physical plantimprovements are the most pressing need statewide, appearing 74 times
as the highest-ranked priority. These projects include HVAC systems, roofs, windows,
elevators, and other critical building infrastructure.

e Space modernization and accessibility improvements are also signhificant concerns.
Remodeling and ADA compliance needs were frequently identified, reflecting facilities that
no longer fully support current service models or accessibility standards.

e Library facilities are experiencing long reinvestment cycles. The average time between
original construction and a major renovation is approximately 60.8 years, excluding same-
year construction and renovation projects.

e Many libraries have taken steps to plan for future capital needs. A total of 117
respondents reported inclusion in a capital improvement plan, while 143 reported
maintaining some level of capital reserves.

¢ Funding remains the primary barrier to project implementation. Respondents most
frequently indicated that securing local matching funds within the next one to two years is
unlikely or uncertain, limiting their ability to address identified infrastructure needs.

Metric Finding
Survey Responses 218
Estimated Statewide Need $330.8 Million
Libraries with Known Cost Estimates 189

Average Renovation Cycle 60.8 Years
Libraries Reporting Capital Reserves 143
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Libraries Included in Capital Plans 117
Most Common Top Priority Physical Plant Improvements

Why Library Infrastructure Matters

Public libraries are essential community assets that support lifelong learning, workforce
development, digital access, small business growth, civic engagement, and cultural enrichment.
In communities across New Jersey, library facilities serve as gathering spaces, educational
centers, technology hubs, and emergency information resources.

The buildings that house these services are foundational infrastructure. Just as roads, bridges, and
schools require ongoing investment, public library facilities must be maintained and modernized
to remain safe, accessible, and effective.

Collectively, the survey findings demonstrate a substantial gap between infrastructure needs and
available local resources. Funding limitations prevent many communities from addressing critical
facility needs.

Over the past two decades, New Jersey has made significant investments in library infrastructure
through statewide bond-funded construction programs. Between 2001-2003 and 2020-2022, 146
grants totaling $168.7 million supported repairs, renovations, expansions, and new construction
projects benefiting 128 library buildings.

Despite these investments, survey findings demonstrate that substantial unmet need remains. At
least 218 library buildings—approximately half of New Jersey's public library facilities—require
repair, renovation, remodeling, or replacement projects exceeding $50,000.

The challenge is expected to intensify in the coming decades. Approximately 70 percent of New
Jersey's public library buildings were constructed during the post-World War Il era between 1945
and 1970. In addition, many facilities built during the construction booms of the 1980s and 1990s
are expected to require major reinvestment between 2035 and 2050.

As buildings age, deferred maintenance accumulates and project costs increase. Libraries that
postpone repairs often face higher future costs, increased operational challenges, and greater risk
of service disruptions.

The survey findings indicate that New Jersey's public libraries have reached a critical point where
sustained investment will be necessary to preserve facilities, modernize services, and ensure
equitable access for residents statewide.
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Survey Overview

Methodology
Component Approach
Survey Data Analysis of 218 responses from the Public Library Building Construction

Needs Survey.

Data Sources

Survey workbook, Built/Remodeled dataset, and Ranked Needs dataset.

Cost Estimates

Calculated using the midpoint of each reported cost range. Projects reported
as "greater than $10 million" were assigned a value of $10 million, resulting in
a conservative estimate.

Open-Ended Reviewed and grouped into common themes using keyword-based coding to
Responses identify recurring issues and trends.

Qualified "Other" and narrative responses were reviewed and categorized where
Responses appropriate to avoid overstating binary yes/no results.

Respondent Profiles

The findings presented in this report are based on analysis of the Public Library Building
Construction Needs Survey, which included 218 responses reflecting almost half of New Jersey’s
440 public library buildings. Data sources included survey responses, a building construction and
renovation dataset, and ranked facility needs identified by respondents. Most responses are from
municipal libraries, with county library systems, association libraries, and joint libraries also

represented.

