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Between August and October 2020, ASFA ran a survey to assess the impact of COVID-19 
on aquatic science libraries around the world. With restrictions in many places library staff 
and patrons were unable to access buildings, we were interested to find out what impact 
this was having on staff and learn whether libraries were helping their communities respond 
to the virus. This article presents a summary of the survey results, further analysis will be 
undertaken by the ASFA Impact and Strategies Working Group, looking particularly at ways 
in which libraries can mitigate the impact of the pandemic. Librarians have many transferable 
skills which can be of use to local and global communities during these difficult times and it 
is vital we let communities know what we can offer. For questions or comments, please email 
tamsin.vicary@fao.org

Summary of responses
A total of 63 responses were received 
from libraries in 26 different countries, 
libraries from the United States of 
America were most represented (15) 
followed by Philippines (10). Libraries 
were divided almost equally between 
academic (21) and research (20), with 
ten being government libraries and a 
further ten a combination of the three 
types. 

Access to library buildings and 
services
Respondents were asked about the 
status of their library buildings. A third 
said the number of patrons who could 
access the library was limited and 
over a quarter (27 percent) said their 
premises were fully closed. Less than 
ten percent said their library was fully 
open – these responses came from 
libraries in Australia, India, Nigeria, 
Russia, Sri Lanka and Viet Nam.

Libraries that were closed due to 
COVID-19 restrictions were asked 
how they were catering to their 
patrons’ information needs. Of the 58 
who responded, 32 said they were 
providing patrons with document 
delivery services, 38 were providing 
access to databases the library 
subscribed to, and 21 said a skeleton 
library staff were providing scans and/ 
or access to requested documents. 

When asked about their plans to 
reopen, over a third (22 out of 63) said 
the date for re-opening was unknown 
and 15 percent said it would be two 
months or more before libraries 
reopened. Only 37 percent said the 
library planned to reopen in the next 

two months. 

Libraries around the world are 
implementing many procedures and 
policies to ensure the safety of their 
staff and patrons. When asked what 
type of in-person access they would 
be arranging over the next three to 
six months, over 60 percent said their 
library would arrange access with 
social distancing policies implemented 
with 40 percent also arranging delivery 
of materials to patrons. 

The survey asked what crisis related 
procedures would be or are currently 
in place at libraries. The most popular 
procedures were health and safety 
protocols for staff (87 percent) and 
social distancing requirements for 
patrons (79 percent). 60 percent said 
materials would be sanitised or deep 
cleaned and 55 percent said interior 
spaces would undergo deep clean. 

Patron and Community Needs 
during pandemic
The survey asked five questions 
on how libraries were responding 
to patron and community needs 
during pandemic:

What do you anticipate will be 
patrons’ top three most urgent 
needs in the next six months?
The most popular answers to this 
question were: Access to physical 
collections (81 percent); Faculty/ 
teacher/ research support (65 percent; 
and addressing patron health and 
safety (34 percent). That access 
to physical collections was clearly 
viewed as the most urgent need 
shows that the information accessible 
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online does not yet meet all user 
needs. Prohibitive subscription costs 
of eBooks versus print mean the cost 
of purchasing electronic materials 
is beyond many libraries budget 
and one study estimated that only 
ten percent of academic titles were 
available to universities in electronic 
format. In the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland and 
Ireland, campaigns to investigate the 
academic ebook market are underway 
which we hope will lead to improved 
pricing for libraries. 

What steps have library staff taken 
or are planning to take to address 
student needs?
The three most popular steps were: 
Developing new “how to” resources 
for accessing virtual resources (54 
percent); Virtual reference (via email, 
phone or chat) 54 percent; Digitizing 
materials for student remote use (52.4 
percent). Again, the high number of 
libraries digitizing materials show 
librarians have much work to do to 
ensure access to physical collections 
during library closures and restrictions. 
Just under half (46 percent) had 
assisted students with distance 
learning. 

