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O B J E C T I V E S
In Fall 2021, MLS Executive Director Sarah Sogigian began
a series of on-site and virtual visits to organizations that
offer physical delivery between multiple locations. The
purpose of these visits was to learn about the various
models of delivery, the pros and challenges of the service,
and learn about the funding that provides the service. 

Gain a broader understanding of what Physical
Delivery looks like in other states. 
Share challenges and solutions with libraries related
to physical delivery.
Apply learnings to keeping MLS Delivery sustainable. 

Her objectives include:

F U N D I N G

A T  A  G L A N C E
Funding Concerns: Almost ALL cases
reported that should funding physical
delivery become an issue, other
services would be cut or eliminated  in
favor of delivery sustainability.

Staffing. Regardless of whether
delivery staff were contracted or in
house, all experienced staffing issues
similar in timing and reasonings to
ours. Happily, most have reported that
staffing is more stable now. 

The efficiency that MLS and Optima
provide this service is leaps and
bounds ahead of many locations.
Optima's Sort to Light, coupled with
coordination done in conjunction with
Optima and MLS staff, bring our
libraries an appropriate number of
delivery stops, relatively quick
turnaround, and low theft/damage
rates. 

S C O P E
Most interviewees  serve counties or specific areas. While
several cases have a semi or partially statewide service,
none offer a  "one service model"  that covers the whole
state. 

Though there are minor differences in funding in various
places, generally physical delivery is paid for by local,
state, and in some cases, federal grants and tax dollars.
Some places charge patrons for particular items, most
notably journal articles and eContent. 

Related, the Physical Delivery Interest Group of the
Reference and User's Section (RUSA) of the American
Library Association (ALA) conducted their first national
survey of physical delivery post-COVID. As their report
provides meaningful information for this project,  their
summary is included as well. 

There are a great number of
places in the U.S. that do not

have access to materials outside
of their state, their network , or

their home library.
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Funding: State funding, with
limited contributions from
participants*
Number of items per year:
11.5 M
Number of libraries on
delivery: 555 multi-type
libraries
Frequency of stops per
library: between 1 and 5
times/week
Delivery provider: contracted

FACTS
The Massachusetts Library System provides
the physical delivery of materials to over 500
member libraries. It is funded by Line 7000-
9401 in the MA State Budget; the service is
offered at no direct cost to libraries or
patrons*. This work is possible through
coordination with our vendor Optima Shipping
and the nine automated networks across the
state. 

Optima, which runs the service out of 3
warehouses, utilizes a technology called Sort
to Light; 85% of items in delivery are
processed without routing slips, saving the
time of library staff, while significantly cutting
down on mis-sorts. Using Sort to Light has
saved over 863 miles of paper a year…enough
to reach from Boston to Chicago!

MLS and the Rhode Island Office of Library
and Information Services (OLIS) have also
teamed up to provide free delivery courier
services to member libraries in each state
who participate in the interstate delivery
program. This partnership gives our members
access to more resources, fosters interstate
fellowship, and reduces postage costs,
particularly benefiting our members who
routinely request items that can be requested
through delivery only.

N A R R A T I V E
A T  A  G L A N C E

Massachusetts Library
System
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*Optima offers a dedicated service
called Holds and Returns Sorting. This
service provides substantial labor
savings in a busy library, assisting library
staff to process holds and get them to
patrons faster. This voluntary service is
offered to the top libraries by volume;
these libraries also contribute $1K a year
to the costs related to this special
sorting.

Staff sort materials moving
through delivery

https://www.google.com/search?q=narrative&spell=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjE46vz6MX_AhX8kIkEHYpsC3UQkeECKAB6BAgIEAE


M L S  D E L I V E R Y

www.masslibsystem.org
guides.masslibsystem.org/mlsdelivery

104, 052 stops
11,350,000 

items processed
555 

participating libraries

covers 10,565 mi²

FY22 statistics

per item 
cost is less 
than that

of a
postage
stamp

$5.3M budget
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NEW HAMPSHIRE STATE LIBRARY
MARCH 22, 2023
CONTACT: CHARLES SHIPMAN,
SUPERVISOR, REFERENCE
SECTION

VIA TELEPHONE

Funding: Institute of Museum
and Library Services(IMLS) 
Number of items per year:
350K
Number of libraries on
delivery: 234 publics, some
academics
Frequency of stops per
library: between 1 and 3
times/week
Delivery provider: In House

FACTS

Library delivery is run out of the New Hampshire
State Library, using IMLS funds. There is no charge
to the libraries, the patrons, or the state. There is
one major statewide network, with a  few smaller
cooperative networks. The state delivers to all
libraries on the major network, plus a few others
(including some academics, but no schools).