Library type Responses
Municipal Library 147
County Library System 54
Association Library 12
Joint Library 5
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Key Findings

1. Highest-Priority Facility Needs

Survey responses indicate that the most pressing infrastructure needs involve the maintenance
and replacement of critical building systems. Physical plant improvements, including HVAC
systems, roofs, windows, generators, and elevators, were identified as the highest-priority by more
respondents than any other category. Remodeling and repurposing existing space, along with ADA
accessibility improvements, were also frequently identified as top priorities. These findings
suggest that 210 library buildings are confronting both the challenges of aging infrastructure and
the need to adapt facilities to support contemporary library services and ensure equitable access

for all users.

Rank #1 need Count
Physical plant (HVAC, roof, windows, etc.) 74
Remodeling/repurposing space 46
ADA accessibility compliance 38
Additional space/expansion o6
New or replacement of a building 12
Other 11
Energy efficiency/sustainability 3
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Most Frequent Rank #1 Construction Need

Physical plant
(HVAC, roof, windows, etc.)

Remodeling /
repurposing space

ADA accessibility
compliance

Additional space /
expansion

New or replacement
building

Other

Energy efficiency /
sustainability

T T T T

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70
Responses

2. Estimated Cost of Reported Needs

Libraries reported an estimated $330.8 million in remodel, repair, renovation, modernization, and
construction needs. This figure represents 189 projects with reported cost estimates and
excludes 29 projects for which cost information was unavailable, meaning the total investment
need is likely higher than currently documented.

Reported cost range Responses
$50,000 - $250,000 65
$250,000 - $500,000

30
$500,000 - $1,000,000 31
$1,000,000 - $2,500,000 o8
$2,500,000 - $5,000,000 15
$5,000,000 - $7,500,000 3
$7,500,000 - $10,000,000 6
Greater than $10,000,000 11
Unknown 29
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Approximate Cost for Most Needed Work
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Key Insight: While most facility needs are relatively modest in cost, a small number of large
capital projects account for a disproportionate share of the statewide investment need. The
presence of 11 projects exceeding $10 million suggests that the $330.8 million estimate is likely
to understate the true cost of addressing all identified needs.

3. Planning Capacity

The findings suggest that libraries are not simply identifying aspirational or undefined facility
needs. Many respondents reported having capital improvement plans, reserve funds, architectural
or engineering plans, or other indicators of project readiness, demonstrating a significant level of
planning and preparedness.

At the same time, local funding capacity remains uncertain, particularly in the near term. Among
respondents selecting "Other" to the question presence of a library building plan, many indicated
that their projects were incorporated into county or municipal planning documents or that
planning efforts were currently underway. Similarly, some libraries, particularly county library
systems and libraries housed in municipally owned buildings, where responsibility rests with the
municipality rather than the library board.

Status Capital
plan
Yes 117
No 66
Other/qualified 35
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Key Insight: Overall, the data indicates that many libraries have planning efforts underway and are
positioned to move projects forward.

4. Local Capital Funding Capacity

The Public Library Building Construction Needs Survey found that 68% (143 of 218) of respondents
reported setting aside capital reserves annually. However, based on preliminary data from the
2025 Annual Public Library Survey, this may be overstated. Preliminary 2025 data indicate that
more than half of New Jersey's 292 library administrative entities (563%, or 154 libraries) do not
carry forward any capital funds for future projects.

Even among libraries with reserves, available funding is limited. Across all libraries, the average
amount of capital funds carried forward is approximately $557,000, but the median is just $18,433,
indicating that most libraries have little or no capital set aside. Among only those libraries with
reserves, the median rises to approximately $250,000, demonstrating significant variation in local
financial capacity.

Responses regarding the likelihood of securing local matching funds reinforce this challenge. A
large share of respondents indicated that obtaining local funding in the near term is either "very

unlikely," "somewhat unlikely," or "neither likely nor unlikely."
Key Metric Finding
Libraries setting aside reserves (survey respondents) 68%

Libraries with no capital funds carried forward statewide (2025 Preliminary Data) | 53%

Median reserves across all libraries $18,433

Median reserves among libraries with reserves $250,000
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Likelihood of Local Matching Funds by Time Horizon

200 A
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100 A
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Within 1-2 years Within 3-5 years Within 6-10 years

Il Very unlikely I Neither likely nor unlikely I Very likely
8 Somewhat unlikely I Somewhat likely

Key Insight: Many libraries are setting aside funds, but the amounts available are far below what is
needed for major capital projects.

