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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #1: ICE 
 
Scene: 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents are in the library. They are demanding the 
library to hand over information on patron(s). 
 
Things to Consider: 

• Patron privacy 
• Do they have a subpoena or warrant? 

o A warrant is specific. If they are seeking information, it should specify which 
patron, by name, they want information. It needs to be signed by a judge (outside 
authority), which compels cooperation. It is advisable to still call your library/town 
attorney. 

o A subpoena is general and issued by ICE. Call your library/town attorney before 
cooperating. 

o Have conversations with your attorneys about how to deal with this. 
• Make sure staff knows to go to a supervisor or administrator 

o “You’ll need to speak with my director” 
o Train all staff, including volunteers on how to handle law enforcement 

• Check badges, IDs and call local field office/police department to make sure of identity 
LEOs 

• ALA  - Confidentiality and Coping with Law Enforcement Inquiries: Guidelines for the 
Library and its Staff 

o https://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=ifissues&Template=/ContentManage
ment/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=21654 

o Subpoena  
§ Remember that a subpoena does not require an immediate response 

from the library. Thank the officer serving the subpoena and inform him or 
her that the library will respond to the subpoena within the time allotted 
and in conformity with the law. Immediately refer the subpoena to the 
library's legal counsel. 

§ Counsel should examine the subpoena for any legal defect, including 
the manner in which it was served on the library, the breadth of its 
request, its form, or an insufficient showing of good cause made to a 
court. If a defect exists, counsel will advise on the best method to resist 
the subpoena. 

§ If you decide to comply with the subpoena after consulting with legal 
counsel, review the information that may be produced in response to the 
subpoena before releasing the information. Follow the subpoena 
strictly and do not provide any information that is not specifically 
requested in it. 

§ If disclosure is required, ask the court to enter a protective order (drafted 
by the library's counsel) keeping the information confidential and limiting 
its use to the particular case. Ask that access be restricted to those 
persons working directly on the case. 
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o Search warrant 
§ Unlike a subpoena, a search warrant may be executed immediately. 

The agent or officer may begin a search of library records as soon as the 
library is served with the court's order. 

§ Ask to have library counsel present before the search begins in order to 
allow library counsel an opportunity to examine the search warrant and to 
ensure that the search conforms to the terms of the search warrant. 

§ If the officer refuses to delay the search, examine the warrant. Ensure 
that the warrant has been issued by a local or federal court in your state 
and is current and not expired. If you question the validity of the warrant, 
call the issuing court to confirm the validity of the warrant. 

§ The warrant will include information that identifies the premises to be 
searched and the items or records to be produced under the warrant. Ask 
that the officer observe the boundaries set by the search warrant.  

§ Cooperate with the search to ensure that only the records identified in the 
warrant are produced and that no other users' records are viewed or 
scanned. Staff should be trained not to discuss the warrant with the 
officer, identify any documents, or to volunteer information without first 
consulting with the library's counsel. 

§ Record and keep an inventory of the records or items seized from the 
library. If possible, keep the originals and provide the agent with copies 
(or make copies for the library's reference). 

§ While most law enforcement officers will cooperate with a library's request 
to allow counsel to examine the warrant, it is possible that an officer will 
refuse to delay his or her search. Train staff to step aside and not to 
interfere with the officer in those cases. They should continue their 
attempt to notify the library director and library counsel, and make every 
effort to keep a record of the incident. 

• What if they are just on library property, otherwise not hassling patrons, but by virtue of 
their presence, intimidating? 

o ALA - Policy on Governmental Intimidation 
§ The American Library Association opposes any use of governmental 

prerogatives that lead to the intimidation of individuals or groups and 
discourages them from exercising the right of free expression as 
guaranteed by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. ALA 
encourages resistance to such abuse of governmental power and 
supports those against whom such governmental power has been 
employed. 

§ http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/statementspols/otherpolicies/poli
cygovernmental  

o One America – Advice for Libraries about Immigration Enforcement Actions 
§ http://everylibrary.org/one-america-advice-libraries-immigration-

enforcement-actions/ 
o “Fishing expedition” – the use of pre-trial investigation discovery or witness 

questioning in an unfocused attempt to uncover damaging evidence to be used 
against an adversary. 

