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INFORMATION ONLY 

 

COVID-19 Emergency Response – Update 
 

Date: January 24, 2022 

To: Toronto Public Library Board 

From: City Librarian 

 
SUMMARY 
 
The purpose of this report is to update the Library Board on Toronto Public Library’s 
(TPL’s) emergency response to the recent resurgence of the Omicron variant, and to 
provide information on staffing.  
 
As a result of the Omicron variant, TPL has been experiencing staff shortages, 
resulting in a number of unplanned branch closures and service reductions. TPL’s 
Business Continuity Plan has been launched to minimize the impact of service 
disruptions on customers while maintaining the health and safety of the public and 
staff as a top priority. 
 
FINANCIAL IMPACT 
 
The 2022 budget process is underway and the City staff recommended 2022 operating 
budget for TPL is covered under a separate report to the Board. Throughout 2022, 
there will continue to be operational disruptions related to TPL’s COVID-19 pandemic 
response, and their impact on the 2022 budget cannot be assessed at this time. 
 
The Director, Finance & Treasurer has reviewed this financial impact statement and 
agrees with it. 
 
ALIGNMENT WITH STRATEGIC PLAN 
 
Maintaining access to branch services as much as possible directly addresses TPL’s 
Strategic Plan priorities, particularly opening up our public space and addressing 
digital literacy and inclusion. With ongoing emergency measures and the emergence 
of the Omicron variant, TPL’s services continue to be reassessed within the context of 

22. 
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Provincial regulations, guidance from Toronto Public Health, operational capacity, and 
the priority of staff and customer health and safety.  
 
EQUITY IMPACT STATEMENT 
 
Maintaining branch services that are geographically distributed in communities across 
the city, including in Neighbourhood Improvement Areas, ensures access for all and 
that barriers are reduced for equity deserving groups, including seniors and youth.  
 
DECISION HISTORY 
 
At its meeting on April 27, 2020, the Library Board received a report on TPL’s 
operations, services and responses to the COVID-19 public health emergency, its 
integration with City of Toronto’s Incident Management System, and details of TPL’s 
pandemic plan: https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/apr27/14-covid-19-emergency-response-
combined.pdf 
 
At its meeting on May 25, 2020, the Library Board approved TPL’s reopening 
framework and phased reopening plan, and authorized the City Librarian to execute 
the phased reopening plan, adjusting it as needed, based on the changing conditions 
and circumstances in the city and elsewhere: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/may25/11-covid-19-emergency-response-plans-for-
reopening-revised-combined.pdf 
 
At its meeting on June 22, 2020, the Library Board received an update on TPL’s 
reopening plans and staffing: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/jun22/16-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf 
 
At a Special Meeting on August 21, 2020, the Library Board approved a plan to support 
Toronto school boards’ use of library facilities: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/aug21/06-potential-use-of-tpl-facilities-by-tsb-
combined.pdf 
 
At its meeting on September 21, 2020, the Library Board received a report on the 
implementation of TPL’s reopening plans a result of the COVID-19 public health 
emergency, an outline of TPL’s resurgence plans in the event of a significant increase 
in COVID-19 cases, and information on staffing: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-

https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/apr27/14-covid-19-emergency-response-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/apr27/14-covid-19-emergency-response-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/apr27/14-covid-19-emergency-response-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/may25/11-covid-19-emergency-response-plans-for-reopening-revised-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/may25/11-covid-19-emergency-response-plans-for-reopening-revised-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/may25/11-covid-19-emergency-response-plans-for-reopening-revised-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/jun22/16-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/jun22/16-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/aug21/06-potential-use-of-tpl-facilities-by-tsb-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/aug21/06-potential-use-of-tpl-facilities-by-tsb-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/aug21/06-potential-use-of-tpl-facilities-by-tsb-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/sep21/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update-combined.pdf
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library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/sep21/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update-
combined.pdf  
 
At its meeting on January 25, 2021, the Library Board received a report on the 
implementation of the reopening and resurgence plans as a result of the COVID-19 
public health emergency, and information on staffing:  
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jan25/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf 
 
At its meeting on March 22, 2021, the Library Board received a report on the 
implementation of the reopening and resurgence plans as a result of the COVID-19 
public health emergency, and information on staffing: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/mar22/13-covid-19-emergency-response-
update.pdf 
 
At its meeting on June 22, 2021, the Library Board received a report on the 
implementation of the reopening plans as a result of the COVID-19 public health 
emergency, and information on staffing: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jun22/14-covid-19-emergency-update.pdf 
 
At the meeting on October 1 and 4, 2021, the City Council adopted the following 
motion from the Toronto Advisory Committee that impacts TPL: 
City Council request the Toronto Public Library Board to make any public printers at 
libraries available at no cost to residents to print their provincial vaccine receipts to ensure 
equitable access.  
 
