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Bernal Heights Branch Library Design Review Responses 10/19/06 
 
 
The Peer Panelists and Commissioners noted there are a lot of plumbing fixtures for such 
a small building. There are 2 separate unisex restrooms proposed and it was suggested 
the unisex toilet downstairs meant for program room use could be used as a staff toilet 
during the day to save space & cost.  Or look into using the public restrooms downstairs 
for after hours program room use.  Any way to reduce fixtures could result in substantial 
cost savings & free up space. 
 
Architect:  We agree and have eliminated one unisex restroom upstairs, which has been 
changed to a storage room. As a compromise, the Lower Level single user restroom will 
be a staff restroom by day and a public restroom for program room users by night as 
suggested.  We are not able to eliminate more restrooms due to location of existing 
concrete columns and concrete bearing walls, as well as difficulties with egress and dead 
end corridors, and the Library’s requirement to provide a separate staff toilet.  We also 
studied multiple options in an attempt to reduce fixtures and save space, but are required 
to isolate after hours Program Room users from wandering into other areas of the 
building or exiting through the Children’s Room; neither option was considered viable by 
the Library. 
 
Library: This was discussed at length by staff. The compromise to use the lower level 
unisex bathroom for staff during library hours and for the public to use it after hours is a 
workable solution for staff.  
 
 
A Commissioner inquired concerning the non-original pilasters in the lower level, 
suggesting perhaps too many were being proposed and therefore wouldn’t match the 
historic feel & rhythm upstairs. 
 
Architect: The pilasters with framed drop beams are meant to create an architectural 
motif in the Children’s’ Room, otherwise a utilitarian space with no decorative elements.  
These elements will conceal electrical conduit for lighting, power, communications 
wiring and the mechanical hot water piping from the Mechanical Room to the radiators, 
as well as provide space for the electrical flush power receptacle boxes upstairs.  Between 
each pilaster will be the built-in bookshelves salvaged from the Upper Level, giving the 
space a similar architectural character as the existing Children’s’ Room. See Lower Level 
floor plan which shows the pilasters and drop beams. 
 
 Library: N/A 
 
 
A Commissioner requested verification of the length of the proposed ADA access ramp. 
 
Architect: You enter the ramp near the front stairs. The length and width of the ramp is 
dictated by code requirements.  The intermediate landing of the ramp was enlarged to 
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create a public gathering space at the street corner with a stair connection to the sidewalk 
and built-in seating.  Underneath this landing is a gated alcove for trash containers, on the 
Lower Level facing Andover St.   
 
Library:  The night time book drop is located at the top of the ramp and gives easy 
access to patrons after hours to deposit books.  It’s a 24-hour book drop. 
 
 
Peer Panelists and Commissioners recommended strengthening the entry sequence with a 
more open furniture arrangement that provides space for pausing, way finding, decision 
making, a “more generous moment”. The “new book” stacks between the main entry and 
the new stair seemed awkward. The space between the front door and the new stair 
should be open, if possible, to provide a gracious entry sequence and clear circulation to 
the stair. 
 
Architect: Ideally the central lobby space should be kept clear and open. But the 45 inch 
high bookshelves currently shown in this space will allow the Library to increase the 
collection size upstairs for Adult & Teen users.  
 
Library: These historic buildings present challenges when planning for the emerging 
public service needs of library patrons. Because we expanded the work room to meet 
processing demands, added public computers and considerable seating with little impact 
to the overall collection, the display shelving at the entrance are critical.   
 
We believe the low 45 inch shelves, the way-finding signage they will display and the 
new materials they will showcase will be welcoming to patrons. Not only will they 
provide necessary signage and help orient patrons, these shelves will highlight a key part 
of the adult collection (New and Interesting Materials). They will serve patrons as they 
enter the building and give them one last browsing opportunity on their way out.  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
A Peer Panelist commented that the original plan provided a main reading room to the 
east and a secondary, more intimate room to the west. He maintained that the scale and 
detail of the west reading room should be retained as a reading room by moving the staff 
area to the south side of the main east reading room. There is precedent in ecclesiastical 
architecture for an aisle to be separated from the nave by a decorative screen and arcade. 
The staff area could be screened from the public reading area in this fashion and the west 
reading room could be retained for the Teen collection and other furniture groupings. 
Regardless of where the staff area is located, this peer panelist was concerned about 
seeing a “contract” type office partition separating the staff area from the public areas. 
It would be more appropriate if this partition were designed as a wood or glass “screen” 
in keeping with the original architecture or reinterpreted in a modern idiom. 
 
