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Good morning, my name is Tony Marx and I am the president of The New York Public Library

(NYPL). Founded in 1895, NYPL is our country’s largest public library system. We operate

through 88 neighborhood branches across three boroughs: The Bronx, Manhattan and Staten

Island, as well as four world-class research facilities: The Stephen A. Schwarzman Building, The

Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the Thomas Yoseloff Business Center at the

Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library, and the Library for the Performing Arts. I would like to

thank City Council Speaker Corey Johnson, Committee Chair Jimmy Van Bramer, and the

members of the committee for your ongoing support of libraries and for the opportunity to testify

today on The New York Public Library’s efforts during the COVID-19 pandemic and these initial

stages of recovery.

As observed in the presence of a new variant of concern, Omicron, the COVID-19 pandemic

continues to be with us. The health and safety threats stemming from this health crisis remain

ongoing and unpredictable, often overlapping with the city's process for recovery. But the Library

has adjusted to the erratic and uncertain nature of this crisis since its outset, maintaining its

commitment to safe, accessible, and equitable programs and services for all New Yorkers,

regardless of the ongoing nature of both the pandemic and its recovery. In March 2020, The
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New York Public Library made the unprecedented decision to close all of our branches to the

public. While this was a difficult measure to take, it was indicative of our prioritization of the

health and safety of our patrons and staff above all else. Immediately after closure in March, we

enhanced and expanded our remote services. This quick pivot ensured access to books,

information, resources, and programs through webinars, classes, book clubs, live tutoring, and

career and financial counseling that support schools, job-seekers, and communities. For branch

patrons, we expanded our collection of e-books on platforms such as SimplyE and Overdrive,

with a total of ten million lends since March 2020. We also launched ShelfHelp, a service that

worked with patrons to personally curate a bundle of books that match their interests. For

researchers, we made our materials even more accessible, digitizing many items from our

collections and providing a Scan and Deliver service that allows patrons to request selections of

books and scholarly journals for digital delivery, scanning close to 900,000 pages  from closure

in March 2020 to November 2021.

Research libraries also expanded remote access to resources such as databases, digital

research books, and academic e-books. For students, we partnered with Brainfuse, an online

tutoring company, to make free one-on-one tutoring in English and Spanish available to students

of all ages. For job-seekers and those facing financial challenges, we provided online job

training courses, one-on-one career and financial counseling, coaching for interviews, and

templates for resumes, cover letters, and emails. Many of these courses are part of our

TechConnect initiative, which is specifically geared toward the development of professional and

technological skill-sets such as advanced proficiency within the Microsoft Office suite, coding,

and website development. We also established key virtual resources on health and wellness,

food security, and housing/tenant rights to patrons and communities affected by the pandemic.

We have maintained many of these digital and remote offerings while making adjustments to

others as the nature of the pandemic and recovery have evolved.
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The Library has also reached great milestones during this challenging time. In September, we

opened our Treasures exhibit at our Stephen A. Schwarzman location. The exhibit is a

permanent installation which showcases rotating “treasures” from our research collections such

as manuscripts, artworks, and letters, among others. Since its opening in September, we have

had over 58,000 visitors come through this exhibition. This past summer, we also officially

opened our fully-renovated central circulating library, the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Library

(SNFL), a $200M renovation with eight floors of key amenities for all ages.

Adjusting to the limitations of the COVID-19 crisis is not just about digital offerings. We

remained keenly aware of those patrons on the wrong side of the digital divide who relied solely

on our physical presence to access information. We began reopening in July 2020, with eight

branches for Grab and Go service. This number of sites continued to grow and our service

offerings continued to expand until we restored full service, system-wide on July 6th, 2021.The

restoration of service in July marked a critical stage in NYPL’s recovery. It was soon followed by

an outdoor programming plan with a focus on high needs communities that included 100

outdoor storytimes with 4,300 attendees and the return of a robust Summer Learning initiative

(which restored in-branch giveaways). Additional aspects of service restoration included the

return of our bookmobile service, which is especially critical to those communities impacted by

long-term closures associated with renovations and other capital projects.

The Library has always been cognizant of the way this pandemic has exacerbated existing

inequities in our city. That is why we supplemented our virtual 2020 Summer Reading program

with the distribution of 40,000 program kits to students in underserved communities in the

Bronx, Manhattan, and Staten Island. It is also why we launched services like ShelfHelp and

telephone story times in several languages. In the fall, we took another critical step when we

eliminated late fines on books and other circulating materials, which removed a barrier to

access and ensured that all New Yorkers could freely take advantage of the services and
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resources libraries have to offer. Looking ahead, we will maintain our focus on equity in all

aspects of our programs and services because we know the integral role this plays in our city’s

recovery.

In addition to our pivot to digital offerings, swift reopening, and historic achievements, the

Library has maintained its commitment to its capital agenda. Almost immediately after the March

2020 closure, we advocated for the ability to safely continue with investments in the physical

infrastructure of our branches which we balanced with the needs of our communities. Thankfully,

the City restarted priority capital projects such as the renovations slated for Carnegie branches

like Melrose, Fort Washington, 125th St, Hunts Point, and Port Richmond. More recently, we

have proceeded, along with the City, with our plans to build a new, state of the art library in

Inwood in partnership with a 100% affordable housing project, and completed construction at

New Amsterdam, Roosevelt Island, and an Inwood temporary space. We have also continued

the construction of a brand new Charleston branch on Staten Island, which will be completed

early next year. Time and time again, we have seen the impact of your investment in branches

like Stapleton, Washington Heights, and Van Cortlandt on circulation, program attendance, and

visits.