§ Inadmissible in court 
o What does your library policy say on loitering in the library? Making other patrons 

uncomfortable? 
§ “Patrons seen interrupting and/or disrupting regular operation of the 

library may be asked to leave library property.” 
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #2: Homeless Patron 
 

Scene: 
Patron “A” comes to you complaining of the smell of another Patron “B.” Patron “A” suspects 
that Patron “B” is homeless. Patron “A” feels uncomfortable with Patron “B” in the library and 
wants you to remove them. 
 
Things to Consider: 

• Library Behavior Expectations 
o “Patrons whose hygiene interferes with other people’s use of the library’s 

facilities may be asked to leave.”  
o “I’m sorry, your hygiene is unacceptable today. Let me make some calls for you 

and come back tomorrow.” 
o Make sure these lines in your policy and language used to confront the situation 

are pretty clear, but also be aware if these expectations place a stigma on the 
patron. If this is so, the library is no longer a welcoming space to a patron who 
needs library resources. 

• Have handout/phone number ready on information about free resources where they can 
bathe, get clean clothes and get fed. 

o Do this privately – it is not a spectacle for other patrons to witness. Do not further 
stigmatize the interaction. 

o Get to know Social Services in town (who they are, their names, and the services 
they do provide) and have a plan ready for them in case you encounter a patron 
needing resources. 

• Homelessness is not a character flaw; it is a temporary housing situation. 
• Use “between homes” as euphemism for homelessness 
• Gently remind Patron A about extreme empathy. 

o “It’s been tough for a lot of patrons. Thank you for pointing him/her out so that the 
library can help them get them. Would you like me to introduce you so they can 
thank you?” 

• International Federation of Library Association and Institutions – Guidelines for Library 
Services to People Experiencing Homelessness (Currently Under Revision) 

§ https://www.ifla.org/node/9764  
• The Librarian’s Guide to Homelessness 

§ http://www.homelesslibrary.com/ 
• Practical Skills for Working with Patrons Experiencing Homelessness 

§ http://library.ifla.org/1493/1/147-dowd-en.pdf  
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #3: Patron Browsing Privacy 
 

Scene: 
A patron comes to you concerned that another patron, who looks of Middle Eastern descent, is 
looking at a site in Arabic with graphic and violent images. The patron tells you that they think 
the other patron is looking at a terrorist site and is therefore concerned about their safety and 
would like you to call the police. 
 
Things to Consider: 

• This is an intellectual freedom issue. Patrons can look at information on the computers 
as long as it doesn’t violate the library’s computer use policy. 

o If it does violate computer use policy, inform patron, give them print out of policy, 
and have them get off the computer. 

o “Filtering language: violence & hate – sites that promote violent behavior or 
depict gratuitous images of death, gore or bodily harm” – taken from Enfield’s 
iBoss filtering software.  

• There is a difference between violating a policy and being perceived as violating a 
policy. 

• Since it is in another language the complaining patron can’t read, you can’t know that it’s 
a terrorist site. 

o What biases are in play here?  
§ Can you read what’s on their screen? 
§ Why were you looking at their screen?  
§ “Our patrons all sign a computer use policy before using our equipment. 

I’ll speak with the patron. Thank you for your concern. I’ll take the 
appropriate steps if need be.” 

• If it were a patron who was upset that someone was looking at an LGBT+ site? Or KKK? 
o How does either situation fit with the library policy as written? 

• “Thank you for bringing it to my attention, I understand your concern. I’ll handle this. If 
something criminal is happening here, I’ll alert the authorities. Can I ask you to stay here 
until I sort this out?” 

o Keep them on the hook – they can’t (shouldn’t) anonymously make a claim like 
that and not see it through. 

o Confronting biases in delicate (ham-fisted) way. 
• ALA – Library Privacy Guidelines for Public Access Computers and Networks 

o “Protecting user privacy and confidentiality has long been an integral part of the 
intellectual freedom mission of libraries. The right to free inquiry as assured by 
the First Amendment depends upon the ability to read and access information 
free from scrutiny by the government or other third parties.” (Emphasis our own) 

o http://www.ala.org/advocacy/library-privacy-guidelines-public-access-computers-
and-networks 
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #4: Inappropriate Questions 
 
Scene: 
A patron has been asking probing questions about staffs' political views. Patron baits 
staff and then argues with staff, trying to incite a reaction.  
 