At its meeting on September 27, 2021, the Library Board received a report on the 
reopening plans as a result of the COVID-19 public health emergency, and information 
on staffing including hybrid work and the mandatory vaccination policy: 
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-
library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/sep27/15-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf 
   
ISSUE BACKGROUND 
 
Based on recommendations from Toronto’s Medical Officer of Health, the City of 
Toronto cancelled most programming and closed a number of facilities, including 
recreation and community centres, City-run daycares, museums and art galleries in 
response to the evolving COVID-19 situation. This came into effect at the end of day 
March 13, 2020, and as a result, all TPL branches were closed at the same time.  
 

https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/sep21/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2020/sep21/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update-combined.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jan25/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jan25/21-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/mar22/13-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/mar22/13-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/mar22/13-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jun22/14-covid-19-emergency-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/jun22/14-covid-19-emergency-update.pdf
http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2021.DI17.3
http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2021.DI17.3
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/sep27/15-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about-the-library/pdfs/board/meetings/2021/sep27/15-covid-19-emergency-response-update.pdf
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The Premier proclaimed a state of emergency effective March 17, 2020. TPL has been 
at various stages of reopening since the Premier announced stage one reopening of 
services effective May 19, 2020. 
 
With the onset of a COVID-19 resurgence, Toronto entered a grey lockdown period 
effective November 23, 2020 resulting in the scaling back of high contact services.  
 
Further restrictions were imposed when the Premier announced Ontario would go into 
a full lockdown effective December 26, 2020. For public libraries, the Provincial 
regulations for the current lockdown state that: Public libraries are closed to the public 
except for the purpose of curbside pickup, or for the return of circulating library materials, 
or for the delivery of circulating library materials.  
 
The Premier proclaimed a second state of emergency effective January 12, 2021 and a 
stay-at-home order effective January 14, 2021. The new regulations under the 
Emergency Management and Civil Protection Act Stay-at-Home Order did not additionally 
impact the current services and operational requirements of public libraries.  
 
On March 5, 2021, the Premier announced Toronto would move into the grey zone 
effective March 8, 2021. For public libraries, this meant access to the branches for 
computer use with no access to collections, study or lounge space or areas such as 
youth hubs.  
 
On April 7, 2021, the Premier announced a Provincial emergency and stay-at-home 
order effective April 8 at 12:01 a.m. For public libraries, this meant TPL branches were 
open for contactless holds pick-up and drop-off of library materials only, and 
maintained current operational hours. All other in-branch services were not available 
during the Provincial stay-at-home order. Some branches in mall locations were closed 
because access to malls was shut down.  
 
On May 20, 2021, the Province released a new Roadmap to Reopen three-step plan 
that is tied to vaccination targets. Step one came into effect June 11. For public 
libraries, this meant TPL branches were open for contactless holds pick-up and drop-
off of library materials and access to computers and washrooms. Step one also 
eliminated the requirement to quarantine returned library materials.  
 
On July 9, 2021, the Province announced Ontario was moving into step three on July 16, 
allowing public libraries to be open with the requirement that two meters of physical 
distancing is maintained along with other mandated health and safety protocols such 
as masks.  
 

https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/61029/ontario-enacts-provincial-emergency-and-stay-at-home-order
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/61029/ontario-enacts-provincial-emergency-and-stay-at-home-order
https://news.ontario.ca/en/backgrounder/1000159/roadmap-to-reopen
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000501/ontario-moving-to-step-three-of-roadmap-to-reopen-on-july-16
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On August, 19, 2021, the City of Toronto announced its mandatory vaccination policy 
requiring all City employees to disclose and provide proof of vaccination status by 
September 13 and be fully vaccinated by October 30, 2021. 
 
On August 19, 2021, the City Librarian sent an email to all staff to announce TPL will be 
requiring all staff to be vaccinated, and is developing a mandatory vaccination policy 
based on the City’s approach and in consultation with the Union.  
 
On September 1, 2021, the Province announced proof of vaccination is required as of 
September 22 for services considered to be higher-risk indoor public settings where 
face coverings cannot always be worn, such as restaurants, gyms, and large 
gatherings. Public libraries are not listed in this category.  
 
On January 3, 2022, the Province announced Ontario is temporarily moving into Step 
Two of its Roadmap to Reopen with modifications with restrictions for social 
gatherings, events, businesses, restaurants, schools, museums and art galleries. Public 
libraries and community centres were identified to restrict capacity to 50 percent. TPL’s 
Museum and Arts Pass (MAP) program has been suspended because many of the MAP 
venue partners have had to close with the recent Provincial restrictions. TPL’s venue 
rentals have also been suspended as a result of the recent Provincial restrictions.  
 
COMMENTS 
 
As a result of the Omicron variant, TPL has been experiencing staff shortages, 
resulting in a number of unplanned branch closures and service reductions. TPL’s 
Business Continuity Plan has been launched to minimize the impact of service 
disruptions on customers while maintaining the health and safety of the public and 
staff as a top priority. 
 
