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MBLC’s disaster response journey

• Disaster response pre COVID-19
• Little applies to pandemic response
• Quickly shifting gears





MBLC’s Emergency Assistance Plan
• Disaster preparedness training to librarians, archivists, and records 

custodians
• Clean-up kits and storage boxes for smaller emergencies
• Technical assistance from MBLC staff and emergency on-call 

professional assessment services
• On-call disaster recovery service for freezing and drying library and 

archival collections damaged in fires or floods
• Polygon, Belfor, BMS CAT and NEDCC

https://mblc.state.ma.us/programs-and-support/disaster-
assistance/index.php



http://www.dplan.org

    



https://mblc.state.ma.us/costepma



    



Then EVERYTHING changed…
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Next steps
• Resumption to full-service guidance

• Phased approach
• Mass Governor’s reopening advisory commission – May 18th
• Flexibility to address local municipalities

• Prepare for possible Fall shutdowns
• Contingency of Service Plan

• Staff safety
• Remote work and programing



Contact
Rob Favini
Head of Library Advisory and 
Development
Massachusetts Board of Library 
Commissioners
robert.favini@mass.gov
Ph: 617-725-1860 x237



Supporting Librarians' 
Roles in Emergencies 
and Natural Disasters

Denise R. Lyons
Deputy Director

South Carolina State Library
dlyons@statelibrary.sc.gov



Project Aims & Design
• Situation-specific case research

• Began in South Carolina 2015:
• Public librarians’ use of multiple channels and technology for information 

distribution and services
• Public libraries’ collaboration with multi-level agencies to facilitate emergency 

response and recovery

• In 2017:
• Community members’ use of disaster information sources and evaluation of the 

information’s credibility

• In 2018-2019
• Role played by local public libraries in Houston, Texas
• Community members’ access to information during the catastrophic hurricane and 

flooding in the Houston metropolitan area

• Use of three situation-specific case research to:
• Identify librarians’ basic required competencies and the skill sets
• Integrate competencies and skill sets identify to develop LIS curriculum and CE

• Used a framework for communication preparedness and implementation recommended 
by public health experts

• Process - use of multiple channels and technology for information distribution and services
• People - use of community-first approaches for the provision of services
• Partners - libraries’ collaboration with multi-level agencies to facilitate emergency response 

and recovery



Columbia, South Carolina: 
https://bit.ly/2KiaZDb

Charleston, South Carolina:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JB1Kud_r8wg

Houston, Texas: 
https://www.cnbc.com/video/2017/08/29/heres-what-texas-
looked-like-before-and-after-hurricane-harvey-hit.html



Methodology
2015-2016 2017 2018-2019

• Public Libraries’ 
Partnerships and 
Librarians’ Operations
o 3 focus-group 

meetings with public 
library 
administrators and 
librarians

• Public Libraries’ 
Partnerships with 
Other Agencies
o An in-depth interview 

with a Federal 
Emergency 
Management Agency 
(FEMA) agent

• Community Members’ 
Information Access

• Disaster information 
sources the community 
members used

• How people shared 
information with others 
(e.g., social media, 
etc.)
o Three sets of survey 

questionnaires were 
used.

• Public libraries serving 
as community catalysts 
to facilitate the building 
of community capacity 
and resources for 
emergency response 
and recovery

o 5 focus-group 
meetings with 
Houston Public 
Library’s 
administrators and 
librarians



What We Learned: Challenges
• The general public’s lack of skill in using technology to access 

information is a large problem.
• “you don't even have to be illiterate to be overwhelmed by our letters--

they're very hard to read. … literacy was an issue.” ” [FEMA Agent]

• Public librarians were not fully prepared to provide sufficient 
essential disaster and health information for adult users online. 
• Not proactive in disseminating and promoting access to critical disaster 

information in English and other languages 
• “… I wish we had health sciences librarians to help with [health] 

information needs … I worked with health sciences librarians [for these 
purposes] before in Texas… …” [Library Administrator/Librarian Subject #3]

• Internet was used primarily during and after so lack of internet 
especially in rural areas is a problem.



What We Learned: Opportunities
Social media served as main channels to provide real-time 
information…but some are coordinated at a central level. 

