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Sulekha Kalyan, Xue-Ming
Bao, and Marta M. Deyrup

uring the snowy days of
January 2000, a group of
academic library deans
and directors in New
Jersey were actively
exchanging e-mails. They were eager to
learn about other library practices
regarding opening and closing of their
libraries. Their e-mail exchange on this
issue inspired this project by revealing
a need for a systemic survey on aca-
demic libraries’ emergency plans for
inclement weather.!

A search of the literature revealed
several reports on inclement weather
relating to academic libraries and their
ingtitutions.? These reports mostly dealt
with inclement weather damages to
library property and how libraries
recovered from these damages. There
are many books and articles on disaster
response and planning for libraries.* The
American Library Association (ALA)
has prepared a comprehensive online
resource on this topic: the Disaster
Preparedness Clearinghouse.* This Web
site is a selective resource for libraries of
all sizes and types, developed by the
Association for Library Collections &
Technical Services. It contains resources,
links to the disaster preparedness sites
of emergency response or conservation
agencies, and information on available
training. The importance of having a

Academic
Libraries’

Emergency Plans
for Inclement

Weather

disaster plan is well documented in the

literature. However, natural disasters are

typically viewed in the context of larger
issues, such as materials preservation.
Cornell University and the
University of New England have
posted their inclement weather related
policies on the Internet.® These state
how students, faculty, and staff are

informed of class and work cancellation

and delay. The current study attempts
to enrich the literature on this topic by
presenting the results of a nationwide
survey on academic library practices of
closings or delayed openings due to
events such as snow or heavy rain,
exireme temperatures, and power out-
ages. It also addresses the effects these
events have on staffing, pay compensa-
tion, and work schedules. The study
attempts to suggest common guidelines
for the academic library community.

Method
Survey Instrument

The survey instrument employed in this
study was pilot-tested by a group of ten
librarians and administrators. Their
responses resulted in several instrument
revisions to improve the clarity of the
questions. The instrument attempts to
elicit answers to the following questions:
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What services does
your library
provide in case of
inclement weather?

1. Does your institution have an
emergency closing plan for
inclement weather?

2. If yes, what contingencies does
your emergency closing plan
include?

3. Is your library considered an
essential service under the institu-
tion’s guidelines?

4. Who makes the decision for
library emergency closings in case
of inclement weather?

5. How do you inform your library
employees when the library will
not open?

6. What services does your library
provide in case of inclement
weather?

7a. How are professional staff assigned
to report to work compensated?

7b. How are paraprofessional staff
assigned to report to work com-
pensated?

8. Is your professional staff union-
ized?

9. Is your paraprofessional staff
unionized?

10. How is your institution funded?

11. What is the total enrollment of
your institution?

12. How many of your students are
comumuters?

13. In which state is your institution
located?

Data Collection

The survey recipients were chosen from
1,469 regionally-accredited United
States universities listed in the
University of Texas Austin Web Central
(www.utexas.edu/world /univ/state)
as of February 1, 2000. The list is organ-
ized geographically by state and insti-
tutions are arranged in alphabetic order
by name. Every third institution on the
list was selected, resulting in 489 insti-
tutions for inclusion in the study.®

The authors looked for e-mail
addresses of library deans or directors
from the selected sample institutions
and found 385 (78.7 percent) e-mail
addresses. They then e-mailed these
library deans or directors a cover letter,
inviting them to participate in an online
survey during the months of March
and April 2000 One hundred and fifty
completed surveys were received—30.7

percent of the total sample (489) and 39
percent of the sample with e-mail
addresses (385). Library deans or direc-
tors who did not have e-mail addresses
listed on their Web sites were not con-
tacted through regular mail.?

The Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences was employed to
anaylze the data. Frequency tabulations
were applied to obtain descriptive
measures of the responses. The authors
limited the survey projection to the aca-
demic library deans or directors who
were interested in the problem of aca-
demic libraries’ emergency plans for
inclement weather rather than the
entire population of U.S. universities.’

Results

Characteristics of Responding
Institutions

Of the 150 responding institutions, 98
institutions were privately funded and
52 were publicly funded. One hundred
institutions indicated enrollment as
being less than 5,000. Half of the insti-
tutions estimated that fewer than half
their students were commuters. The
geographical areas of the responding
institutions can be divided into four
regions: west with fifty-five institu-
tions, east with forty-six, south with
thirty-six, and north with thirteen (see
table 1).

