
      

 
MLS/MBLC Guidelines for Reopening of Physical Spaces-updated 6/22/2020 
 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 
During our conversations with many of you, we gathered the questions and concerns you 
shared, and have been working to research authoritative answers. There are still many 
questions that we don’t have answers to, but more and more information is being released 
every day. To that end, this document should be considered living, i.e. it will be updated as new 
information is released.  
 
Additionally, many questions and topics have been addressed from the Baker-Polito 
Administration’s plan to safely reopen the Massachusetts economy, get people back to work, 
and ease social restrictions while minimizing the health impacts of COVID-19. We are grateful to 
the administration for recognizing the valuable role libraries play in their communities and 
providing us with sector specific guidance. We also understand that libraries are busy 
community spaces, where social distancing may not be possible by all. We strongly encourage 
you to put staff and patron safety in the forefront of your minds as you plan the next steps for 
your library. 
 
 
Sector Specific Guidelines have been created by the administration for libraries. We strongly 
recommend sharing these two documents with your local health and municipal officials:  
 
Libraries: MA Mandatory Safety Standards 
Libraries: MA COVID-19 Checklist 
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Cleaning Supplies 
1. Where do I get supplies? 

a. Check with your local board of health, town/city offices, or governance offices. It’s 
possible they are coordinating orders for all departments. If not, local shops, 
cleaning vendors, office supply companies (W.B Mason, Staples), or online 
retailers will have options. Mass.gov also has some resources for vendors.  Also 
check with the MA Higher Education Cooperative (MHEC). Be prepared to wait to 
receive orders...supplies are in high demand and could take weeks to get to you. 
Also be sure that your cleaning supplies are Center for Disease Control (CDC) 
approved for disinfecting.  

2. Who is responsible for cleaning? 
a. This answer will vary from library to library. If you have a custodian, maybe it is 

that person. If not, maybe it is staff. The important thing to consider is that 
ongoing cleaning, especially of high touch areas, will be necessary. A nightly 
cleaning will not be enough.  

3. I’m concerned about clearing computers and other high touch electronic equipment. How 
often? What cleaning supplies do I need? 

a. Yale University has put together a  one page guidance document that provides 
suggestions on these topics. While it states that they should be cleaned 
“frequently”, there is no definitive answer to how frequently.  

b. The Mayo Clinic has created a short video covering hand washing, cell phone 
and workspace disinfection.  
 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 
1. Do staff and patrons need to wear PPE? 

a. Yes. Social distancing and mask wearing are directives from the state. LIbraries 
should provide PPE for their staff. Like cleaning supply orders, check to see if a 
coordinated order is being done. If not, consider purchasing one-use masks or a 
few washable masks for each staff person. In either case, 1 mask/person is not 
enough...masks either need to be thrown out or washed before reuse. For 
patrons, consider adapting your patron behavior policy to include the directive to 
wear a mask or face covering. Address implementation of the policy with local 
leaders prior to re-opening (i.e. how and who will enforce the policy?) 

2. Face masks impede some patrons’ means of communication. How do we enforce 
wearing a mask if it doesn't allow for communication? 

a. Patrons who need to read lips will have a hard time communicating with staff if 
masks are required. This is another question for your board of health and 
possibly your local senior center. Additionally, there are some masks being made 
with clear pieces that allow for lips to be seen. See this news article for local 
details.  

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/reopening-purchasing-hygienic-or-protective-supplies-for-the-workplace
https://cfpub.epa.gov/giwiz/disinfectants/index.cfm
https://cfpub.epa.gov/giwiz/disinfectants/index.cfm
https://ehs.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/covid-19-cleaning-computers-electronics.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P4WA51th7aU
https://www.nbcboston.com/news/coronavirus/mother-and-daughter-make-transparent-masks-to-help-deaf-and-hearing-impaired-people/2123219/


      

3. Are there any resources already created that i can use to help train my staff on proper 
use of PPE and signs/posters to share with patrons? 

a. Yes! The MA Department of Public Health has created a series of posters, flyers, 
and handouts available to be used in our libraries. These materials are also 
available in several languages. Additionally, the DPH has resources on 
handwashing, purchasing hygiene and protective supplies, and PSAs to share 
with your patrons.  

b. Your local board of health should provide training for your staff on the proper use 
of PPE, but the Center for Disease Control has support information available. 