The state is divided into 5 regions, with almost all
regions running out of the state library in Concord.
The one exception is the North County, in which
case, the driver assigned to that area keeps the
van at her home and delivers locally, with 1/stop a
week in Concord.

Staff includes 3 full time drivers and 4 part time
drivers. The state library owns 6 vans. Sorting and
management is done by state library staff. If
drivers are out, state library staff step in to
ensure delivery is done for the day. All sorting is
done by hand on the vans and at the circ desk of
the state library. 

Rules include a maximum of two bins or bags at
a time, but they will work with the library under
extraordinary circumstances. Right now they have
about 100 bins in circulation. No one receives daily
delivery: “big” libraries receive delivery 3 times a
week; most receive it 1 time a week. 

Approximately 350K items circulate per year,
though they are seeing an increase in items. Right
now, there is no contingency plan should federal
funds no longer support the service. It is
acknowledged that delivery is one of the most
important services the state library offers. 

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
New Hampshire
State Library
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BEAUFORT COUNTY LIBRARY (SC)
JUNE 29, 2022

CONTACT: AMANDA DICKMAN,
DIRECTOR
IN PERSON VISIT

Funding: County tax revenues 
Number of items per year:
2.21M in the state system,
SCLENDS
Number of libraries on delivery:
Beaufort County: 6 locations;
SCLENDS system: 20 county
library systems and the state
library
Frequency of stops per
library:between 2 and 3 times
a week
Delivery provider: In House

FACTS

The Beaufort County Library System offers delivery
to their 6 physical locations. Outside of the county
library system, they participate in SCLENDS, the
South Carolina Library Evergreen Network Delivery
System. SCLENDS connects the county libraries
systems’ catalogs together. 

Additionally, the program, coordinated out of the
South Carolina State Library, makes stops at each
county library “hub”; from there, the local county
delivery brings the item to its destination. County
libraries pay a fee to be a part of SCLENDS, which
includes the connected network. Additionally, each
SCLENDS library pays for the courier service that
provides county-to-county delivery. The fee is
covered by county library budgets and is provided
at no cost to the user. Around 30% of the state’s
population has access through the SCLENDS
program (it is not a statewide program).
Beaufort County receives delivery 5 days a week.
County delivery runs daily except on weekends.
Beaufort County has 1 driver and 1 van that runs on
a weekly schedule to each of the branches and is
done in house. Sorting is done with handwritten
slips. 

Fun fact: Amanda mentioned that they are
exploring the possibility of opening a branch or
delivery service to an island community. I
mentioned that in MA, we contract with the ferry
companies to get materials delivered from the
mainland to the islands. She expressed interest in
reviewing our model for possible implementation
in her county.

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
Beaufort County Library
System, Beaufort, SC

Sample inter-county delivery slip; sorting is not
automated.
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UTAH STATE LIBRARY
OCTOBER 19, 2021

CONTACT: CHAUNDRA JOHNSON,
STATE LIBRARIAN/DIRECTOR

IN PERSON VISIT

Funding: State and federal
dollars  
Number of items per year: avg
42K (statewide)
Number of libraries on delivery:
n/a ILL is done via USPS
Frequency of stops per
library:n/a
Delivery provider: USPS

FACTS

Library delivery is primarily done by the county
library systems, which each operate their own
delivery services. USPS is used to transfer
materials between library systems, and to deliver
Inter Library Loans (ILLs) from the state library. In
some cases, ILLs are mailed direct to patrons’
homes. The Utah State Library falls under the Utah
Department of Cultural and Community
Engagement and is funded by both the state and
federal dollars. 

Fun fact: The Utah State Library has one of the
largest collection of books in braille in the world.