Availability and Contingency of
Emergency Closing Plans

A majority of institutions had an emer-
gency plan. Of these, 108 institutions’
plans included contingencies for heavy
snow, 83 for natural disasters, 66 for
storms, 36 for heavy rain, and 21 for
extreme temperature (see table 2).
Across the nation, the most likely con-
tingency for emergency closings was
heavy snow. The second and third most
likely were natural disasters and
storms. A lower percentage of the
responding institutions included heavy
rain and extreme temperature as a part
of their contingency plan. Some respon-
dents also wrote that other contingen-
cies that might cause the library to
close were power outages, water main
breaks, chemical leaks or spills, and
bomb threats.
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Library as an Essential Service

Almost half of the responding institu-
tions indicated that their libraries were
considered an essential service to their
institutions. The number of institutions
where commuters comprised greater
than half the student population and
where commuters comprised less than
half the student population were almost
identical: 74 vs. 76. Of the latter, 42 of 76
institutions considered the library as an
essential service as opposed to 37 of 74
of the former. Student enrollment did
not affect whether the library was con-
sidered as an essential service or not. In
the enrollment categories less than 5,000
and between 5,000 and 10,000, almost
half the institutions (55 of 100 and 14 of
28) considered their libraries an essential
service. There is no pattern as to
whether high enrollment institutions
considered the library an essential serv-
ice or not. In the enrollment categories
of 10,001 to 15,000 and more than 20,000,
only one-third of the institutions (three
of ten and two of six) considered their
libraries an essential service (see table 3).

since the university’s administrative
office was closed during those times.

Methods of Informing Employees

Local radio or TV broadcasts were the
most popular method of informing the
employees of library closings (see table
5). Activating a phone call plan was the
second most popular method. Seven-
three institutions indicated that
employees could call an emergency
number, and fifty institutions reported
that employees could make their own
decisions as to whether to go to work.

Services Provided during
Inclement Weather

About half of publicly funded institu-
tions reported that they would close the
library totally because of inclement
weather as opposed to one-third of pri-
vately funded institutions. The majority

Table 1. Institutional Characteristics (N=150)

Decision Making for How islyof::rn ‘ijnsdtitution funded? (Q10) N %
. . Privately e 98 65.3
Library Emergency Closings Publicly funded 5 317
An institution’s president was most What is the total enrollment of your institution (Qi1)
likely to make the decision for library Under 5,000 100 66.7
emergency closings (see table 4). The 5,000-10,000 28 18.7
provost and library dean or director also 10,001-15,000 10 6.7
were involved in this decision-making. 15,001-20,000 6 40
Both publicly and privately funded insti- Above 20,001 6 4.0
tutions followed similar decision-making How many of your students are commuters (Q12)
patterns. Some institutions had a vice- < half the students 76 50.7
president for academic affairs, adminis- > half the students L 7 49.3
tration, or business make decisions for Geographical areas of the institutions (Based on Q13)
library emergency closing. One respon- ;Naiit 22 ;g;
dent wrote that the most challenging South 36 240
times to decide whether to close the North 13 8.7
library were evenings and weekends,
Table 2. Availability and Contingency of Emergency Closing Plan (Questions 1 and 2) (N=150}
West East South North All Regions
N % N % N % N % N %
Have an emergency plan? 46  30.7 40 26.7 24 16.0 11 73 121 807
Plan includes heavy snow? 42 280 8 253 17 11.3 11 7.3 108 720
Plan includes natural disaster? 33 220 26 173 16 10.7 8 5.3 83 553
Plan includes storm? 24 16.0 21 140 15 10.0 6 4.0 66 44.0
Plan includes heavy rain? 13 8.7 12 8.0 8 5.3 3 2.0 36 240
Plan includes extreme temperature? 1 7.3 2 1.3 3 2.0 5 3.3 21 140
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Table 3. Is Your Library Considered as an Essential Service (Question 3) (N=150)

