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INTRODUCTION 
On Tuesday, November 17, 2020, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, will conduct an oversight hearing on “The New York City Libraries and COVID-19.” This will be the Council’s first hearing on the libraries since all branches of the City’s three library networks, or the New York Public Library (NYPL),[footnoteRef:1] the Queens Public Library (QPL)[footnoteRef:2] and the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL)[footnoteRef:3], closed to patrons on March 13, 2020, in consideration of safety issues due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the NYPL, QPL and BPL, advocacy groups, community members and other interested stakeholders. [1:  New York Public Library, New York Public Library to Temporarily Close All Locations (Mar. 2020), available at https://www.nypl.org/press/press-release/march-13-2020/new-york-public-library-temporarily-close-all-locations]  [2:  Queens Public Library, QPL’s COVID-19 Response (Mar. 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/news-media/blog/2038#:~:text=Starting%20Monday%2C%20March%2016%20and,and%20the%20public%20we%20serve. ]  [3:  Brooklyn Public Library, Coronavirus: Updates on the Library’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Mar. 2020), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/coronavirus.] 

BACKGROUND 

Effect of COVID on New York City Public Libraries
The shuttering of the City’s libraries in March 2020 quickly led to an immediate and unprecedented interest in accessing the library’s extensive inventory of e-books and audiobooks.[footnoteRef:4] The NYPL quickly negotiated with its vendors to provide free digital access to the archives of the NYT and Wall Street Journal, and Ancestory.com.[footnoteRef:5] The onset of the pandemic also revealed the extent to which libraries both promote education and provide a reliable sense of community for New Yorkers of all backgrounds.[footnoteRef:6] According to Brian Bannon of the NYPL, “public libraries during times of crisis are the first to raise their hands and find ways to help. [They always] keep our doors open, so the closing of our physical doors caused us to become creative and open our doors virtually.”[footnoteRef:7] In response to school closures, the libraries offered free online homework assistance in English and Spanish, in any subject area and including via a live one-on-one tutor made available through a chat service.[footnoteRef:8] The NYPL research librarians were made available to offer virtual support to the academic community, scholars and educators,[footnoteRef:9] while the NYPL’s research centers began offering limited onsite access to the library’s collections, on an appointment-only basis, allowing materials to be requested for pick up through the libraries’ research borrowing programs.[footnoteRef:10] To further meet the needs of many parents who were quarantined at home with children, the library’s educational teams also offered virtual story-times and other online resources for family activities.[footnoteRef:11] Meanwhile, the NYPL Virtual Reference Service allowed patrons to send in questions by email or chat with librarians who were available to answer questions online.[footnoteRef:12] [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id. ]  [6:  Gillian Harvey, It Took COVID Closures to Reveal How Much Libraries Do Beyond Lending Books, THE OBSERVER (Sep. 24, 2020), available at https://observer.com/2020/09/public-libraries-adapt-to-future-ebooks-digital-community-outreach/]  [7:  WNYC, All of It: How the New York Public Library is Handling COVID-19 (Mar. 19, 2020), available at (https://www.wnyc.org/story/how-new-york-public-library-handling-covid-19/. ]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id. ]  [10:  New York Public Library, Directory (last visited Nov. 11, 2020), available a https://www.nypl.org/locations/directory; New York Public Library, Now Available for Research Borrowing Programs: Grab & Go for Researchers (last visited Nov. 11, 2020), available at https://www.nypl.org/research/grab-and-go-for-researchers. ]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

In order to bridge the digital divide, all three library systems provided free internet access and kept critical WiFi services on at most of the city’s 207 library branches enabling patrons to access online content for free.[footnoteRef:13] The QPL has continued to enroll IDNYC members at registration kiosks and, in partnership with NYPL and BPL, conducted online census outreach as part of “the city’s broader $40 million investment in NYC Census 2020’s campaign.”[footnoteRef:14] However, while all three branches also began to reopen limited locations throughout the city for “grab-and-go pick up” service by July 2020, a service they continue to expand upon on a rolling basis,[footnoteRef:15] regular, in-person library services remain largely suspended based on safety regulations and guidelines set forth by the City and State [footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Rueven Blau, WiFi Sign of the Times as New Yorkers Gather Outside Libraries for Free Internet (Sep 15, 2020), available at https://www.thecity.nyc/2020/9/15/21439065/new-yorkers-gather-outside-libraries-for-free-internet. ]  [14:  Bill Parry, Queens Public Library suspends all programs, event and classes due to spread of coronavirus (Mar. 12, 2020), available at https://qns.com/2020/03/queens-public-library-suspends-all-programs-event-and-classes-due-to-spread-of-coronavirus/. ]  [15:  Supra notes 1, 2 and 3.]  [16:  Gannon, NYC Public Libraries Reopen 22 Branches for Grab-and-Go Service, 6SQFT.COM (Jul 13,2020), available at https://www.6sqft.com/nyc-public-libraries-aim-for-july-reopening-will-offer-grab-and-go-service-to-start/. ] 