What steps have library staff taken 
or are planning to take to address 
researcher/ teacher/ faculty/ 
academic staff needs?
Similar to the previous question 
but focusing on supporting staff 
at a library’s institution, the three 
most popular answers were: Virtual 
reference (via email, phone or chat) 84 
percent; Developing how to resources 
for accessing virtual resources (64 
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percent), and; Purchasing/ curating 
additional materials (44 percent).

How is the library supporting the 
crisis response in the community?
Libraries are part of the communities 
they serve and this extends far 
beyond an institution’s staff or 
students. With many transferable 
skills, librarians can assist 
communities during pandemic in 
a number of ways, for example 
by being a trustworthy source of 
information or organising direct 
help dress health, safety or food 
security needs. The diversity of 
responses we received to this 
question shows that libraries are 
willing to adapt to different needs 
of their communities. 44 percent 
of respondents had disseminated 
information on COVID-19 from 
authoritative sources – with the 
spread of misinformation and 
conspiracy theories, often via social 
media, libraries have an important 
role to play in ensuring access to 
authoritative sources. In the case 
of a pandemic such as COVID-19, 
the impact of misinformation or lack 
of information can cost lives, so it is 
very encouraging to see libraries play 
an active role in ensuring access to 
authoritative information.

Eleven respondents (17 percent) 
indicated they had relocated staff to 
help in other departments and 13 
percent had provided family friendly 
services, essential to many families 
who faced difficult working conditions 
and needed childcare. Eleven percent 
had provided Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE), with the head 
of one library using a 3D printer 
to produce face shields that were 
needed by local health clinics. Other 
libraries also helped with addressing 
housing needs, food relief efforts and 
contact tracing. Library staff have 
many skills, and library buildings and 
facilities can be put to alternative 
uses during crises in order to provide 
assistance. Librarians should be 
active in responding to community 
needs, though the reputation of 
librarians as timid is thankfully a thing 
of the past, we must work hard to 
let other departments, organisations 
or networks know that libraries are 
available to help with the response 
to COVID-19. The ASFA Impact and 
Strategies Working Group will be 
following up with respondents who 
have provided their communities with 

assistance in order to help other 
libraries provide similar services 
where possible.

Library usage and challenges 
during pandemic
The final section of the survey 
asked what challenges caused by 
COVID-19 libraries were facing and 
how these were impacting library 
usage.

Respondents were asked whether 
the pandemic had changed the 
financial situation of various aspects 
of library services and staffing, 
including collections budget, salaries 
and planned hires. Thankfully, the 
majority reported no significant 
change in these aspects. However, 
25 out of 58 respondents reported 
some level of reduction of planned 
hiring of new staff, with nine 
respondents saying budget for this 
had been completely eliminated. 

The survey then asked whether 
changes were planned to library 
finances in the next 12 months. The 
situation here was more worrying, 
with more respondents reporting 
a planned reduction in certain 
categories of services and staffing. 
Planned hire of new staff was most 
likely to reportedly facing budget 
cuts, however print and digital 
collection budgets were both facing 
reductions – 27 respondents saying 
their print budget facing reduction 
and 18 saying their digital collection 
budget did. For collections, 23 said 
their digital collection budget was 
likely to increase and 10 that their 
print collection would increase. Nine 
survey respondents indicated that 
some full-time staff had been laid off 
and 8 indicated part-time staff had 
been laid off. When it came to being 
furloughed, 11 reported full-time 
staff had been furloughed and 9 that 
part-time staff had been furloughed. 
On the length of furlough, 50 
percent said this would depend 
on the governing authority/ local 
government. 

The ASFA Impact 
and Strategies 
Working Group will 
be following up 
with respondents 
who have provided 
their communities 
with assistance in 
order to help other 
libraries provide 
similar services 
where possible, we 
hope to provide an 
update in the next 
issue of the ASFA 
newsletter. 
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