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It has been a busy year for the El Paso Area Libraries Consortium (EPAL). The membership to the consortium includes the University of Texas at El Paso, the El Paso Community College, the El Paso Public Library along with the Trans-Pecos Library System which includes twelve libraries in small towns in west Texas, the El Paso County Library, El Paso Independent School District, Ysleta Independent School District, and Canutillo Independent School District.
EPAL has been very active in many community and professional endeavors. The consortium has continued to provide life long learning opportunities to the members of the community to help improve the low literacy and jobless rate throughout the county. 
The following narrative highlights each endeavor that EPAL has targeted throughout the year.

Advocacy for the El Paso County Library

In August 2004, the El Paso County Commissioners voted to eliminate the funding for the El Paso County Library which is located in Fabens, Texas. The El Paso County Library is a charter member of EPAL. EPAL advocated for the funding for the salaries for one year to keep the library open until the library could find a new home and funding for its continuance. 

The importance of the library in Fabens is evident by the number of patrons that use the library in a single year. Last year’s patron number was 41,000 which proves it is a major hub of learning and activity in the Fabens area.

A Fabens rally was organized in late August to highlight the issues of the library to the community. All County Commissioners and the President of the American Library Association were in attendance and shared their views and issues with over 500 attendees. Petitions were signed and Fabens citizens were signed up to attend the county commissioner’s meeting to show their support for holding the library open for one more year.

The result was that the commissioners voted to fund the salaries for one year with EPAL funding $21,000 for materials, supplies, and other needs. EPAL then actively research many options by holding a community meeting with representatives from the County Commissioners, school district heads, and other major contributors in the community. This meeting was beneficial in that it garnered much support for the library and helped with recommendations for finding a new home for the Fabens Library.
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Fabens Feasibility Study

EPAL contracted with UTEP’s Master’s program for Public Administration to do a feasibility study on the El Paso County Library. The purpose of this study was to determine if the library was considered an integral part of the Fabens community and whether the citizens would be willing to help fund the library. The results were surprising in that the citizens were more than willing to help fund the library with fees to keep the library open and felt the library is a hub for learning and services in Fabens and surrounding area. 
Laffs 4 Literacy

A fundraiser was held on August 20, 2005 to help fund the Fabens library and EPAL needs. The event was a success for its first year bringing in $18,000. The sponsors for the event were the Sports Commission who donated the Coliseum and many other expenses to EPAL. Other donors included Mr. and Mrs. Freddy Soto, Sr.,  Peter Piper Pizza (coupon books to sell), Chase Hotel Suites, Mexican American Bar Association, Dr. Armendariz, Dr. Gonzalez, KVIA, El Paso Sunrise Rotary Club, Cinco Puntos Press, Reforma of El Paso, Bob Jones/Sahara Company. Individual donations came from Ms. Ida Gonzalez, Carla Felsted, Welta Scruggs, Tessa Epstein, Ninfa Trejo, West Texas Courier, First National Bank of Fabens, and many others.
Laffs 4 Literacy will become an annual event to fund El Paso Area Libraries Consortium needs. The date may vary depending on the year and available dates for the Coliseum, but with so many needs for EPAL member libraries, it has become an integral source for funding.
New Home for Fabens Library

As of October 2005, the library will have a new home at the Fabens Independent School District. The school district will host the library at one of its schools. The county has agreed to provide transition funds for move to a new home. Fabens ISD will fund the salary for the librarian. EPAL will help, along with other fundraisers, to provide funds for materials, supplies, telecommunications connectivity, and other needs. 
Non-profit and 501c3 status

EPAL has investigated the possibility of applying for a 501c3 status with the IRS since its inception in 2000. The advantages to becoming a non-profit include EPAL being able to apply for grants that only a non-profit or a library entity can apply for. It will be able to manage its own funds instead of going through the business mandates that is required at present by having Ysleta ISD serve as EPAL’s fiscal agent. EPAL has been very fortunate in having other non-profit organizations such as People Skills, Inc. and the El 
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Paso Library Association applies for grants for EPAL, but it is a cumbersome means of operating. 

Several factors have prohibited its applying for non-profit in the past, but with those factors now being removed, EPAL is working on the Articles of Incorporation to gain non-profit status. This should be accomplished by late 2005.

Texas State Library and the Union Catalog

EPAL has always had as a goal to create a Union Catalog for all of the EPAL member libraries. This would enable library patrons to search for materials online by going to one website and entering their request. The system would then display on the screen the item with all libraries that have that item. The patron could then contact the library that is closest to them to obtain the item. At present, the website for EPAL, www.your-epal.org, has the patron seek the item by clicking on each EPAL member library listing.
EPAL has explored several options over many years for creating a Union Catalog. In most cases, purchasing the software to host the union catalog would be too expensive to fund, approximately $400,000. The Texas State Library and Archives Commission in Austin, TX. helped EPAL achieve this goal by putting each EPAL member’s library holdings on its website. The same result as outlined above can be achieved by going to the West Texas link on the Texas State Library website. This is a significant improvement and achieves the same result. Public Education of these services is an ongoing EPAL goal and will continue to be so throughout the years.
Electronic Database Needs

EPAL member libraries have discussed the sharing of resources throughout the years. A high priority is the subscriptions to electronic databases for patron use. It has been difficult to obtain electronic databases for members if they are not a public library. The Texas State Library funds some databases for public libraries, but there is not funding for school districts and those libraries that are not associated with the Texas State Library.
EPAL is addressing this need by applying for grants and by hosting fundraisers. A complete list of these needs has been gathered so that this process can begin in the near future. 

