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A New Child_ren’s Room With
No Children’s Librarians?

Management’s Strategy: Chronic Understaffing?

“l am overworked, underpaid and I'm
busier every vear” How many times have
vou said this (probably never. because
vou’ vesaid much worse, but this isa family-
friendly newsletter) while trying to cover
vour parner branch on a Saturday. or when
yvou've just covered a reference desk from
2-5:30 pm with an InfoLing in the moming?
It’s systemwide and it’s a problem.

Let's run the numbers (from the
librarv’s annual reports): 169 million
items circulated (100,000 more than the
vear before). 159 million customers;
more than 22,000 programs: we answered
more than 5.1 million reference and
directional  guestions (510,000 more
questions than the previous year), we
collected $2.947.000 in fines and fees;
we  shoveled 2003’s  record-breaking
snowtall; and more.

Meanwhile, the library administration
tells us that we have a full complement of
librarians and too many clerks, The library
simply refuses to fill custodian positions.

But when we look around, we see

29 branches without ABLMs and more
than 20 of them without children’s
librarians. We have branch staff working
more than three Saturdays ina row, which
isaviolation of the library’s own policies.
We have clerks who spend the whole day
dealing with customers who are fed up
because they can’t bring their books
back on time. Then the library goes and
creates new positions that take four hours
to explain how they might somehow
serve the public. The question invariably
asked is: Why does the library have such
high turnover? Besides the money. which
is pitifully low, it’s the great working
environment! Who doesn’t like to be
by himsell or herself at the reference
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desk from 2-5:30 pm every day of the
week when IS 77 gets out?

In this newsletter, a couple of articles
will discuss the impact the library’s hiring
practices are having on our morale, our
experience at Queens Library and why
most people feel cheated.

This 1s a problem. but it is not the only
problem affecting our employment. We
are overworked and understaffed. The
library’s own numbers show we are
doing so much more, yet we don’t have a
lot of people doing it.

Have you wondered where vour
ABLM 15?7 Well 29 other branches
wonder the same thing. Have vou
also wondered why you don’t have a
children’s hibrarian? Morethan 20 of those
positions are vacant. These vacancies
have created severe staffing issues that
affect our public service, the library and
its stafT. I am sure all of you can come up
with hundreds of reasons why this
is wrong for evervone, but let me
enumerate a few.

Case Study:
Rego Park

Here’s the sad story of Rego Park.
See if 1t sirikes a chord. A little more
than six years ago, Rego Park had eight
librarians, eizht clerks and a custodian.
The staff has now been halved 1o four
clerks and four librarians. Hourlv-rate
and Teen WNet. hours have also been
slashed. There is no Assistant Branch
Manger, and the remaining staff have
to help smaller branches and a larger
branch on Saturdays. One
clerk was sent to another
branch, in another
geographical area, for four
weeks. Is this the
best service we
can offer our
customers?

Safety and Service Compromised

The public is our lifeblood. and the
library’s decision not to have enough
staft in a branch affects the service
they receive. How is public safety
affected by staff shortages? Since
the library doesn’t release stalistical
information on workers’ compensation
claims or incidents involving customer
imury, we can’t tell vou (but we can
guess) what they’re so anxious to
keep quiet. Unsupervised children
are always at risk, and with fewer and
fewer chitdren’s librarians the risk
is growing. When these increasingly
unsafe conditions finally culminate
in a realiy serious injury, the Queens
Library stands to lose a lot more than
the cost of adequate staffing.

From a service perspective,
customers will have fewer librarians
who can assist them; they have
to wait longer to get help;
reference desks are not
covered: and it both
desks are covered. it is
by a haggard librarian
trving to sign up ten
kids on two computers.
Unfortunately  for  the
public, many will go away
from this experience feeling less
than satisfied, but resigned to the
fact that their branch will never have
a children’s librarian who can assist
them.

As the library continues to lose
Office Aides through attrition, some
davs a branch may be so short staffed
that the complicated "cash drawer"
system cannot be implemented. When
adequate staff 1s no longer available
to count money and do accounting
chores, customers are simply not
allowed to pay fines. They may not
be able to check out books if their
fines have exceeded the threshold, and
they can’t pay up because no one is
authorized to accept their money,

Branches are dirtier as custodians
struggle to cover two or even three

branches. As Will Manley writes
in American Libraries; " .. if
your bathrooms are dirty, cramped,
and in a state of decline, vou're
not meccting the needs of vour end
users.” (March 2004, p. 184) Yet
the Queens Library continues to
refuse to hire new custodians and
the few left are so overworked
that they are often injured,
further exacerbating the situation.

Another very tangible problem
of this staffing issue is the library’s
ability to groom and train librarians on
how to become effective supervisors.
Twenty-nine ABLM vacancies do not
promote good institutional memory
and supervisory training. This

position is a perfect training ground
that

affords an opportunity for
employees 10 gain the essential
skills of supervision and
management. Without
this level of training,
the library has
neglected a  whole
generation ofemplovees

who will not have
enough experience 10
supervise a branch.
Finally, the hbrarians are

affected because if they do not have
an opportunity (o gain supervisory
skills they are ineligible for
promotion. Whether they want it or
not.emplovees have lost an Important
step in becoming a supervisor. All,
including the branch librarv manager
and clerks, are affected because
everyone has to fill the void left
by the ABLM (a strong case can be
made for out-of-title work).

This statfing level of doing
more with less is destroying the
staff morale and begs a number of
questions. How can the library fulfill
its mission in Books and Reading,
Customer Service, Children and
Teens and State of the Art Libraries,
when the library is so short staffed?







