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PORTAGE -- Area genealogy groups fear proposed cuts in statewide library funding will limit access to
research data.

Local libraries are concerned the cuts might lead to a loss of online databases.

Patrons are simply bracing for the worst.

The uncertainty among local library users centers on Gov. Jennifer Granholm's recent executive order to
dissolve the Department of Histories, Arts and Libraries and divide its functions among various
departments. That includes dismantling the Library of Michigan and divvying up the genealogical
collection at the Michigan Library and Historical Center. All the facilities are in Lansing.

The order is part of an effort to help close a projected $1.9 billion state budget deficit in the next fiscal
year. The order will take effect Oct. 1 unless overturned by the Legislature.

Area library officials say the order would have far-reaching impacts, such as the loss of the Michigan
Electronic Library.

The electronic library includes more than 200 Internet databases, which are used for research, education
and job opportunities.

``If we lose the (databases) it would be devastating,'' said Christine Berro, director of the Portage District
Library, who will serve as president of the Michigan Library Association in 2010.

Genealogists are equally irate, saying breaking up the Abrams Foundation Historical Collection at the
state library could cripple genealogy research efforts. The collection is the 10th largest in the nation and
includes thousands of genealogical records, manuscripts, diaries and newspapers.

``If this were to happen, it would make it very difficult for genealogists or historians to do their research,''
said Kurt Kremlick Jr., past president of the Kalamazoo Genealogical Society. Kremlick joined 450
genealogists at a rally this month in Lansing to protest the executive order.

Under the order, 180 years of records from the state's genealogical collection would be transferred to
other locations, including Michigan State University. In moving the records, genealogists say, family
researchers and others would have a much more difficult time tracing the past.

``What happens when you have to split all that stuff up? Where are you going to find it?'' Kremlick said.

``This is the stupidest idea,'' said Portage's Christine Ballard, a member of the Kalamazoo Valley
Genealogical Society and a retired librarian.
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While state funding is not key to most local library operations, it is used as matching dollars for federal
funds that support online databases.

If state aid to libraries drops significantly, federal matching dollars may decline and force the state to stop
funding some of the databases. For instance, no library could afford to replace the databases, Berro
said.

``If we had to replace data bases ... it would cost us $400,000,'' Berro said.

The potential cuts in service come at a time when libraries are seeing record numbers of patrons
participating in programs, using services and checking out books and other items.

``The databases are No. 1 on our list that we don't want to see cut,'' said Ann Rohrbaugh, director of the
Kalamazoo Public Library and president of the Southwest Michigan Library Cooperative, which works with
dozens of area libraries in training staff and providing support.

The Michigan Library Association is planning a rally in Lansing on Sept. 10 to protest the proposed cuts.

``People every day are finding ways to cut costs, such as video rentals, books, computers, all things
libraries provide,'' said Patti Miller, director of the Colon Township Library.

``Yet, the support we get from the Library of Michigan is threatened.''
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