
2010.09.13 

The Secretary 
Toronto Public Library Board 
789 Yonge St. 
Toronto M4W 2G8 

)OlE CIJ\RK 
joeclark@joeclark.org 

Re: Call for a moratorium on installation of RFID in library branches 

To the Secretary and Board: 

The Toronto Public Library Board was never given a mandate to convert its branches into reposi­
tories of hundreds ofthousands of radio transmitters. Nor did it ever have a mandate to 
force library patrons to do the work of paid staff, gut historic library branches, and in general 
install a system that doesn't work. All the foregoing are exactly what has happened with 
RFID. 

This letter calls for a moratorium on installation of RFID systems in existing library branches. In 
orderforthatto happen, the Board will have to admit it made a mistake. RFID is the biggest 
mistake the library has ever made, one that gets worse everyday. At a certain pointthe 
mistake will be unrecoverable; even if we replace the entire Board and CEO, it will be 
functionally impossible to undo the damage. Act now. 

What's wrong with RFID 
o The claimed rationale for the system was a smokescreen and has been disproved by 

experience. RFID self-checkout was installed ostensibly to enable higher throughput of 
operations with no increase in costly staff. RFID itself costs a fortune. The real intent is to 
eliminate staffinthe future.ln any event, RFID checkout systems invariably involve more 
staff and more staff time. Up to five people have "helped" me checkout my books on the 
system- admittedly an outlier, but usually at least one staffmember hovers over me as I 
struggle with RFID. That makes two people doing the work, of whom only one of them paid. 

o TPL has knownforfiveyears the Interface sucks. It still does. RFID's trial at St. James Town 
was a disaster in terms of computer interface. TPL executives know this well because I 
complained about it and was summoned to a meeting to talk about it. (In a typical bit of 
internecine nastiness, staff alleged I was in the tank fort he union.) 

The interface was thrown together by Windows-using amateurs (ironic, since the interface 
is a half-as sed clone of early Mac OS X). lt's meantto work with a computer mouse at close 
range, not fingers when standing up at an angle. language selection is a nightmare (and, for 
French, pointless political posturing); right-to-left languages are still mishandled. Type is not 
justtoo small but actively atrocious, in part because TPL refuses to turn on Clea rType font 
smoothing on its computers and has bad taste in genera I. 

Only after someone other than me complained aboutthe interface- five years after 
introduction- is TPL even publicly pretending to address the issue. TPL's in-house knowledge 
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has proven inadequate for this task; to fix it requires legitimate Ul help, which costs money 
when the cover story for the project is to avoid spending money. 

o RFID simply does not work. Even a vigilant expert user cannot checkout more than a few 
items at a time withoutfailing somehow. Items are sent to branches with theft bit enabled. 
Folded or large items don't scan. Library staff hide DVDs and other high-value materials 
behind desks "because people take them." 
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o RFID induces staff to argue with customers. There's nowhere to place your belongings on 
the desk of any RFID branch without having the system go haywire. This causes staff to testily 
order you to move your belongings off the desk. (And put them where?) When spurious 
alarms go off, staff yell at you or, in one case, race after you up the stairs, in any event treating 
you like a shoplifter. The system allows borrowing of items that library staffthinkyou 
shouldn't borrow, resulting in even more arguments. Staff try to help when they don't have to 
and aren't there when you need them. 

RFIDcauses unending trouble in customer relations. Staff are so inured to having to 
explain, re-explain,and rere-explain the system all day you can't actually walk up to them 
and just ask a question. An aii-RFID library means nothing but trouble- the same trouble- all 
day every day forever. 

o Customers and staff contort themselves to work within the system. Staff testimonials, my 
observations, and my experience tell me we are all jumping through hoops to compensate 
for the lousy interface and endemicfailures of this system. Just as an example, because the 
system miscounts items on the antenna, one librarian carefully and slowly piles items one at 
a time on said antenna, watching the (unreadable, too-small, too-distant, pixelated) display 
like a hawk in case something goes wrong.Contortingyourselfto suit a computer means the 
computer is broken. 

o You can't use RFID if you're disabled. A blind person or one with a mobility impairment 
involving hands cannot use the system. It's debatable whether real-world seniors can use it, 
calling the new Seniors Area at Northern District rather into question. 

Desecration of branch architedure 
RFID is used as a pretext to gut and desecrate existing branch architecture. Nowhere is this more 

apparentthan at the system's oldest branch, Yorkville. Conversion to RFID, which nobody 
wanted and which provably isn't an improvement, gave zero-taste TPL contractors licence to 
remove and destroy a priceless and beautiful marble desk of long standing. Replaced with 
what? An ugly brown MDF desk from a kit. (It's exactly the same one at Thorncliffe. Obviously 
every branch forevermore will get the same desk. Classy.) 

Because RFID ideology holds that RFID provides for "express checkout" and also "express checkin," 
you absolutely must return your items by shoving them through a slot in the wall. The only 
place for that slot at Yorkville, mandated as it was by ideology, is around the corner from and 
behind the unstaffed desk and past a doorway. So you have to waste time hunting a round for 
the "express checkin," if you even know it exists. Staff confirmed they have to tell people 
where the slot is manytimes a day instead of just taking the books themselves and checking 
them back in -whichtheycan'tdo, because there's nowhere to put them but back in that 
very same slot. There are no bins behind the desk in an RFID branch. They're ideologically 
unnecessary. 



Why is the Yorkville desk unstaffed? There's nowhere to sit behind it. You'd have to sit on a stool, 
where there's no room for your legs- by"design." So librarians sit at the desk around the 
corner, unseen and with nothing to do. You walk into Yorkville and all you see is a disorgan­
ized magazine reading room strewn with periodicals on every surface, a tan desk made of 
com pressed sawdust, a few computer screens, and no staff whatsoever, a ha rbi nge r of the 
future. 

How is it possible that the same library that rebuilds Gladstone as a palace to knowledge allows 
its existing branches to be guttedjustto install a few checkout terminals and- eventually­
fire staff? 

And for the last time, "RFID" is not four syllables 
Pronounce it arfid or riffid if you want, but don't pronounce every letter. 

Moratorium needed 
No power on earth, not even a Rob Ford mayorship, will prevent your Board from building new 

branches with RFID built in. You will insist on the necessity of such until you leave the Board 
or the Library itself (worse off than how you found it). But you can and, I submit, will cease 
conversion of renovated branches or any existing branch to RFID. 

The system does not work, is not and was never wanted, is costing money, and is causing irrepar­
able damage not only to the collection but to the built infrastructure. People who aren't on 
the Board, i.e., people who actually have to use it, hate RFID.It is the biggest boondoggle in 
the library industry since microfiche.lt already has tainted and could easily torpedo the 
entire mission ofthe beloved, well-funded, hugely successful Toronto Public library. 
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Eventually somebody with influence, like newspaper columnists, city councillors, or the mayor, wi II 
find out about this and cause trouble. You can head that off, butto do so will require you on 
the Board to admit you made a mistake. You did: You made a mistake. This is the wrong time 
to be stubborn and proud. You need to act like adults and admit you were wrong. Then the 
next thing you must do is cease conversion of existing branches to RFID. 

Atthat point, maybe we can all have the rational discussion about this system that never 
happened before you embarked on this fool's mission. 

Sincerely, 
1 .,/..._/. 
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