• “ … On the Richland Facebook site, the library’s posts were 
shared 1,386 times, an average of 98 shares for each post. 
…our [Facebook] posts reached a total of 109,882 people. 
They had 6,200 impressions per day …” [Library 
Administrator-Librarian #7]

• “ … Our communication is very centralized. It really comes 
from the communication division [of the City of Houston] 
and, they are the ones who did Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram.” [Library Administrator/Librarian Subject #4 in 
Houston Public Library]



What We Learned: Opportunities

Partnerships and Relationships Were Key

• “…they [the librarians] were very hospitable, and I got to know 
a lot of the people in the library. I mean, we really were their 
guests, and they treated us like guests. So I was really 
pleased with that, because I've been in 32 disasters in 20 
states, and I've been in various types of recovery centers--
some not so good. I think we helped a lot of people…[they] 
called the library-- they didn't call us.” [FEMA Agent]

• … I'm sure we had some people that didn't even know we 
were there, and they went to the library and they brought in 
their books and came to talk to us. … That happened more 
than once. … ” [FEMA Agent]

• “…librarians have to do what you always do, which is to pull 
information together, make sure it's accurate. Get it out 
there.” [Administrator/Librarian Subject #2]



What We Learned: Library Collaborations

Public libraries’ successful collaborations with private and 
public sectors before, during, and after the disasters.

• Richland Library, Columbia, South Carolina
• FEMA established disaster centers in Richland Library Main and its 

branches.

• Georgetown County Library, Georgetown, South Carolina
• The Library is partnering with the Georgetown County Emergency 

Operations Center (EOC) and serves in the EOC’s public 
information officer section.

• Charleston County Public Library, Charleston, South Carolina -- John’s 
Island Regional Library

• The Library served as a satellite administrative office for the local 
fire department.

• Houston Public Library, Houston, Texas
• The Library system is an integral part of the city’s emergency 

response and recovery team.



Results: Required Competencies and Skills 

Study in 2015-2016, Study in 2017

• Promoting information and technology 
literacies

• Facilitating technology access (including 
social media)

• Community engagement and outreach
• Creation of library disaster preparedness 

policies and plans, including salving 
damaged collections

• Crisis communications, including public 
relations and public speaking

• Emergency planning and management
• Emergency and disaster management 

preparedness, and response
• Working with public health government 

agencies and local government officials
• Ethnical delivery of effective health 

information services

Study in 2018-2019

• Leadership development
• Organizational development
• Team building, including resources team-

oriented performance
• Awareness of the environment and 

change management
• Taking a leadership role in the community 

engagement
• Training of library staff



Provision of Critical Information Services 
Public libraries and librarians should: 

• Connect with health sciences librarians in responding to the 
community members’ information needs 

• Select and disseminate trustworthy digital health resources for adult 
users  

• Provide health information and technology literacy training to the 
general public 

• Promote the use of selected credible resources in multiple languages 
and services by the public libraries’ websites anytime, anywhere 

• Deliver collaborative real-time health information services via online 
platforms 



Actions and Recommendations

• Integrate these competencies and their skill sets into the 
curriculum of the School of Library and Information Science at 
University of South Carolina (SLIS/USC)

• Create a new online course for the M.L.I.S program
• “Community Engagement and Empowerment through 

Information Environments”

• Develop CE programs and in-service opportunities for 
professional librarians

• South Carolina State Library offers regular, but adaptable 
development and training for librarians of all levels



Emergency Preparedness Committee

• Comprised of administrators, librarians, and staff along with State 
Library staff

• Some attended facilities summit in 2019, others have general interest
• Other experts in the field will be asked to provide guidance in specific areas
• Some members may rotate based on expertise or need
• Include those with Disaster Information Specialist certification from NNLM
• Will create toolkit for libraries

• Working on plans for an Emergency Preparedness and Facilities 
Summit for the 2020-21 year based on Georgia Public Library 
Services’s summit from 2019

• Key outcome for libraries is to create/update a disaster plan
• Will also include discussion about pandemic and other disasters not just 

weather events

• Want to initiate FEMA Preparedness Ambassador program 



Continuing Education

• Committee will develop continuing education opportunities for 
librarians and staff