Priorities during the Emergency Response to the Omicron Variant 
Normal business planning processes and priorities, committee work, staff training and 
the reinstatement of services plan have been revisited and/or suspended to re-focus 
efforts on:  

• business continuity plans to ensure measures are in place for approvals and 
maintenance of essential library services, and responses to new requirements; 

• supporting the City, the community and staff in the public health response; 
• supporting services to the public by optimizing the use of TPL’s resources for 

both in-branch and online services and access; 
• keeping staff informed, connected and reassured;  
• keeping the public and other stakeholders informed and engaged. 

 
Reinstatement of services have been revised as follows:  

https://www.toronto.ca/news/city-of-toronto-announces-mandatory-covid-19-vaccination-for-its-employees/
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-customer-service/city-administration/corporate-policies/people-equity-policies/covid-19-mandatory-vaccination-policy/
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/1000779/ontario-to-require-proof-of-vaccination-in-select-settings
https://covid-19.ontario.ca/public-health-measures
https://covid-19.ontario.ca/public-health-measures
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• in-branch programming reinstated in November 2021 has been suspended; 
• the MAP program reinstated in November has been suspended; 
• venue rental service reinstated in December has been suspended, and bookings 

cancelled/postponed;  
• room and theatre bookings planned to be reinstated in January 2022 have been 

suspended, and bookings cancelled/postponed. 
 

Branch and Other Services 
In order to continue to offer consistent and equitable library services across the city, 
including in Neighbourhood Improvement Areas, 44 branches were closed temporarily 
on January 10, 2022 to manage COVID-19 related staffing shortages. While closing 
library branches is difficult, unplanned closures have more negative impacts on 
customers and communities.  
 
52 of TPL’s largest and most-used library branches remain open and staff from closed 
locations have been reassigned to these branches to support business continuity. 
Similarly, Sunday staffing has been consolidated and staff reassigned so that Sunday 
service can continue at 40 of the 58 Sunday branches 

The remaining open branches continue to operate at their current service levels, which 
include 50 percent capacity limits. Customers can continue to access TPL’s entire 
physical collection by placing holds on items and selecting a pickup location at one of 
the 52 open branches. Bookmobile and Home Library Services also continue at their 
current service levels. All TPL online programs and services remain available and can 
be accessed from anywhere. Residents who don’t have a library card can register for 
one at an open branch, or register for a Digital Access Card online and get instant 
access to thousands of ebooks, audiobooks, streaming video, eLearning resources and 
more. 

In order to prepare for the 44 branch closure on January 10 and minimize the impact 
on the public, a number of operational and infrastructure changes were implemented 
by staff within a very short timeframe, and some of these activities included: 

• Over 8,000 holds were packed from closed branches and relocated to ‘buddy’ 
branches; 

• Approximately 29,000 customers were notified by phone and email about 
changes to their holds pick-up locations with 6,000 notices sent per day; 

• 248 staff had to make adjustments to their work locations; 
• Schedules were developed for regular emptying of drop boxes, and processing 

of holds and deliveries at closed branches;  
• The automated sorter at the delivery hub was reconfigured;  
• 18 hours was used to process changes to fob security to reflect adjustments to 

staff work locations at all 100 branches; 

https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/bookmobiles/bookmobile_faq.jsp
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/home-library-service/
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/register/
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• Security guard and cleaning services were adjusted to manage all open and closed 
branches. 

 
Staffing  
Staff have continued to adjust and support the changing service and operational 
requirements as TPL works to make adjustments resulting from Toronto Public Health 
protocols and Provincial restrictions imposed as a result of the pandemic.  
  
Over 1,657 staff (81 percent) continue to work on site with approximately 286 (14 
percent) working remotely and another 110 (5 percent) working both onsite and 
remotely. Staff who are currently working remotely will continue to do so until the end 
of March 2022.  
 
As a result of the Omicron resurgence, there are approximately 120 staff absent at any 
one time. The majority of these staff are isolating while a smaller number are COVID 
positive. There are also approximately 264 vacant positions either because the 
incumbent has left the position for another position within TPL, or for other reasons 
such as retirement. In addition, on any given day there are approximately 250-300 staff 
who are absent from work due to vacation, other illnesses and other leaves. Of the 
staff who were suspended from work in early November 2021, 55 were terminated in 
early January 2022 for non-compliance with the mandatory vaccination policy.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
TPL is continuing to adjust operations and services based on the Provincial regulations 
and developments. It is anticipated that ongoing adjustments to TPL’s operations, 
services and plans for reopening will continue throughout 2022. 
 
CONTACT 
 
Vickery Bowles; City Librarian; Tel: 416-393-7032; Email: vbowles@tpl.ca 
 
SIGNATURE 
 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________ 
Vickery Bowles 
City Librarian 

mailto:vbowles@tpl.ca
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