4. What about disposable gloves and Plexiglass shields?  
a. Disposable gloves may also be a consideration, especially when cleaning. The 

CDC recommends only wearing gloves when cleaning and when caring for 
someone who is sick. Wearing gloves outside of these situations may lead to 
spreading germs, rather than protection. The CDC recommends everyday 
preventive actions, like frequent hand washing, wearing a mask, and practicing 
social distancing.  

b. Plexiglass shields may also be a consideration for check out stations. There are 
many available, from stand alones, to more permanent models. Shields will 
protect staff and patrons, as well as provide a physical barrier to encourage 
social distancing. As with other high touch areas, shields should be cleaned on a 
regular basis. The MA COVID-19 Checklist for Libraries states:  “Physical 
partitions must separate workstations that cannot be spaced out (partitions must 
be at least 6 feet in height)” and “ Install physical barriers for checkout stations 
where possible, otherwise maintain 6 feet distance where not possible “ 

5. Are there any changes we need to make to the HVAC and Air Conditioning units? 
a. The MA COVID-19 Checklist for Libraries states “Improve ventilation for enclosed 

spaces where possible (e.g., open doors and windows)”. 
b. There’s lots more information on this topic, so we’ve included it all in  Appendix A 

at the end of this document. It may be helpful to share the info with your 
Maintenance/Department Of Public Works staff. 

Policies 
1. Should we have a Pandemic Policy? 

a. Yes! It’s very possible that we will see a rise in COVID-19 cases again, which 
may direct libraries to close physical buildings again. A pandemic policy will help 
you prepare should it be needed. MLS has several sample policies that will help 
guide you through this process. The policy should address pandemic planning, 
minimum staff requirements, responsibility for library operations, acts which will 
bring about the closing/reopening of physical spaces. Also consider adding 
information about what to do if a staff member becomes ill with the virus. Will the 
library close? Will the public be alerted? It’s recommended that input be received 

https://massclearinghouse.ehs.state.ma.us/category/COVID19.html
https://www.mass.gov/handwashing
https://www.mass.gov/handwashing
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/reopening-purchasing-hygienic-or-protective-supplies-for-the-workplace
https://www.youtube.com/user/MassDPH/featured
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/diy-cloth-face-coverings.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/gloves.html
https://www.mass.gov/doc/libraries-checklist/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/libraries-checklist/download
http://guides.masslibsystem.org/COVID19/LibrariesResponse


      

from your local board of health, administrator’s office, and of course, your 
Governing Board.  

2. How do I address staff considerations for those caring for family members? 
a. This topic should be addressed with your Human Resources department. With 

daycares and schools being closed, consideration does need to be given for 
family care. However, it is extremely important that it is done with HR involved in 
the conversations and offering directions on how to address appropriately. 

3. How do I address concerns from staff not ready to return to the building? 
a. Again, be sure to talk with your HR department. But also consider giving staff 

time to adjust to being back in the building/assisting patrons. Encourage your 
staff to use Employee Assistance Programs, if available. Consider hiring a trainer 
to help staff address and reduce their anxieties about returning to work. Also 
consider creating work from home policies and opportunities to ensure staff can 
continue to work safely. 

4. Do I need to adapt/update any of my current policies? 
a. You may want to consider adapting some policies, like loan periods, fine 

collections, hold limitations, etc.  
b. You will definitely need to address any policies concerning social distancing, 

specifically meeting room use, study rooms, programming, tutoring, etc policies. 
Some services/opportunities may need to be suspended, like in person 
programming, group meetings, etc.  

 

In person patron services 
1. What are some options for in person patron services that aren’t tied to opening the 

building to patrons? 
a. There are lots of options on serving patrons outside of your building.  

i. Curbside Pickup : We have some policies and examples to help you 
create a process for this service.  

ii. Mailing materials to patrons is another option. You may need to allocate 
some funding toward postage, but this could be a way to get materials to 
patrons while encouraging them to social distance.  

iii. Extending your wifi signal to reach the outside areas of your library. 
Libraries are increasing open wifi by removing password requirements, 
using boosters to let the signal reach the parking lot, and even setting up 
wifi in remote areas.   

iv. Purchasing hotspots to loan to patrons, especially those experiencing 
homelessness. 

 
2. Do I need to offer in person services before the building opens? 

http://guides.masslibsystem.org/COVID19/COOP#s-lg-box-wrapper-28190220
https://www.wrl.org/wrl-comes-to-you/wrl-wifi-hotspots/
https://www.wrl.org/wrl-comes-to-you/wrl-wifi-hotspots/
https://www.libraryjournal.com/?detailStory=boston-public-library-finds-ways-to-safely-serve-homeless-recovering-patrons-thru-pandemic


      

a. No. There is no requirement or directive to offer these services. We encourage 
each library to consider all sides, placing safety in high regard, before offering in 
person services before the building opens.  

