
It’s no small irony that the city’s effort to
revitalize older commercial neighborhoods

is called the “Town Center” program. Named
in 2000, when the Jacksonville City Council
originally approved spending $12 million to
spruce up struggling commercial corridors,
the project was in many ways an effort to
combat the economic impact of places like the
other Town Center — the upscale mall off
Butler Boulevard. 

Conceived around the same time as the city
program, Town Center [the mall] incorporated
many of the aesthetic and historic touches that
Town Center [the program] championed: a
walkable “Main Street” feel, attractive lighting
and streetscaping, pedestrian-friendly
promenades. Town Center [the mall] is, in fact,
the apotheosis of destination consumerism,
which has proven a drain on smaller,
older commercial centers — exactly the
problem Town Center [program] hoped
to counteract. 

Ten years on, both Town Center
undertakings have enjoyed success.
The mall has expanded, and thrived 
so emphatically that — like Regency
Mall before it — has rechristened an
entire area of town. Meanwhile, Town
Center [the program] has seen 11
projects completed, including the
original Main Street, in Springfield,
which has been spiffed up with trees
and historic lighting. 

But even as the city invests in
revitalizing neighborhood centers, it is
simultaneously undercutting the
viability of some of the community’s

richest and most powerful neighborhood
institutions — branch libraries. Last week, the
city slashed operating hours at five community
libraries, and the same five are first in line for
permanent closure in next year’s budget. 

To no one’s surprise, those libraries are
located in economically struggling and
politically marginal communities. Most of 
the neighborhoods are home to troubled
schools, targeted by Mayor John Peyton’s
literacy initiative. Some are in high-crime
neighborhoods, targeted by the city’s
Jacksonville Journey program. One is located
in the New Town Success Zone, a targeted
effort that aims to improve education and
health outcomes for kids in seriously at-risk
communities. And one — the Murray Hill
Library — is smack-dab in the middle of the
$1 million Murray Hill Town Center project. 

This last, out of all the affected libraries,
has elicited more than a blip of outrage. A
community group has formed in response to
the cuts, and already claims 350 members.
They’ve held meetings, begun peppering

lawmakers and newspapers with letters, and
are planning a protest march and rally.
According to Nancy Morgan, one of the
group’s founders, the city’s treatment of the
library is simply “unacceptable. … Why kick
these people who are already down?” 

The 40-year-old library is small, tidy and
constructed — as nothing is anymore — flush
against the sidewalk, as accessible as an open
book. Though it is closed for large chunks 
of the day now, on one recent morning it 
fairly bustled, with African-American kids,
white-haired ladies, and a couple of young
professionals who looked like they’d stepped
out of a J. Crew catalogue — the very picture
of demographic diversity.   

The library is valuable not just for who it
serves inside its doors, but how it serves the

rest of us. By remaining open, it staves off
urban decay. It helps a neighborhood the city
admits needs help, it creates cohesiveness in a
place the city wants to stay together, and it
prevents blight from settling on a place the
city has spent more than a million dollars
trying to revitalize. 

And it does so at a cost of only $107 an hour. 
The city’s financial crisis is real, but it

makes no sense to destroy with one budget
decision the very places that the city has spent
millions trying to revive with other budget
decisions. The residents of Murray Hill have
too much invested in their library, Jacksonville
taxpayers have too much invested in Murray
Hill, to sacrifice the beating heart of this 
Town Center. �
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A march and rally to save the Murray Hill
Library will be held Thursday, July 1 at 7 p.m. at
the Murray Hill Presbyterian Church. See p. 39
for event details.
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