Amid the pandemic and its ongoing recovery, the Library remained a trusted institution to

engender participation in civic initiatives and a reliable partner to the City’s efforts to manage the

crisis. While our 2020 efforts were confined to activities such as providing voter registration

forms for National Voter Registration Day in our open branches and limited participation in

Census 2020 outreach, the Library safely expanded these efforts in 2021 with a voter

engagement initiative focused on the 2021 municipal elections. During the June primaries,

NYPL introduced a number of voter education and civic engagement programs and outreach

efforts that included Ranked Choice Voting training sessions and panel discussions targeting

low turnout segments of the electorate. Following the primaries, the Library participated in
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efforts to encourage voter registration as part of National Voter Registration Day and held a

virtual event, “New York City After the Election,” which featured the perspectives of thinkers and

activists at the forefront of city politics in a discussion on climate change, police reform, fair

elections, and other important issues facing New York’s future. Events leading up to and amid

the primaries were coordinated with the help of our co-sponsors and community partners at

Queens Public Library, Brooklyn Public Library, the Campaign Finance Board, the Hispanic

Federation, Gothamist, and Citizens Union, among others.

Perhaps the most critical of our partnership efforts was our collaboration with the City on

initiatives to help manage the impact of the pandemic on New Yorkers. In 2020 and 2021,

closed NYPL branches doubled as everything from Covid-testing sites to cooling centers, while

others were repurposed as Learning Labs that provided remote learning and after school

assistance for K through 8 students. NYPL also worked with city agencies like the Department

of Transportation’s City Streets program and the New York City Parks Department to create and

establish outdoor programming spaces.

It is difficult to separate the pandemic from recovery, because The NYPL has been

simultaneously focused on both since March 2020. This is why digital offerings like Scan and

Deliver and outdoor programming overlapped with our reopening plan and the restoration of our

services. In the nearly two years since the pandemic began, the Library never endeavored to go

“back to normal,” but, rather, to adjust to the new and current normal. Accordingly, we will

continue to apply lessons learned and innovative new approaches developed during the

pandemic to our programs and services moving forward. But the overlapping nature of the

pandemic and its recovery also require our continued focus on in-person services and

programs. To that end, NYPL hosted a Welcome Week in October that included a series of open

houses across our branches aimed to continue our mission to ensure our communities are
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poised to succeed and recover as the city rebuilds. These open houses included giveaways and

special programs tailored to individual communities, among other activities. When compared to

the previous four-week period, Welcome Week increased both checkouts and visits

system-wide by 12% and 14% respectively. More specifically, the initiative yielded a 21%

increase in checkouts in high needs areas.

Thanks to activities like Welcome Week, our ability to quickly and safely restore services, and

initiatives such as outdoor programming, our in-person circulation and visitation numbers have

rebounded to 60 percent of pre-pandemic levels. While this number is encouraging, the Library

currently faces a difficult balancing act between digital and physical offerings, as we now

provide more programs and services than we did before the pandemic. Increased offerings have

further strained our resources, which are also constrained by the same pandemic-related

shortages, supply chain disruptions, and labor issues currently faced by all other industries. All

of this ultimately puts increased pressure on our staff, who have, since early in the pandemic,

worked in uncertain and difficult circumstances. Their dedication to the Library’s mission and to

serving our communities over the last 20 months is nothing short of extraordinary.

2020 and 2021 have proved to be challenging years for our city. Both the pandemic and its

associated recovery remain ongoing, ebbing and flowing within an overall context of

unpredictability. But amid this uncertainty -- as with many other times of crisis throughout this

city’s history -- The New York Public Library has remained consistent, demonstrating its

commitment time and time again to meet the ever-evolving nature of the challenges stemming

from the COVID-19 pandemic and recovery. We innovated new ways to reach our communities

and patrons with the same accessible and equitable service we always have, all while staying

safe. We are proud to have played an integral role in the city and state’s recovery efforts, but we

could not have done so without your support. It is only with your continued support that we feel
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equipped to take on the next stage of this crisis and maintain our unwavering focus on equal

access to books, knowledge, and education for all, regardless of the challenges we face.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I remain available to answer any questions you

may have.
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Greetings Councilmembers,  

 

I’m grateful for the opportunity to share some words. My name is Amy Schumer and I am a consumer of conscience, a 

fellow New Yorker, and a supporter of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, the award-winning human rights 

organization that works to protect farmworkers from abusive conditions in agricultural fields across the East Coast. I’m 

here to ask that this committee and the chair, Councilmember Miller, set a vote on Res. 1156, a resolution calling on 

Wendy’s to join the Fair Food Program and support farmworkers’ human rights.   

 

For years now, I have been a supporter of the Coalition Immokalee Workers, joining my voice with my sisters and 

brothers in the fields to demand dignity and justice in the fields they harvest. The Coalition and its award-winning Fair 

Food Program have provided a proven solution to the abuse that has permeated agriculture historically, working to create 

an industry free from sexual violence against farmworker women. Hundreds of thousands of consumers like myself have 

heard farmworkers’ calls for justice and have witnessed the success of the Coalition's efforts. They have responded by 

demanding that Wendy’s stop standing in the way of progress and join the Fair Food Program. Res. 1156, a resolution 

urging Wendy’s to support farmworkers’ human rights by joining the Fair Food Program, is an opportunity for New 

Yorkers to add their voices to the ever-growing choir.  

 

The resolution has 28 co-sponsors, including a majority of this committee. My fellow New Yorkers and I have done our 

part, we have made calls, sent emails, and showed up to testify in support of this resolution. Now it’s time for this 

Committee to do its part and bring this resolution to a vote. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

Amy Schumer  

December 14, 2021 