3. Should we be handling cash for late charges, replacement cards, copying services, 
booksale, etc? 

a. The CDC says the chances of getting covid from cash are low, but still 
recommends using cashless options whenever possible, but if patrons 
must use cash, CDC recommends using the counter as an in-between 
rather than passing hand-to-hand, wiping the counter between each 
patron, avoiding touching your face and washing hands after handling 
cash, and cleaning and disinfecting cash registers frequently. They 
recommend scheduling relief workers to rotate in to allow anyone handling 
cash to wash their hands frequently.  

b. Additionally, the MA Sector Specific-Libraries guidance from Governor 
Baker’s Reopening Task Force states that contactless payment methods 
are encouraged. 

4. Do you have any recommendations on contract tracing initiatives in libraries? 
a. Yes, we’ve added some information in Appendix B at the end of this 

document.  

Programming 
1. Should our library be hosting in person programs?  

a. Probably not for the foreseeable future. It doesn’t seem like social distancing and 
the 6 foot space guidance is going away anytime soon. Consider moving 
programs to an online format, or a take home method. For example, craft 
programs can be packed up and either mailed or available for pickup to families 
to complete at home. Hired performers may be able to offer their program 
virtually. Consider hosting virtual book groups, and virtual check ins with summer 
program participants.  

2. Speaking of the summer library program, should we adapt our program for this summer? 
a. There may be some aspects of the program you may want to adapt. MLS 

Consultants April Mazza and Christi Farrar hosted a webinar to provide some 
guidance on this topic, and you can view it here.  

b. Now that the warm weather is here, consider passive outdoor programs, like 
scavenger hunts. Belulah Public Library in North Dakota hosted a Scavenger 
Hunt in April that can be adapted for the summer program theme and your 
community.  

3. Should we allow outside groups to host programs in our space? 
a. In accordance with social distancing guidelines, it may be better to suspend 

outside group meetings and programs for now.  

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/grocery-food-retail-workers.html
https://www.mass.gov/doc/libraries-protocol-summary/download
https://vimeo.com/405824548
https://beulahndlibrary.com/2020/04/16/around-town-scavenger-hunt/


      

 

Safety of Materials 
1. Should we be quarantining materials and for how long? 

a. It seems that the consensus is that quarantining items is the best way to rid 
materials of the virus.The science and research around how long one should 
quarantine library materials for safe handling is a moving target. Early guidance 
recommended quarantining materials from 1 to 3 days as outlined by ALA’s 
pandemic resource page. Last week the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention reported that touching a surface or object that has the virus on it is 
not thought to be the main way the virus spreads, with a caveat that research is 
still being done on the topic. Earlier this week the NEDCC updated their 
recommendation to 7-day quarantine of collection items as the safest and most 
effective way to disinfect them after handling by staff and patrons. And in the  
latest guidance from the MA Reopening Commission, also delivered earlier this 
week, a 24 hour quarantine for library materials was given with no source 
provided. To date, the only research taking a look specifically on library 
materials, IMLS/OCLC/Battelle.That study released initial findings on June 22, 
2020, stating that the virus was undetectable on materials tested after 3 days. 
Please read the full release for details, and also note that the tests were run in a 
controlled (lab) environment.  

  
As MBLC Preservation Specialist Evan Knight notes, “Here’s my understanding 
of this report and although I’m not a scientist, hopefully it’s useful to share.  
  
The ambient air used in the test was controlled for temperature and humidity 
levels, without regard to air flow. And they don’t talk about air flow because from 
everything I’ve come to understand about the virus, It seems like air flow won’t 
affect its life span after it is already on a surface. (Please note, however, that air 
exchange still very much does seem to be a key factor in the transmission of the 
airborne virus.)  
  
So my reading of the report is that temp and humidity matter most – air flow does 
not. So deep piles or spaced-out books are both reasonable as long as temps & 
RH are reasonably close to those tested (~71-74deg Celsius; 40-50%RH); and of 
course, that the period of isolation is long enough for the virus to ‘attenuate.’  
  
