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Florida’s public libraries provide access to free resources such as print, audio, and video media, technology, and Internet access. With the decline in Florida’s economy, the collapse of the housing market, high unemployment, and the reduced availability of local government branch offices, more individuals in Florida are turning to the library for their access to online resources to perform tasks. These tasks include filling out and submitting government forms and job applications, as well as other recreational, educational, and personal pursuits.  According to the State Library and Archives of Florida website, 84 million Floridians visited libraries in 2007 through 2008.  The Department of Management Services (DMS) partnered with the State Library and Archives of Florida Division of Library and Information Services (DLIS) and its subcontractor to perform assessments of network inventories and bandwidth for Florida’s public library outlets and to make recommendations for improving broadband capacity within each facility as part of the Florida Broadband Capacity Planning Project. 
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The report prepared for this project provides information for the state and the public libraries and systems to use in planning and implementing increased broadband access to improve and modernize computing capacity in the Florida libraries.  It also identified that the majority of the libraries in Florida are not taking full advantage of the E-rate program.  The Technical Assistance E-rate Team provided for training of schools and libraries on the E-rate program. Based upon the efforts of the  Technical Assistance E-rate Team, in 2014, two full time positions were funded by the state to continue the E-rate Assistance Team at Department of Management Services (DMS) after the State Broadband Initiative was ended.
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DLIS notified public libraries about the project, held webinars to explain the project to the libraries, and developed pre-assessment surveys for those interested libraries to complete.  Over 170 interested libraries applied to participate in the project and completed the pre-assessment survey. Engineers and technology specialists analyzed and reviewed the library documents. After this initial review, project managers and engineering team leaders developed a plan for engineers to visit each of the selected local public library sites in Florida.  At each of the sites, engineers inventoried the network hardware and computers, observed processes and procedures, reviewed the performance of the systems at each site, and interviewed the librarians and staff. After completing each site visit, they recorded their observations, estimations, and created network diagrams based on the information provided to them during the assessment.  Once all of the results were collected, the project managers, team leaders, field engineers, and E-rate specialists reviewed the findings and collaborated on a summary report for each site. 
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Interviews and meetings with library administration and staff revealed common factors influencing the ability of Florida’s public libraries to provide an optimal technology environment for delivering library services.  Most of these can be traced back to the amount of bandwidth available, the number and age of computers using the connection including the wireless guest patron machines, and the network equipment in place at the public libraries. The assessment concluded:
· The majority of public libraries would benefit from controlling a user’s bandwidth. With controls in place, the library can measure actual bandwidth needs to determine if an increase in the amount of bandwidth is required. 
· Approximately 70 percent of the connection speeds at public library sites were described as slow or slow at times.
· The majority of public libraries expressed a need for additional workstations. They described waiting lists and patrons queued up for their turn to use a computer or the Internet.
· Approximately 56 percent of the public workstations in the selected libraries were over four years old. Outdated workstations presented problems, a few of which include: connecting to the Internet, slowing down network throughput, software incompatibility, not meeting minimum specifications to run software, and a difficulty accessing newer media.
· Old equipment and consumer grade equipment was evident at many sites. Most equipment was still functional, but replacing it with commercial grade equipment that has newer features for management and security will increase the efficiency of the network, maximize available bandwidth, and provide information to find and correct network problems. 
· Most libraries offer open access for wireless with no restraints on its use, which affects network throughput. At many sites, wireless access is available with no “acceptable terms of use” agreement or rate limiting of the amount of bandwidth used. 
· While the public use of library services has increased, library funding and budgets have been cut. 
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The majority of the libraries in Florida are not taking full advantage of the E-rate program. Library personnel provided several common rationales as to why libraries do not take full advantage of the discounts available to them through the E-rate program.  Three major stumbling were identified and they are as follows: 
· The Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA) guidelines are widely interpreted. This prevents libraries from following a procedure or having a complete understanding of what criteria are sufficient to meet the rules of the program.  Libraries are not applying for the portion of the Internet connection that directly supports Internet access for the system libraries when Internet bandwidth is provided by a county’s IT department.  Cost allocation can be performed to determine the share of the cost that can be discounted, which is only the library’s share. 
· When counties request bids for telecommunications services or Internet services, the purchasing departments are not filing the E‐rate Form 470, for competitive bidding as required by the rules of the program.  Therefore libraries are unable to use the resulting county contracts to apply for discounts with the E-rate program.  
· The libraries have an ambiguous understanding of how the rules of the program affect specific situations and administrative decision making for participation in the E-rate program and the application process.
If libraries addressed the three main reasons for not capitalizing on discounts in the E-rate program, the libraries would be able to claim more Internet and telecommunications services, and the total funding commitments could increase by at least 20 percent.  The E-rate application process is solely the responsibility of the individual library and library systems in the state.  However, by providing guidance and information regarding the three areas of concern discussed earlier, the state will ensure that libraries understand the E-rate program rules, which will allow them to reap the benefits of the E-rate program. 


