
2/16/2021 Multi-million dollar Hales Corners Library renovation still in limbo

https://www.jsonline.com/story/communities/southwest/news/hales-corners/2021/02/15/multi-million-dollar-hales-corners-library-renovation-still-limbo/6… 1/4

HALES CORNERS NEWS

The Hales Corners library needs millions
in renovations, study says. Officials can't
decide what it should look like.
Bob Dohr Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
Published 12:25 p.m. CT Feb. 15, 2021

A renovation and expansion of the Hales Corners Public Library is needed, library officials
say, but there's no consensus between the village board and the library board about what the
project will entail, how much it's going to cost and how much community support it has. 

Not helping matters is a communication gap between the two boards.

For now, the expansion project remains on hold. 

The sticking points are funding and questions from village trustees about need — similar
issues that arose in 2018 when three options for expanding and remodeling the library were
presented to the village board. 

Needs identified

The cedar-sided library at the corner of 116th Street and Janesville Road opened in 1985 and
shares building space with the Hales Corners Health Department and Hales Corners
Historical Society.

A 2018 facility study by Himmel & Wilson recommended several improvements to
the library, including a modest addition to the existing facility that would add transparency
on the prairie side of the building and include a "creative maker space."

The study also recommended creating new adult seating areas, a new children's services area,
and a larger, more defined space for resources and services, including seating for teens.

Himmel & Wilson's "ideal scenario" for improvements totaled 21,000 square
feet, accomplished by adding 9,100 square feet to the existing building and renovating most
of the existing space.
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The cost of such a renovation is estimated to be between $4 million and $4.9 million.

In addition to the ideal scenario, the consultants offered two "enhanced/improved" options.
Those range between $2.4 million and $3.4 million.

The price tags are much less than the estimated cost of a new facility, pegged at about $7
million, but they're a lot more than zero, and that's a big part of the holdup. 

Spending justified? 

Hales Corners Village President Dan Besson said he and the village board want to make sure
that spending $3 million to $5 million on a project that's likely to be heavily taxpayer
supported is warranted.

"We're looking at our roads, we're looking at our fire department, our police department, just
the ongoing maintenance in a village," he said. "Like other municipalities, roads are in bad
shape, and we're working on those. So we're trying to prioritize spending."

RELATED:Desperate to fix crumbling roads, Hales Corners will borrow $3 million for
construction projects

Besson said a 2018 survey showed support for library improvements, but the respondents
represented less than 4% of the village's population and the board wants to make sure there's
broad community support.

To that end, the village board Feb. 8 agreed to include a short survey with the village's spring
newsletter. It will ask residents if they support a project and, if so, at what monetary level.

"We're trying to get a feel from the residents of where they stand and what their comfort level
is and where their priorities are," Besson said. 

Disconnect between boards 

Muddying things is a disconnect between the village board and library board, a
communication gap both sides acknowledge. 

For example, Besson said the village board was surprised to find out that the library board
had sent out requests for proposals for the project.

"The building is owned by the village, not by at the library board," Besson said. "The library
board, by state statutes, is responsible for the building, but they have to report to the village
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board, by statute, what needs to be done, and then the village board has to authorize it."

Besson said as long as the library board was paying for the RFPs, statutes give them authority
to open them, but they cannot accept them without the village board's approval.

Library Board of Trustees President MaryAnn Lindberg said to properly ask for donations,
they need to have an image of the proposed project so potential donors can see what they'd
be paying for, and to do that, they needed to submit RFPs.

"It's very hard to ask someone to support something that's not tangible, that doesn't even
have a picture you can offer," Lindberg said. "So we had hoped to move forward and do an
RFP and get an architectural rendering for the building, and we went out raised money and
were able to do that, but the village board does not want us to proceed."

As for the communication gap between the two entities, Besson said it's not a recent issue.

"We've had numerous meetings with the library board and try to work with communications,
and I'm always told that communications will be better, that we need more dialogue, and we
just don't seem to get it," he said. 

Lindberg said there's been no intentional disconnect on the part of the library board.

"We need their support and their participation," she said. "We always knew that and we
always intended it. How we've come to this point, they just don't agree with, so perhaps it has
damaged what we've been trying to accomplish."

Tax impact

To provide an idea of potential taxpayer impact at various cost scenarios, Besson said if the
project costs $5 million and is completely taxpayer supported, a 20-year bond would lead to
an 8.8% property tax increase. That translates to a yearly tax increase of $170 on an average
household in Hales Corners ($235,000 home).

A $3 million project would result in a 6% increase and an extra $115 per year per household.
A $1.5 million project would mean a 2.9% increase and an extra $90 a year.

Those numbers would change depending on various factors, including loan lengths, interest
rates and whether funds are raised through a capital campaign, which would lessen taxpayer
commitment.
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Lindberg said the library board has identified a group of people willing to do a capital
fundraising campaign to try to raise as much money as possible to lessen taxpayer impact,
but they can't set the wheels in motion until they have a clearer picture of the project. 

Generous gift

Not to be lost in the conversation is a generous gift from a local family.

The Wright family has made a $100,000 bequest for the installation of an elevator at the
library as part of the proposed renovation and expansion, according to a news release from
the library and the Greater Milwaukee Foundation.

The Wright family members were longtime Hales Corners residents and over the years used
the library for education, community outreach and relaxation, the release said.

"I think it was remarkable that they've chosen to do this for the library, and have it be set
aside so it would go towards an elevator, because they knew that we were looking to expand
the building in the future," Lindberg said. 

Contact Bob Dohr at 262-361-9140 or bob.dohr@jrn.com. Follow him on Twitter at
@BobDohr1.
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