We all readily admit that we’re not scientists ourselves, and so it was helpful, in 
my opinion, that these researchers were pretty direct about their first test results, 
highlighting in bold the following:  
-          “Results show that the SARS-CoV-2 virus was not detectable on the 
materials after three days of quarantine.” 

http://www.ala.org/alcts/preservationweek/resources/pandemic
http://www.ala.org/alcts/preservationweek/resources/pandemic
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/how-covid-spreads.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/how-covid-spreads.html
https://www.nedcc.org/free-resources/preservation-leaflets/3.-emergency-management/3.5-disinfecting-books
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safety-standards-and-checklist-libraries
https://www.webjunction.org/explore-topics/COVID-19-research-project.html
https://www.imls.gov/news/research-shows-virus-undetectable-five-highly-circulated-library-materials-after-three-days
mailto:evan.knight1@state.ma.us


      

-          “After one day of attenuation, there was no recoverable virus (below LOD) 
for the hardback book cover, the paperback book cover, or the DVD case. By day 
three, all five tested material surfaces resulted in no recoverable virus.” 

 
2. How do we do this? 

a. The first step is to consider where you will quarantine items. They must be 
placed somewhere where they will not be touched or moved for 72 hours. Some 
libraries may want to convert their meetings rooms into space for materials. 
Others may want to consider working with local partners such as the Dept of 
Public Works or the schools, to create temporary drop off and holding spaces, 
and then move the items back to the library when out of quarantine. Items 
shouldn’t be checked in or shelved until the quarantine has ended. All staff 
should be made aware of the process. 

b. Also consider implications for non traditional materials such as items in your 
Library of Things, kits, loanable equipment like eReaders, etc.  

3. Will Optima quarantine items in delivery? 
a. No. Items are the responsibility of the libraries. Optima doesn’t have the facilities 

or processes to allow for quarantining hundreds of thousands of items a week. 
We also heard from members who suggested that items will need to be 
quarantined in libraries after materials are delivered by Optima.  
  

 
  



      

 
 
 

Appendix A: HVAC and Air Conditioner units 
 
The CDC says: “If possible cooling centers should be equipped with air exchange 
systems, and be located in buildings with tall ceilings. Utilize the highest efficiency filters 
that are compatible with the cooling center’s existing HVAC system, and adopt “clean-
to-dirty” directional airflows. If resources allow, ceiling fans with upward airflow rotation 
combined with upper-air ultraviolet germicidal irradiation (UVGI) disinfection systems 
can be utilized. When conditions allow (low humidity), shaded outdoor spaces with 
cross-draft airflow augmented by evaporative coolers may provide a safer alternative.”  
CDC’s recommendations : 

○ Increase the percentage of outdoor air (e.g., using economizer modes 
of HVAC operations) potentially as high as 100% (first verify 
compatibility with HVAC system capabilities for both temperature and 
humidity control as well as compatibility with outdoor/indoor air quality 
considerations).  

○ Increase total airflow supply to occupied spaces, if possible.  
○ Disable demand-control ventilation (DCV) controls that reduce air 

supply based on temperature or occupancy.  
○ Consider using natural ventilation (i.e., opening windows if possible 

and safe to do so) to increase outdoor air dilution of indoor air when 
environmental conditions and building requirements allow.  

○ Improve central air filtration:  
■ Increase air filtration external icon to as high as possible (MERV 

13 or 14) without significantly diminishing design airflow.  
■ Inspect filter housing and racks to ensure appropriate filter fit 

and check for ways to minimize filter bypass  
○ Consider running the building ventilation system even during 

unoccupied times to maximize dilution ventilation.  
○ Generate clean-to-less-clean air movement by re-evaluating the 

positioning of supply and exhaust air diffusers and/or dampers and 
adjusting zone supply and exhaust flow rates to establish measurable 
pressure differentials. Have staff work in areas served by “clean” 
ventilation zones that do not include higher-risk areas such as visitor 
reception or exercise facilities (if open).  

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/cooling-center.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/office-buildings.html
https://www.ashrae.org/technical-resources/filtration-disinfection#mechanical
https://www.ashrae.org/file%20library/about/position%20documents/pd_infectiousaerosols_2020.pdf


      

○ Consider using portable high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) 
fan/filtration systems to help enhance air cleaning (especially in higher 
risk areas).  

○ Ensure exhaust fans in restroom facilities are functional and operating 
at full capacity when the building is occupied.  

○ Consider using ultraviolet germicidal irradiation (UVGI)pdf iconexternal 
icon as a supplement to help inactivate the virus.  

