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The Proposal 
 
On behalf of the approximately 1,800 libraries and the nearly 13 million residents of Illinois, the 
Reaching Across Illinois Library System (RAILS) requests a $5 million annual appropriation for a 
suite of online databases that would be available to every resident of the state. The 
appropriation would be an addition to the Secretary of State/Illinois State Library budget and 
would supplement current library and library system funding.  
 
Illinois is one of only two states that does not currently provide statewide access to a core 
group of vital online information resources for residents. (The other is Colorado.) Once the 
appropriation is approved, librarians from all types of Illinois libraries (academic, public, school, 
and specialized) will work together to select the databases based on current usage data. The 
selected databases will be available without charge to Illinois residents of all ages, including the 
1 million residents who do not currently have access to library service.  
 
We greatly appreciate the ongoing support Illinois legislators have demonstrated for libraries, 
including your continued support for per capita grant funding for public and school libraries, 
and library systems. Without this funding, libraries and systems would not be able to provide all 
of the programs and services that make them such a valuable part of their communities.  
 
Unfortunately, this funding has not helped libraries keep pace with the cost of living, or with 
the rapid and costly growth in the amount of essential information that is available online. The 
demand for online resources has only intensified during the pandemic and shows no sign of 
slowing down. Since library system funding has been flat for many years, the three library 
systems in the state (RAILS, Illinois Heartland Library System, and Chicago Public Library 
System) are not able to fund database access for our member libraries, let alone the entire 
state.    
 
While the additional appropriation for a statewide database package would represent a very 
small portion of the state budget, it could have an impact on every Illinois resident and would 
put Illinois on the same level as other states in providing vital and essential information to its 
residents, no matter what their financial situation or whether or not they had access to a 
library.  
 
 



 

Growth in the Use of Electronic Resources 
 
More and more Illinois residents are searching for the information they need online. This has 
been especially true during the pandemic, when online library resources were available even 
though physical library buildings were closed. Though use of electronic resources has steadily 
risen during the pandemic, the trend toward using online sources of information was apparent 
even before the pandemic began. Illinois public libraries report a 33% increase in use of 
electronic resources since 2015. 
 
In addition, while Illinois library expenditures for print materials have decreased 6% since 2015, 
electronic material expenditures have increased 35%. Public libraries alone spent nearly $28 
million on electronic materials in 2019, and this represents 33% of their total collection 
expenditures. 
 

Need for a Core Database Package for All Illinois Residents  
 
The need for a statewide database package is clear. It is a myth that all of the information that 
Illinois residents need for school, work, business development, health purposes, lifelong 
learning, and other needs is available for free on the internet. And the information that is 
available is not regulated for accuracy or quality. The top items that appear in Google search 
results are often advertisements or represent sites that pay for that top position. 
 
By contrast, through paid subscriptions to online databases, libraries provide access to 
authoritative information found in magazines; newspapers; business, scientific, and scholarly 
journals; and other authoritative reference works. This information is carefully researched, 
written, and updated by experts. It is expensive to create and therefore not available for free. 
And more and more of this information is only available online.  
 
Few Illinois residents can afford these resources, including those who need it the most. 
Libraries are operating under ever-dwindling financial resources as well. Some libraries are not 
able to afford any online databases at all. Most school libraries fall into this category, even 
though students are high on the list of those needing access to the high-quality, easy-to-access 
information these databases provide. 
 
A recent survey of Illinois libraries revealed that: 

• 19% of library respondents have $0 budget to spend on databases 
• 25% have a budget below $700 
• 75% have a budget below $33,000 

 
This results in a tremendous inequity of available information for Illinois residents. Online 
databases can fill a variety of important needs, for example: 
 



 

• When looking to make the best investment of their hard-earned dollars, the general 
public can find objective comparisons of different consumer products, from cars to 
refrigerators 

• Students can explore opposing viewpoints on current controversial issues without 
having to decipher “fake” from “real” news 

• Job-seekers can find a variety of helpful resources for their employment searches, and 
those just getting started in the work world can explore different career options 

• Entrepreneurs can find tools needed to get their business started, and small business 
owners can learn how to make their ventures more successful 

• Retirees can continue on the path to lifelong learning and discover new hobbies and 
interests to help them find a sense of purpose and deal with increased isolation 

 
Having access to a core database package would level the information playing field and ensure 
that everyone in the state has an equal opportunity to meet these and many other needs, no 
matter what their financial situation or whether they have access to a library.  
 

Optimizing Use of Tax Dollars 
 
Currently, those libraries that are able to afford online databases are in most cases purchasing 
the same core databases. The statewide database appropriation would eliminate this duplicate 
purchasing, resulting in a more efficient use of tax dollars and other library funding. Libraries 
could use their precious local dollars on other critical programs.  
 
A statewide database package would also provide better economies of scale. Due to the power 
in numbers, it would be much easier to negotiate a better deal for statewide access to these 
online resources than any individual library would be able to negotiate on its own. 
 

Summary 
 
RAILS requests a $5 million annual appropriation for a suite of online databases that would be 
available to every resident of the state. The appropriation would be an addition to the 
Secretary of State/Illinois State Library budget and would supplement current library and library 
system funding. 
 
By making this offer available to all residents, Illinois would no longer lag behind the other 48 
states that are already providing this service. The core database package would equalize the 
information playing field and give every single person in the state the same access to essential 
and authoritative resources that can help them navigate their daily lives. 
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