• South Carolina State Library offers a variety of different kind of 
training

• Nimble enough to change training scope and content based on needs
• Sharing of partner resources such as websites and webinars
• Reviewing possible project with NEDCC on preservation and 

preparedness training
• Work closely with NNLM and Medical Librarian community
• Create more video and interactive types of professional 

development
• Expand relationships with various state and local departments such 

as SC Emergency Management Division



Websites to Reference

• http://guides.statelibrary.sc.gov/disaster-preparedness
• https://www.njstatelib.org/services_for_libraries/resources/

disaster_planning
• https://disasterinfo.nlm.nih.gov/training 
• http://houstonlibrary.org/learn-explore/hurricane-

preparedness 
• https://nnlm.gov/sea/guides/emergencyprepdisasterrecover
• http://www.dplan.org/ 



COVID-19 Resources

https://guides.statelibrary.sc.gov/coronavirusresources

https://guides.statelibrary.sc.gov/coronavirusresources


COVID-19 Resources and Training

• Weekly informal chats with Library staff
• Survey of administrators on professional development topics
• Offer additional training and project management support for the 

expansion of a pilot program supported by CARES Act funding
• Sharing of partner agency resources and webinars
• Launching of more interactive CE (Flow Circus Juggling)
• Purchase of additional resources including PCI webinars, Niche 

Academy, specialized trainings, and classes
• Will review or assist with reopening plans if needed
• Can assist with grant application advice for technology expansion, 

workforce development projects, and other topics to meet the 
changing needs of the library’s community



Contact Me

Denise R. Lyons, Deputy Director
South Carolina State Library
803.734.6061
dlyons@statelibrary.sc.gov

Research Project: 
Dr. Feili Tu-Keefner (feilitu@sc.edu)
Dr. Jingjing Liu (jliujingjing@gmail.com)
Caroline Smith (jcsmith@statelibrary.sc.gov)
April Hobbs (aprilnhobbs@gmail.com)

mailto:dlyons@statelibrary.sc.gov
mailto:feilitu@sc.edu
mailto:jliujingjing@gmail.com
mailto:jcsmith@statelibrary.sc.gov
mailto:aprilnhobbs@gmail.com


TSLAC Disaster Response 
and Covid-19

Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission

Mark Smith, Director and State Librarian



TSLAC Agency Operations

• Continuity of Operations Plan
• Required of all Texas State Agencies
• Reviewed and revised annually
• Physical and virtual resources
• Defines essential services during disasters impacting physical spaces

• Business continuity plan
• Defines essential operations at all other times
• The operative document during coronavirus



Library disaster preparation
Lessons learned from Hurricane Harvey

• Libraries are defined by FEMA as essential services
• Heritage Emergency National Task Force (HENTF) very 

helpful, especially Administrator Lori Foley
• Experience and help from other states, especially New 

Jersey – lessons learned from Sandy
• Networking with other heritage agencies: arts, humanities, 

archives, museums, higher education
• Flexibility and assistance of IMLS: allowed us to repurpose 

grant funds to respond to Harvey



How Coronavirus is different

Some of those lessons carry over, some don’t
• Libraries as essential services – different when closed
• FEMA relief funds administered by state agency
• Not as much about recovering collections and providing relief as navigating staff 

and public health
• Lack of unified response between levels of government
• Uneven spread and political overtones
• Challenges of remote access
• Challenges of messaging
• Challenges of reopening



TSLAC Response

Support and encouragement for local libraries
• Track library closures
• Provide clearinghouse for resources

• https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ldn/covid-19
• Convened statewide and regional virtual meetings
• Monitored library needs and responses

• Many creative responses
• Library communications plan
• Reopening resource guide
• TSLAC CARES Grants – digital inclusion and COVID

response

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ldn/covid-19


Gov. Abbott Order 

April 27 – Gov. Abbott includes libraries and museums as services 
permitted to reopen.

Specifically “state libraries and museums.”

TSLAC reopened to public May 4, most other Texas public 
libraries not opening yet.



Contact information

Mark Smith
Director/State Librarian

Texas State Library and Archives Commission
msmith@tsl.Texas.gov

512-463-5460

Stay safe, y’all!

mailto:msmith@tsl.Texas.gov


Questions?
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