5. Age, Renovation Cycle, and Deferred Maintenance

The Built/Remodeled dataset contains 208 records with both original construction and major
renovation dates. Across all records, the average time between construction and renovation is
49.8 years. Excluding buildings that were constructed and renovated in the same year, the average
interval increases to 60.8 years, with a median of 51.2 years.

The data reveal several notable trends:

e Older libraries experienced exceptionally long periods between major renovations.
Buildings constructed before 1900 often went more than 100 years before undergoing
significant upgrades, reflecting decades of deferred investment and modernization.

e Renovation cycles have shortened over time. Libraries built during the mid-twentieth
century (1940-1970) were typically renovated after approximately 50 to 70 years, aligning
with expected building system lifecycles.

e Modern libraries are being renovated much sooner. Buildings constructed in recent
decades often undergo major renovations within 20 to 40 years, suggesting a shift toward
planned reinvestment and the need to adapt more quickly to changing technology, building
systems, and community space requirements.

10
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Overall, the findings indicate that library facilities are experiencing increasingly shorter
modernization cycles, underscoring the importance of ongoing capital planning and regular
reinvestment in library infrastructure.

Years Between Original Build and Later Renovation

N .
= . | == Average: 60.8 years
+ Median: 51.2 years

Library locations

0 25 50 75 100 125 150 175 200
Years between build and renovation

Key Insight: The lengthy intervals between major renovations help explain why HVAC systems,
roofs, electrical infrastructure, restrooms, accessibility improvements, and interior modernization
are among the most frequently reported needs. Libraries are frequently confronting replacement
and modernization costs that have accumulated over several decades.

Major Themes Emerging from the Survey

1. Aging Infrastructure and Deferred Maintenance

Many libraries are maintaining aging facilities through incremental repairs and temporary fixes
rather than comprehensive system replacements. While most buildings remain operational,
significant issues have accumulated over time, with many libraries addressing only essential or
emergency repairs as they arise.

Frequently reported problems:

o Failing HVAC systems
e Roof leaks and roof replacement needs
e Electrical systems, boilers, and elevators reaching the end of their useful life

11
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e Water damage, flooding, and structural concerns

2. Inadequate and Outdated Spaces

A large share of New Jersey's library buildings were constructed between 1945 and 1970 and do
not support contemporary library services. Reconfiguring existing spaces to meet evolving
community needs is becoming as important as repairing aging infrastructure.

Common issues include:

e Insufficient meeting and programming space

e Lack of study rooms, teen areas, and makerspaces

e Building layouts that no longer support modern service models
e Facilities operating at or beyond their intended capacity

3. Accessibility and ADA Compliance Gaps

Many libraries, particularly older and historic buildings, are not fully accessible. Accessibility
needs are often interconnected with broader renovation requirements rather than isolated
projects.

Recurring concerns:

¢ Nonexistent or failing elevators
e Bathrooms that do not meet ADA standards

e Inaccessible entrances, doors, and multi-level spaces

4. Funding Constraints and Rising Costs

Limited local funding often forces libraries to address immediate problems rather than pursue
long-term capital planning. At the same time, construction costs continue to rise, increasing the
cost of delayed projects.

Key challenges include:

e Insufficient or uncertain local government funding

e Heavyreliance on grants and fundraising

e Construction costs are rising faster than planning and funding timelines
e Deferred projects are becoming more expensive over time

12
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5. Space, Site, and Historic Constraints
Many libraries face physical or regulatory barriers that limit their ability to expand or modernize,
even when needs are well documented.

Common constraints include:

e Small building footprints and limited room for expansion

e Historic preservation requirements that increase project complexity and cost

e Shared or leased facilities that limit local control

e Zoning, environmental, or site restrictions that constrain development opportunities

Key Insight: These issues rarely occur inisolation and are a compounding capital problem. Aging
infrastructure, outdated spaces, accessibility deficiencies, funding limitations, and physical
constraints frequently overlap, creating a compounding capital challenge for libraries across the
state. As a result, many libraries are simultaneously managing deferred maintenance, adapting
facilities to meet changing community needs, and seeking resources to address decades of
accumulated investment requirements.