Architect: Although possible, the integrity of the east reading room would be altered in a 
similar, if not more severe, fashion as what is proposed in the west reading room. It could 
be argued that the east reading room is the most significant architectural space in the 
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building and more important to keep intact than the west. The architect agrees that the 
partition separating staff work areas from public areas within any high ceiling reading 
room should be of high quality and designed to fit the space, and not an office furniture-
type partition. It is designed as a glass and wood trim partition. 
 
Library:  
- The teen collection shouldn’t move to the old children’s room as there is too much 

space for this size collection, and other collections couldn’t move with it as it would 
result in a net (substantial) loss to the adult collection.  

- The staff area needed is not as big as the entire south side of the east reading room. 
- The service desk needs to have a good line-of-sight and be a welcoming spot, and the 

staff area needs to be right behind the desk.   
- It’s a very small staff and they need to have immediacy of communications, without 

abandoning the service desk. 
- After considerable studies, we have one only one location for the 24 hour book-drop, 

to the right of the front entrance. Not only is this very convenient for patrons, it 
incorporates the internal book drop into the work-room. This is highly desirable 
element for all library designs. Changing the location of the staff work room would 
considerably impact efficiency of materials processing and the transporting of 
materials from the book drop to another staff area would be disruptive to public 
services.    

 
 
A Peer Panelist felt that the mural should be restored by partnering with community 
based artists to protect the existing and / or devise and update the mural. A 
Commissioner agreed that community discussion was needed and suggested that the 
library “embrace the conflict”.  Another Commissioner felt that without the mural, the 
building was striking. 
 
Architect: Recommends this historic building be restored to its original condition.  
 
Library: We are still gathering information on this issue. The Library is sensitive to the 
community’s concerns. We will keep the Commission posted on our progress.   
 
 
A Peer Panelist suggested reviewing size of service spaces such as tel/data closet, 
custodial, mechanical, and to enlarge library storage. 
 
Architect: The sizes of the Tel/Data and Custodial rooms are prescribed by the Library’s 
Building Program and are based on needs determined through the design & construction 
of other similar sized branch library projects.  The mechanical room is sized by the 
Mechanical Engineer, determined by the Library’s preferred mechanical system. After 
deletion of one single user restroom, there are now three walk in library storage rooms, 
one upstairs, one in the children’s room downstairs and one at the program room. 
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Library: The Library agrees with peer review panelists and we have provided for 
considerable storage in three key locations: the children’s area, the program room and in 
the main reading room.  This storage combined with additional storage in the work room 
and at the public service desk will adequately meet the libraries current and future storage 
needs.  
 
 
A Peer Panelist recommended that the new windows proposed on the north side of the 
lower level Children’s Room be studied in elevation, considering their placement relative 
to the reading room windows above. 
 
Architect: The new windows have been studied in relationship to both interior and 
exterior placement.  They are shown on the rendering of the North Elevation. The center 
window aligns with the middle of the upper reading room windows 
 
Library: N/A 
 
 
A Commissioner asked how the Teen space would be differentiated from the Adult spaces. 
He suggested changing the flooring in this area, if possible given the historic nature of 
the space. 
 
Architect: Furniture, flooring inlays, display space, and high shelving surrounding their 
area all help to distinguish the space visually.  
 
Library: In order to maintain flexibility for the future, it is preferable not to have walls 
or permanent fixtures. There are additional ways we can separate the Teen Area from the 
adult areas such as by using rugs, rather than permanent flooring.  We’ve also discussed 
fabric, furniture, and bulletin boards. 
 
 
A Commissioner was concerned about the usefulness of exterior benches & gathering 
places in front of the branch, attracting loitering. The ramp creates an opportunity for 
benches near the sidewalk and surrounding the landing. 
 
Architect: N/A 
 
Library: While this is something the community wanted, we are still studying this, as we 
share the concerns of the Commissioner about loitering.    
 