Additional Protocols and Programs Made Available at the NYPL, QPL and BPL Libraries During the Pandemic
NYPL
Effective November 9, 2020, 50 locations within the NYPL system offering grab-and-go services expanded to include limited browsing of materials and advance appointments for public computer use.[footnoteRef:17] At most grab-and-go locations, visitors may:[footnoteRef:18] [17:  New York Public Library, NYPL Updates: Coronavirus (COVID-19) Information (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.nypl.org/about/coronavirus.]  [18: Id. ] 

· Access a small area of the open branches to pick up holds placed online or on the phone and check out their holds using one of the Library’s three socially distant checkout systems;
· Return materials in designated bins;
· Sign up for a library card or update their card’s status from digital-only to full borrowing privileges;
· Leave the library as soon as their pickups or returns are complete as most grab-and-go locations do not allow browsing or computer use;
Additionally, all patrons are required to wear a mask, and 14 of the 50 NYPL grab-and-go locations have offered expanded services where visitors may:[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Id.] 

· Browse materials for a limited amount of time up to 30 minutes;
· Make appointments in advance to use public computers. Each appointment is up to 45 minutes long and no extensions are available;
· Print up to 10 black and white pages for free.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Id.] 

Additionally, the NYPL is implementing enhanced cleaning protocols, installing equipment such as sneeze guards, and quarantining all returned library materials for 96 hours as per expert recommendations.[footnoteRef:21] It should be noted that fines on all items (those checked out before closure and those checked out during this first phase of limited service) will not accrue until at least January 1, 2021, and the NYPL has temporarily removed any fine-based blocks on patron accounts.[footnoteRef:22] Finally, NYPL has committed to monitoring the pandemic, and as circumstances warrant, stands ready to expand services when safe, and conversely, reinstate tighter restrictions if necessary.[footnoteRef:23] The NYPL’s social media channels are keeping patrons updated, while also providing new content, such as ideas for books, activities and updates on online services.[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 

QPL
The QPL Central and Flushing Libraries are scheduled to open to-go service beginning November 16, 2020, which will include the ability to pick up on-hold library materials and access to external drop off machines at 21 branches.[footnoteRef:25] Other than select locations where COVID-19 testing may occur, there is no in-person browsing, public computer use, or access to library restrooms, and no in-person book donations or reference services at this time.[footnoteRef:26] Furthermore, e-materials borrowing, library materials reservations, pick up and return, Mail-a-Book home delivery, virtual reference by chat and email and telephone reference assistance remain open during all stages of reopening.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Queens Public Library (2020 November) Central and Flushing Libraries Will Open for To-Go Services November 16 (Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/news-media/blog/2038.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Queens Public Library (2020 November) Queens Public Library Reopening Plan: QPL’s Path Forward in the Era of COVID-19 (Jun. 29, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/QPL_ReopeningPlan_R9.pdf ] 

BPL
	In addition to Grab and Go services, the BPL offered a selection of outdoor summer programming including Census Tailgate Parties, Game On videogame challenges for teens, the University Open Air free series of classes taught by professors, researcher and academics trained in partnership with the Prospect Park Alliance, and the Cinema Ephemera, “an eclectic mix of short films, concert footage and studio visits” projected on the façade of the Central Library at sunset.[footnoteRef:28] BPL also continued to provide virtual assistance at their reference desk, daily Dial-A-Story for children, a telephone buddy program for older adults, one-on-one resume service and job search workshops.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Brooklyn Public Library, Press Release: Brooklyn Public Library to Open an Additional Six Branches for Grab-and-Go Service on September 14 (Sep. 10, 2020), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/media/press/brooklyn-public-library-64. ]  [29:  Id.] 