● The EPA recommends using an air cleaner or purifier, but warns it isn’t 
enough alone to protect against COVID-19. ( 
https://www.epa.gov/coronavirus/will-air-cleaner-or-air-purifier-help-protect-
me-and-my-family-covid-19-my-home ) They also recommend contacting 
American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers 
(ASHRAE) for guidance.  

● ASHRAE states:   
“Transmission of SARS-CoV-2 through the air is sufficiently likely that 
airborne exposure to the virus should be controlled. Changes to building 
operations, including the operation of heating, ventilating, and air-conditioning 
systems, can reduce airborne exposures.  
  
Ventilation and filtration provided by heating, ventilating, and air-conditioning 
systems can reduce the airborne concentration of SARS-CoV-2 and thus the 
risk of transmission through the air. Unconditioned spaces can cause thermal 
stress to people that may be directly life threatening and that may also lower 
resistance to infection. In general, disabling of heating, ventilating, and air-
conditioning systems is not a recommended measure to reduce the 
transmission of the virus.”  
( https://www.ashrae.org/technical-resources/resources )  

 
 
  

https://www.ashrae.org/file%20library/about/position%20documents/pd_infectiousaerosols_2020.pdf
https://www.ashrae.org/File%20Library/About/Position%20Documents/Airborne-Infectious-Diseases.pdf
https://www.ashrae.org/File%20Library/About/Position%20Documents/Airborne-Infectious-Diseases.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/coronavirus/will-air-cleaner-or-air-purifier-help-protect-me-and-my-family-covid-19-my-home
https://www.epa.gov/coronavirus/will-air-cleaner-or-air-purifier-help-protect-me-and-my-family-covid-19-my-home
https://www.ashrae.org/technical-resources/resources


      

Appendix B: Contact Tracing in Public Libraries 
 
This information is not legal advice, and any specific questions should be addressed 
with a local Board of Health or local legal counsel. 

Librarians have been concerned with some of the sector specific guidelines that 
required keeping a log of visitors for contact tracing, such as office spaces. Directors 
and library staff have reached out to Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners 
(MBLC) for clarification. MBLC staff communicated these concerns to the Department of 
Public Health (DPH) and communicated with Privacy Officers about concerns that visitor 
logs would be a violation of MGL Chapter 78 Section 7 which states “the part of the 
records of a public library which reveals the identity and intellectual pursuits of a person 
using such library shall not be a public record”. 

The specific guidance for libraries that was released on June 8 does not include 
keeping a log. MBLC and MLS do not recommend keeping a log. That said, we wanted 
to share with the library community our understanding of contract tracing. 

  
When a person tests positive for COVID-19, DPH will contact the local board of health 
(LBOH) where the person lives. The LBOH reaches out to the positive resident to learn 
who they have been in contact with. The contact tracers will ask for a list of all the 
people the covid-19 positive person has been within six feet of during the two days 
before they had symptoms or close contact as defined by the CDC. If the person does 
not have symptoms, the contact tracers will ask about the activity during the two days 
prior to diagnosis.  The contact tracers will ask for the phone numbers of those people, 
and follow up with them. The name of the person who tested positive is kept private, as 
part of HIPPA laws. 

Source: https://www.mass.gov/info-details/learn-about-the-community-tracing-
collaborative 

Given current library operations, which most are curbside or circulation desk pick up, or 
appointment based services the amount of interaction between library staff and patrons 
is very limited and very short. 
  
Close Contact Definition: “Someone who was within 6 feet of an infected person for at 
least 15 minutes starting from 2 days before illness onset (or, for asymptomatic patients, 
2 days prior to specimen collection) until the time the patient is isolated” according to 
the CDC. Source. 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safety-standards-and-checklist-office-spaces
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safety-standards-and-checklist-office-spaces
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter78/Section7
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter78/Section7
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safety-standards-and-checklist-libraries
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/safety-standards-and-checklist-libraries
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/learn-about-the-community-tracing-collaborative
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/learn-about-the-community-tracing-collaborative
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/learn-about-the-community-tracing-collaborative
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/contact-tracing/contact-tracing-plan/appendix.html?fbclid=IwAR3AcObLtD2XIx9CP87rcVudlqwQE_7LV867qqn4a7zPejqKzN0AqTxhRdQ#contact
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/contact-tracing/contact-tracing-plan/appendix.html?fbclid=IwAR3AcObLtD2XIx9CP87rcVudlqwQE_7LV867qqn4a7zPejqKzN0AqTxhRdQ#contact
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