Publicly Privately
Funded Funded Total
N % N % N %
Yes 24 16.0 55 36.7 79 52.7
No 16 10.7 30 20.0 46 30.7
Not sure 7 4.7 9 6.0 16 10.7
No response 5 3.3 4 2.7 9 6.0
Total 52 34.7 98 65.3 150 100.0
Commuters Commuters
> Half < Half Total
N % N % N %
Yes 37 24.7 42 28.0 79 52.7
No 24 16.0 22 14.7 46 30.7
Not sure 7 4.7 9 6.0 16 10.7
No response 6 4.0 3 2.0 9 6.0
Total 74 49.3 76 50.7 150 100.0
< 5,000 5,000-10,000 10,001-15,000 15,001-20,000 > 20,001 Total
N % N % N % N % N % N %
Yes 55 36.7 14 9.3 3 2.0 5 33 2 1.3 79 527
No 29 193 9 6.0 5 33 - - 3 2.0 46 307
Not sure 10 6.7 4 2.7 2 13 - - - - 16 10.7
No response 6 4.0 1 0.7 - - 1 0.7 1 0.7 9 6.0
Total 100 66.7 28 18.7 10 6.7 6 4.0 6 4.0 150 100.0

Table 4. Decision-Making for Library Emergency Closing (Question 4)

(N=150)
Publicly Funded Privately Funded Total

N % N % N %
Institution’s president 21 14.0 32 213 53 353
Institution’s provost 8 5.3 23 15.3 i1 207
Library dean/director i1 73 26 17.3 37 247
No response 12 8.0 17 11.3 29 19.3
Total 52 34.7 98 65.3 150  100.0

Table 5. Methods of Informing the Employees (Question 5} (N=150)

N %
Activate a phone call plan 8 59.3
Employees tune into local radio or TV 101 67.3
Employees call an emergency number 73 48.7
Employees make their own decisions 50 333
Employees receive an e-mail announcement 24 16.0

of institutions viewed the library as an
essential service, The number of institu-
tions in both categories was nearly iden-
tical, but institutions that do not view the
library as an essential service were more
likely to close the library totally.
Institutions in which commuters com-

prised more than half the student popu-
lation were more likely to close the
library totally. Institutions where com-
muters comprised less than half the stu-
dent population also were more likely to
open with reduced hours and limited
staff or with circulation service only.
Across all categories of enroliment size,
the percentages of combined institutions
that would open with circulation service
only or open with reduced hours or staff
were higher than the institutions that
would close the library totally in cases of
inclement weather (see table 6).

Compensation for the Library Staff

Both professional and paraprofessional
staff were likely to receive regular pay in
cases where they had to work during
inclement weather while others had been
sent home or did not come in. Both pro-
fessionals and paraprofessionals received
compensatory time (comp time).
Paraprofessional staff was more likely to
receive overtime pay than professional
staff. Paraprofessional staff was more
likely to have more of a choice whether
to receive either overtime pay or comp
time than professional staff (see table 7).
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Table 6. Services Provided in Case of Inclement Weather (Question 6} (N=150)

Publicly Privately
Funded Funded Total
N % N % N %
Close the library totally 23 15.3 36 240 59 393
Open circulation service only 3 2.0 1l 7.3 14 93
Open w/reduced hours/limited staff 14 9.3 39 260 53 353
No response 12 8.0 12 8.0 24 16.0
Total 52 347 98 633 150 100.0
Library as an Library as an Not No
Essential Service Essential Service  Sure Response Total
N % N % N % N % N %
Close the library totally 25 16.7 26 173 6 4.0 2 13 59 393
Open circulation service only 8 5.3 5 33 1 o7 - - 14 9.3
Open wireduced hours/limited staff 35 23.3 12 8.0 4 27 2 13 53 353
No response 11 7.3 3 2.0 5 33 5 33 24 16.0
Total 79 52.7 46 307 16 107 g 60 150 100.0
. Commuters Commuters
> Half < Half Total
: N % N % N %
Close the library totally 39 260 20 133 59 393
Open circulation service only 4 2.7 10 6.7 14 93
Open w/reduced hours/limited staff 19 12.7 34 227 53 353
No response 12 8.0 12 8.0 24 160
Total 74 493 76 50,7 150 1600
< 5,000 5,000-10,000 10,001-15,000 15,001-20,000 > 20,001 Total
N % N % N % N % N % N %
Close the library totally 38 253 11 7.3 7 4.7 1 0.7 2 1.3 39 393
Open circulation service only 12 8.0 2 13 - - - - - - 14 93
Open w/reduced hours/limited staff 36 240 10 6.7 - - 3 20 4 2.7 53 353
No response 14 9.3 5 33 3 2.0 2 13 - - 24 16.0
Total 100 66.7 28 187 10 6.7 6 4.0 6 4.0 150 100.0
Availability of a Union
Seventeen institutions had professional Table 7. Compensation for Staff {Questions 7a and 7b} (N=150)
staff unions and nineteen had parapro- Professi .