Additional Programs at the Three Library Branches
Additional programs launched throughout the three boroughs during the pandemic have included:
· Job resources, including job search and interview help from the QPL,[footnoteRef:30] resume and career help through the BPL,[footnoteRef:31] and free career coaching and workshops through the NYPL;[footnoteRef:32] [30:  QPL offers virtual resume assistance through their ‘Job & Business Academy.’ Assistance is available Monday through Friday, on a first-come first-served basis. See Queens Public Library, Job Search and Interview Help (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/job-business/job-search-interview-help. ]  [31:  BPL offers patrons resume and career help via email through their Business and Career Center. See Brooklyn Public Library, Career Help (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.bklynlibrary.org/business/career-help. ]  [32: See New York Public Library, Looking for Work? (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available at https://www.nypl.org/help/getting-oriented/for-job-seekers. ] 

· New “low tech” options for those with limited access to internet, such as photocopied packets for patrons who cannot participate in online classes that can be picked up from open branches,[footnoteRef:33] writing workshops by phone, and tutoring over the phone “to help those who aren’t connected online to improve their literacy skills.”[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  See Haniff Toussaint, Testimony on Behalf of Brooklyn Public Library, Oversight Hearing: Adult Literacy and Digital Literacy in Immigrant Communities, Committee on Immigration and Committee on Youth Services (Oct. 14, 2020), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4648423&GUID=3C6FAA43-3FCB-4562-A8E1-479E65786368&Options=&Search=.]  [34:  Id.] 

· Continued ESOL services and citizenship classes[footnoteRef:35] and courses in both synchronous and asynchronous formats;[footnoteRef:36] [35:  From the onset of COVID-19, BPL’s ESOL program has assessed and enrolled hundreds of ESOL participants providing virtual instruction in 16 ongoing classes for civics education and digital fluency. We facilitated 13 We Speak NYC sessions virtually and currently have 4 online citizenship classes and 12 virtual conversation groups. Id.]  [36:  Since March 2020, QPL’s ALP has served over 1,800 students through hosting ESOL, HSE, citizenship, and computer classes, and hosted over 100 virtual courses, as well as one-on-one tutoring.] 

· Expanded research databases, available remotely;[footnoteRef:37] [37:  This includes, but was not limited to, adding EBSCO’s academic databases to the library’s available resources. New York Public Library, Remote Research Resources (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available a https://www.nypl.org/about/remote-research-resources. ] 

· Continued digital literacy courses, including multi-lingual computer classes in Spanish and Bengali, as well as access to "Ready, Set, Bank!," a bilingual workshop series designed to teach financial and digital literacy, with support from Capital One; 
· A partnership with Brainfuse HelpNow, an online eLearning Platform;[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Brainfuse staff, The New York Public Library Partners with Online Tutoring Service Brainfuse to Give all NY Students Access to Free, Remote, One-on-One Homework Help (Apr. 22, 2020), available at https://www.send2press.com/wire/the-new-york-public-library-partners-with-online-tutoring-service-brainfuse-to-give-all-ny-students-access-to-free-remote-one-on-one-homework-help/; https://www.nypl.org/kids-tools-online; Brainfuse staff, Welcome to Brainfuse HelpNow (last visited Nov. 10, 2020), available ahttps://landing.brainfuse.com/authenticate.asp?u=main.queenspl.ny.brainfuse.com. ] 

· Various census outreach efforts.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  See City of New York, In Historic Expansion of Census 2020 Outreach Efforts Mayor de Blasio Invests $1.4 Million in City's Library Systems (Aug. 1, 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/375-19/in-historic-expansion-census-2020-outreach-efforts-mayor-de-blasio-invests-1-4-million-in. ] 

CONCLUSION
	At the hearing, the Committee aims to learn more about the effects of COVID-19 on the City’s three library branches, including with regard to plans for continued reopening and preparations for a spike COVID-19 cases. The Committee is also interested in learning about programming that was maintained and launched during physical branch closures, as well as data on who has been taking advantage of such programming. Additionally, the Committee seeks to understand what steps the libraries are taking in tackling anticipated challenges and barriers to recovery, including with regard to decontaminating materials and ensuring the availability of PPE for patron needs. In hearing from the heads of the three library branches, advocates and the community on efforts to date in responding to closures, implementing remote programming, and planning for the future of the city’s libraries, the Committee also aims to learn how the City can support libraries until they are able to resume normal programming, as well as ways in which the Council specifically might provide support to help facilitate the resumption of full library services.
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