
   
 
 The COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented change to almost every aspect of 
American life. As we move though this time, changes to our libraries’ operations will need to be 
adaptive to situations as they unfold.  
 
The MA Board of Library Commissioners and the MA Library System, in partnership with our 
automated networks, hosted a series of information gathering sessions with members between 
April 28 and May 4. The results of the sessions brought up several of the most critical concerns 
our libraries face when considering the re-opening of their physical spaces. Among them: safety 
for staff and patrons, materials handling, budget reductions and staff level reductions, and 
managing expectations. Additionally, we learned that many of you have some suggestions and 
ideas you are exploring.  
 
These concerns and ideas were shared in three categories: Collections, Service Delivery and 
Staff Concerns.  
 
Topic #1: Collections 
 
As mentioned in every session, the safety of library materials is a significant concern. The 
concerns shared addressed the methods of ensuring that materials were disinfected, the 
variety of materials in circulation, processes for ensuing material disinfection, print vs digital 
collection allocations, and managing patron expectations. While the Center for Disease Control 
has stated that “we are not concerned at all about paper-based materials like books being a 
transmission route…But also then if you are concerned you could -- if you're very concerned 
about books in particular, you could leave them for a 24-hour period.” The Institute of Museum 
and Library Services is working with the OCLC  and Batelle on a project to “help support the 
curation and development of information on how to handle materials, training, and cleaning in 
support of safely reopening and sustaining operations under a COVID-19 reality.” The findings 
from this project will help inform the guidelines we share with our members. 
 
 
Selected comments: 

• “Varying opinions on quarantine time for materials” 
• “Making sure that current recommendations for quarantining and sanitizing and UV 

lights and whatever the latest recommendation is ACTUALLY going to keep staff and 
patrons safe when thousands and thousands of items return.” 

• “We can't allow browsing because how do you know who touched what?” 
• “We need to focus on digital for quite a while, but we still need to provide print” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Topic 2: Service Delivery 



   
 
Our discussion on service delivery touched upon a variety of services our members offer the 
public including: offering computer support while maintaining social distancing, curbside 
delivery, addressing patrons and staff exhibiting symptoms, policies on wearing PPE, serving 
patrons experiencing homelessness, programming, limiting hours and accessibility to vulnerable 
populations, and creating cleaning procedures. 
 
Many comments reflected personal experiences in grocery stores and pharmacies, such as 
considerations of installing plexiglass shields at check-out counters, cleaning self-checkout 
machines and computer equipment, wearing, and purchasing gloves and masks, and budget 
concerns. 
 
Selected Comments: 

• “We have unique challenges because of seasonal uptick. Library is major attraction on 
rainy days. I want to keep it closed as long as possible and only do curbside.” 

• “Out dated climate control systems - recirculating of air with older AC units” 
• “If we open and our neighboring communities don't, will we be overwhelmed by 

nonresident patrons?” 
• “Face masks make it difficult for people who need to read lips and people experiencing 

hearing loss.” 
 
Topic 3: Staff Concerns 
 
Of upmost importance when considering a reopening plan is the safety of staff and patrons. 
Considerations should be given to the physical and mental well-being of staff, as well as the 
support needed as we enter a time of limited and/or adjusted service. Comments shared from 
this topic include: layoffs, adequate HR Support, work shifts for staff with family obligations, 
testing staff and patrons before giving access to the building, preventing burnout, purchasing 
and wearing appropriate PPE, and staff not ready to return to work. 
 
There were many comments around purchasing appropriate PPE for library staff, but two major 
points stood out: where is there stock to buy from and how can we ensure that we aren’t taking 
away necessary supplies from medical personnel? Cleaning of the library building and surfaces 
was also a major concern: whose job is it to clean the building, materials, high touch areas? And 
how often?  
 
Selected Comments: 
 

• “Staff Anxiety with handling materials” 
• “Comfort with ambiguity” 
• “Opening times should coincide with that of the schools” 
• “Fact that there is likely to be another uptick in disease in fall and possible need to close 

library again in response, or to subject staff and patrons to greater risk of infection.” 
 
 



   
Thank you to the automated networks (CLAMS, C/WMARS, MBLN, Minuteman, MVLC, NOBLE, 
OCLN, and SAILS) for working with us to host these meetings.  
 
When discussing timelines for reopening, the consensus seems that we will be reopening in 
phases. Governor Baker will be releasing his plan to reopen the state on May 18. As Lt. 
Governor Polito shared in the May 4, 2020 issue of State House News, May 18 can’t be viewed  
“as a ‘magical date’ on which the state's businesses will fully bounce back into operation 
following weeks of mandated closures. Instead, she said, that's the day the advisory board she 
co-chairs with Housing and Economic Development Secretary Mike Kennealy is set to issue 
plans for a "phased-in reopening" designed to safely build up to full capacity.”  
 
Our next steps will be to further research the concerns shared and provide guidelines to help 
inform the decisions our libraries, and their communities, as they begin to develop their re-
opening plans. We will work with librarians and key stakeholders to review guidelines before 
making the working document available to the larger library community.  
 
It is hard to know what the future will bring, and wearing PPE and social distancing may be here 
to stay for the foreseeable future. We encourage our libraries to begin conversations about 
these topics, and others mentioned earlier with their governing boards, municipal 
administrators and Boards of Health. Many of us are anxiously awaiting the report and 
guidelines from Lt. Gov Polito’s Reopening Task Force. We encourage you to begin and continue 
conversations about the unique role libraries play in the vitality of your communities- to ensure 
libraries are part of a safe and sustainable municipal reopening plan.  