Major Themes Emerging from the Survey

Five interconnected challenges are creating a compounding capital need for libraries across New Jersey.
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These issues rarely occur in isolation. Together, they create a compounding challenge that requires sustained investment and strategic support.
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Additional Survey Insights

Insights from Open-Ended Comments
The open-ended responses provide important context and reinforce the quantitative findings of the
survey. The most frequently cited concerns include:

e Space constraints and inadequate facilities

e Aginginfrastructure and deferred maintenance
e Funding limitations and uncertainty

e Accessibility and ADA compliance needs

e Failing HVAC systems

e Roof leaks and water intrusion issues

Libraries as Community Spaces, but with Spatial Constraints

Libraries are increasingly serving as community hubs; however, many facilities lack sufficient or
flexible space for meetings, studying, children’s services, teen programming, or adaptable multi-
use programming.

Accessibility as Both Compliance and Equity

Accessibility challenges extend beyond ADA compliance to broader service equity concerns. Older
facilities often lack essential features such as elevators, accessible restrooms, automatic doors,
and compliant entrances, limiting full community participation.

Historic Buildings: Value vs. Modernization Complexity

Historic library buildings are widely valued as civic and cultural assets, but their preservation
frequently increases renovation complexity, cost, and technical constraints when modernizing
facilities.

Funding Dependence and Phased Implementation

Many facility improvements are contingent on external funding sources, including grants and
municipal support. As a result, projects are often planned in phases rather than executed through
fully resourced capital investments.

Comments mentioning the
Theme

theme
Space constraints 81
Aging/deferred 73
maintenance
Funding constraints 71
Accessibility / ADA 54

14
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HVAC / ventilation 43
Roof/water intrusi

oof/water intrusion 39
Energy/resiliency 34
Historic building complexity 11

Most Common Themes in Open-Ended Comments

Space constraints

Aging/deferred maintenance

Funding constraints

Accessibility / ADA

HVAC / ventilation

Roof / water intrusion

Energy/resiliency

Historic building complexity

T T T T T

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
Responses

Key Insight: Collectively, these comments illustrate that libraries are facing interconnected
challenges. Respondents consistently described aging buildings that no longer meet current
service needs, limited resources to address long-standing facility issues, and growing concerns
about maintaining safe, accessible, and functional spaces for their communities.

Interpreting “Other” and Qualified Responses

Across the survey, responses coded as “Other” or provided with qualifiers generally do not
indicate a lack of information. Instead, they frequently reflect governance structures, funding
conditions, or project statuses that fall outside standard categorical options.

Common patterns include:

Non-library capital governance structures
Facilities where capital responsibility is held by a municipality, county, or other entity rather than
the library board.

15
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Informal, emerging, or constrained planning processes

Projects that are in development, not yet formally defined, stalled, or contingent on municipal
capital planning cycles.

Partial or conditional funding arrangements
Projects reliant on grants, reserves, or phased funding that do not fully support the total project
scope.

Multi-phase or time-bound project activity
Initiatives that are already underway, recently completed, or structured across multiple capital
phases over several years.

Non-standard facility ownership or use arrangements
Including leased facilities, association libraries, historic preservation constraints, or shared-use
buildings with distributed responsibility.

16
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Appendix 1: Library Capital Planning Lifecycle

1. LIBRARY CAPITAL PLANNING LIFECYCLE CURVE
Need vs. Funding Likelihood by Building Age

LEVEE 0-20 yrs 20-40 yrs 40-60 yrs 60-80 yrs 80+ yrs
Kk Optimize Maintain Reinvest or Complex & Transform or
& Adapt & Prepare Fall Behind Costly Replace

—— —
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BUILDING AGE (YEARS)
@/’ KEY INSIGHT: Capital need increases predictably with age, while funding
likelihood declines—creating a structural misalignment.
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