: . \ rofessional Paraprofessional
fessional staff unions, Publicly funded Staff Staff
institutions were more likely to have N % N %
unions than privately fund_ed institu- Regular pay 77 51.3 69 46.0
tions. For example, professional staff at Overtime p 1 0.7 2 47

. N ay . :
ten Pu_bhdy funded institutions were Compensatory time {comp time) 36 24.0 28 18.7
unionized as OPF"_:'Se‘:.l to‘those at three Either overtime or comp time 5 33 11 7.3
privately funded institutions. Para- No response 31 20.7 35 233
professional staff at thirteen publicly Total 150 100.0 150 100.0
funded institutions were unionized as
opposed to those at six privately funded
institutions (see table 8).
Table 8, Availability of Staff Union (Questions 8 and 9) (N=150)

Discussion Publicly Funded Privately Funded Total

N % ‘N % N %
An analysis of the survey revealed that Professional staff 10 6.7 3 20 13 8.7
there was commonality among institu- Paraprofessional staff 13 8.7 6 4.0 19 127
tions on several issues: (1) the majority
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Unionization of
paraprofessional
and professional
staff did not affect
whether a library
would open or not
during the
inclement weather.

of responding libraries had emergency
closing plans, although these often dif-
fered from one institution to another;
(2) the most commonly cited contin-
gency for emergency closing was snow
or ice storms, followed by hurricane or
tornado, and in a few cases chemical
leakage, bomb threats, fire, or utility
failures; and (3) in most instances, deci-
sions regarding library closings were
closely linked to those of the institu-
tion. Such decisions were usually made
by the institution’s top executives, such
as the president or provost. Library
deans or directors might also play a
role in this decision-making process.

The survey also showed that
libraries were more likely to be kept
open in two types of situations. The first
was when the library was viewed as an
essential service. The second was when
the student population was predomi-
nantly residential. Whether the library
was viewed as an essential service was
not affected by whether an institution
was publicly or privately funded or by
the enrollment sizes. Rather, institutions
in which commuters comprised less
than half the student population were
more likely to consider the library an
essential service. Consequently, these
libraries were more likely to be open
and remain open during inclement
weather. The reason may be that most of
students at these institutions live close
by and the library was convenient for
them to go to even in inclement weather.

Some universities kept their
libraries open with reduced services
even in severe weather. This was
accomplished with the help of student
assistants or assigned personnel who
lived close to the institution. Library
staff relied on a number of information
sources to find out whether or not they
should report to work. Tuning to local
radio and TV and telephoning were
still the most common means of com-
munication. When library staff mem-
bers had to work during inclement
weather, they were mostly compen-
sated with regular pay and many of
them were able to claim compensatory
time. Paraprofessional staff was more
likely to receive overtime pay than pro-
fessional staff. Unionization of parapro-
fessional and professional staff did not
affect whether a library would open or
not during the inclement weather.

Conclusion

Inclement weather conditions caused by
snow, rain, and tornados are unavoid-
able and can disrupt the normat func-
tioning of the library. Based on the
findings of the survey, academic libraries
may want to consider the following
guidelines in preparing emergency clos-
ing plans for inclement weather:

1. Incorporate the library’s emer-
gency closing plan into the institu-
tion’s overall emergency plan.

2. Establish responsibility for the
decision-making process in case of
emergency closing.

3. Define contingencies for inclement
weather closing according to the
geographical location of an institu-
tion.

4. Try to keep the library open as
much as possible if a large number
of students reside on campus.

5. Rely on local radio, TV, and tele-
phone chains to inform employees
of the status of the institution and
the library.

6. Designate library staff who live
close to campus and student assis-
tants who live on campus to keep
the library open with limited serv-
ices.

7. Compensate library staff and stu-
dent assistants who have to work
during inclement weather with
overtime pay or minimally with
compensatory time.

Further case studies are needed to
learn how individual institutions and
libraries administer emergency closings
during inclement weather. Additional
research can address questions such as:
(1) What are the advantages and disad-
vantages of keeping the library open or
closed during inclement weather? and
(2) What are the optimal situations in
which libraries can stay open to serve
students without jeopardizing the
safety of students and library staff?
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