Grants 

EPAL’s grant writer as well as the El Paso County grant writer, has been seeking funding to support the ongoing needs of the Fabens Library and EPAL this year. The EPAL Board directed these efforts in an attempt to fund the Fabens Library first and EPAL needs second until Fabens Library’s needs were addressed and it found a new home.
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Grants were submitted to many foundations and granting sources. The Wolslager Foundation visited Fabens Library to assess its potential and has agreed to fund a portion of the needs. The fundraiser, Laffs 4 Literacy, helped fund a portion of its needs, also.

The EPAL grant writer is also working on several grants for funding to help with the database, equipment, and software needs for all member libraries. These grants will also include a request for funding to continue our community computer literacy training in the West Texas region.
Community Computer Training Classes

EPAL has a contributing partnership with People Skills, Inc. This partner has served as a valuable source of revenue and activity for EPAL. This year it received a grant from SBC Foundation. The following is a summary of that grant and who it served.
SBC Foundation Funds El Paso Technology Training Program

People Skills, Inc., in collaboration with the El Paso Area Library (EPAL) Consortium and the Frontier of the Americas Program are pleased to announce the continuation of the technology training program, free of charge, thanks to the generous support from the SBC Foundation. Through its competitive Excelerator grant program, the SBC Foundation has awarded the collaborative $12,500 to defray the cost of providing basic and intermediate computer and Internet skills training in the greater El Paso area. The program started as an initiative of the El Paso Area Libraries and the Frontier of the Americas Program, first championed by Senator Eliot Shapleigh, Texas 29th District.
Bridging the Digital Divide

The digital divide is the wedge between the "information rich" (those with higher-than- average incomes and levels of education) and the "information poor" (such as those who are younger, those with lower incomes and education levels, and those who live in rural areas or central cities). By closing the digital divide we can achieve educational equity. Through educational equity, the initiatives of Proyecto Inicia and the Frontier of the Americas Program can create sustainable links to education, community and commercial resources."
Now in its 3rd year, Frontier of the Americas and its mirror program, Proyecto Inicia, are made possible by the collaboration of the City and County of El Paso, People Skills, the El Paso Area Libraries (EPAL) Consortium and various public school districts. The mission of the program is to "develop, evaluate, and disseminate programs that inspire people to undertake self-paced technology training and make a difference in their lives, the lives of their children and of their neighbors. We believe we can help our community 
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leverage technology to alleviate the social, economic and educational challenges better than anyone else."
Community Initiative

The program is for El Paso community members who would like to learn more about computing and the Internet. Classes are held free of charge and are offered in English or Spanish. Basic courses are taught by experienced mentors relying on off-the- shelf and custom curriculum. To date, nearly 1,200 individuals and parents have received basic technology training at area community centers and libraries and select primary schools in the Clint, Socorro and Ysleta Independent School Districts. · Classes will be held soon at the following locations: · El Paso County Library-Fabens (764-3635) · Doris Van Doran Library (551 Redd Road; 875-0700) · Westside Library (125 Belvedere; 581-2024) · Memorial Library (3200Copper; 566-1034) · Lower Valley Library (San Jose Rd.; 591-3391) · Schwartz Library (1865 Dean Martin; 857-0594) · Classes material includes: · Computer Basics · MS Word Basics · Internet Basics · Email Basics. Space is limited and participant registration is required. For more information call a library listed above, or Ruben Castaneda at 915.541-0070; you may also visit www.people-skills.org or www.proyecto-inicia.org.
SBC Excelerator Pictures
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Basic computer class certificate recipients at the Ysleta Library branch [7-12-05]
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Basic computer class certificate recipients at the Lower Valley Library branch [6-29-05]
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Basic computer class certificate recipients at the Lower Valley Library branch
	 




 

EPAL will continue to seek funding for this very important initiative via grants and fundraising.

Local and State Recognition
EPAL has become a model for other library consortiums in the State of Texas. The state librarian, Peggy Rudd, has visited with EPAL on many occasions and supports EPAL’s efforts. Ms. Rudd speaks about EPAL when she travels to other Texas cities and libraries. The director of EPAL often gets calls from other libraries in the State about how EPAL addresses various issues.
The past president of The American Library Association, Carol Brey-Casiano, spoke about EPAL and its goals and successes in her visits to other countries as well as nationally in other United States cities. 
EPAL has also gained recognition by its outreach to the community by which is a national goal and that of the Texas State Library for all of the libraries in Texas. EPAL has trained over 1,200 community members in computer literacy which has lead to some of the attendees garnering jobs and providing life long learning opportunities.

Locally, EPAL has gained much recognition by its advocacy for libraries by speaking of the needs of its members, the need for funding, and its activity in helping the Fabens Library find a new home.

Conclusion

EPAL continues to be a positive force in the El Paso County as well as for other libraries around the world. It will continue to advocate for other member libraries and work to fulfill the community’s needs in the future.
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