Thoughts to Consider: 

• Should you be engaging with patrons in political conversations? 
• How do you cut it off while remaining civil?  

o “This conversation is inappropriate at my workplace.” 
o “You’re not talking with someone who agrees with you.” 
o “That’s an interesting point. I’ll need some time to think about that before I 

respond.” 
o “Excuse me, my [insert colleague] is waiting on my input on a project 

we’re working on.” 
o “Do you vote regularly? Do you donate to candidates? Do you volunteer 

for political campaigns?” 
§ “I only discuss politics with people who do all three of these. So we 

have to talk about something else.” 
• Is this an appropriate time to model how to have a better political conversation? 

o TED – How to have better political conversations 
§ https://youtu.be/6V6p1tgHfm0   

o TED – How to win a political debate in 5 easy steps 
§ https://youtu.be/bvvD9qXD2o0 
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #5: Minor Privacy Policy 
 
Scene: 
A parent wants to know what their child is checking out and is demanding to see their 
record and checkout history. 
 
Thoughts to Consider: 

• ALA – Access to Library Resources and Services for Minors 
o http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/access-

library-resources-for-minors 
• ALA – Privacy 

o http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/privacy 
• It is not the library’s place to help parents monitor their children’s lending. They 

should be doing that every time they come into the library with their child. 
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #6: Community/Meeting Room Use 
 
Scene: 
A local non-profit is asking to use the community room for a meeting. After filling out the 
appropriate paperwork, you discover that they are a white supremacist group. 
 
Thoughts to Consider: 

• ALA – Meeting Rooms 
o If meeting rooms in libraries supported by public funds are made available 

to the general public for non-library sponsored events, the library may not 
exclude any group based on the subject matter to be discussed or based 
on the ideas that the group advocates. 

o For example, a policy that the library’s facilities are open “to organizations 
engaged in educational, cultural, intellectual, or charitable activities” is an 
inclusive statement of the limited uses to which the facilities may be put. 
This defined limitation would permit religious groups to use the facilities 
because they engage in intellectual activities, but would exclude most 
commercial uses of the facility. 

o http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/meetingr
ooms 

• If patrons complain – it is not a library-sponsored event, community members 
may reserve and use library meeting rooms 

• Avon Example 
o For the ACLU webinar, organizers suggested using library community 

spaces. However, the library would not want to appear to be partisan and 
could not sponsor such a program. Director Glen directed his staff to 
identify a patron who would reserve the room as an Avon resident so that 
the webinar can take place. Done and done. Only hiccup was police 
department. 
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Social Justice Roundtable 

Scenario #7: Suspected Abuse Situation 
 

Scene: 
A suspected domestic abuse victim comes into the library. The patron appears to have 
newly visible bruises and limps while walking. You are concerned about the patron’s 
safety and welfare and want to help.  
 
Thoughts to Consider: 

§ How do you approach the patron and offer them resources for help?  
§ If the suspected abuser comes into the library, what do you do?  
§ If the suspected victim is looking for new housing information, what do you do? 
§ Is it a violation of their privacy to report this suspected abuse? Do you collect 

their information and inform social services, the police, and proper authorities?  
§ Don't be a spectator to their violence. What are the right questions to ask? 
§ As library staff, we are not mandated reporters. But what if the suspected abuse 

involves children?  
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Final thoughts: 

How can we continue to have these workshops and break out of our echo-chambers? 
We work with mostly like-minded co-workers, but let’s not alienate co-workers/patrons 
who hold different values and opinions. How do we share ideas, have productive 
political conversations? 

How can we handle disagreements between staff members? With board members? 
Opportunity for how to diffusing/de-escalation workshop? 

Mental health trauma informed services? Workshop? Experts? 

Information justice – big data used against populations (ex. Predatory compilation of on 
foreclosures in Detroit leading to buyouts of property.) 

How do we balance programs? Without seeming partisan? How do we address those 
concerns? What if programs run counter to your values? 

Next Meeting 
Friday, October 13th 10-12pm 
Location: TBD 

 