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
Utah State Library
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SALT LAKE COUNTY LIBRARY SYSTEM (UT)
OCTOBER 12, 2022

CONTACT: CHRISTA WARREN, SENIOR
MANAGER OF LIBRARY MATERIALS &
TECHNICAL SERVICES AND STEPHANIE
BERTIN, TECHNICAL SERVICES MANAGER

IN PERSON VISIT

Funding: county funds through
tax revenues
Number of items per year: n/a
Number of libraries/branches
on delivery: 19 locations
Frequency of stops per library:
every day, with exceptions
(see narrative)
Delivery provider: in house

FACTS

Salt Lake County Library System operates an inter-branch
system, delivering to 19 physical locations, serving 1.18
million people. Delivery is funded through property tax
monies to the county. There is no charge to patrons or
the library for inter-county delivery. 

The county library runs delivery; they do not outsource.
Stephanie, who manages delivery, shared that coming
back from the pandemic, (when delivery and the libraries
were closed) was a tough road, specifically because of
staff turnover of sorters/drivers.  There was a lot of
turnover for a year, but it has evened out at the time of
our meeting. 

She reports that she created three groups of scheduling
to accommodate driver shortage: Green (all routes are
covered daily), Code Red (some routes had to be
canceled/stops were skipped on certain days), and
Mission Critical (only major hub branches received
delivery on those days). Backlog evened out after
several weeks. 

The county library uses bins similar to ours and we
discussed specific topics, like theft of materials (it
happens on occasion, but not a major detriment), fragile
items in delivery (some are allowed, others are for pickup
only, e.g. telescopes), and rain damage to items (they
reported using waterproof bags, similar to those used on
fishing boats, but that it became too expensive, so they
now use trash bags to cover bins when it rains). 

Sorting is done manually, with handwritten slips or receipt
printer generated slips. 

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
Salt Lake County 
Library System, UT

Delivery room at a Salt Lake County Branch Library. 
Branch abbreviations are above each bin. 
Turnaround time for inter-county delivery is 2 -7 days, 
depending on opening hours.
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LEE COUNTY LIBRARY SYSTEM (FL)
APRIL 26, 2023

CONTACT: CHRIS BARBER,
TECHNICAL SERVICES MANAGER
AND MATTHEW HARDY,
OPERATIONS MANAGER

IN PERSON VISIT

Funding: county funds through
tax revenues, costs approx.
$200K a year.
Number of items per year:
350K
Number of libraries/branches
on delivery: 13
Frequency of stops per library:
every day
Delivery provider: in house

FACTS

The Lee County Library System operates an inter-branch
system, delivering to 13 physical locations (14 pre-
Hurricane Ian), serving just under 1 million people.
Delivery is funded through tax monies to the county.
There is no charge to patrons for in-county delivery. 

The county library runs delivery from the Library
Processing Center, which is housed in one of the library
buildings; their service is outsourced to a delivery
company. Chris and Matthew, who manage the service,
shared that service is stabilizing  from the effects of the
pandemic, and then the aftermath of Hurricane Ian.  

The county system delivers about 350K items a year; it is
highly used and regarded as the most critical service the
county division provides. While there is no contingency
plan in place should the budget not cover costs, it is
highly likely all other services would be cut/eliminated
before the delivery budget was touched. In terms of cost
per item, it is very similar to ours, though the scale of
items is different. 

The county library is a member of the Florida Library
Delivery program, which connects 200 libraries to each
other to share Interlibrary Loan materials (ILL). Much like
in SC, county libraries pay a fee to be a part of the
statewide program. The service is provided at no cost to
the user and costs are negotiated between the state and
the vendor. Currently, the state uses FedEx as their ILL
contractor. FedEx is guaranteed to deliver items in 1-5
days. There are weight and size limits on pickups. FY21
was contracted at $721K. Note that this cost does not
include libraries' in-county/network delivery costs. 

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
Lee County
Library System, FL

Delivery room at the East County Regional Library. 
Each bin is labeled with branch abbreviations on 
color-coded cardstock..
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REACHING ACROSS ILLINOIS
LIBRARY SYSTEM (RAILS)
JUNE 24, 2023

CONTACT: MARK HATCH,
FACILITIES AND DELIVERY
DIRECTOR

IN PERSON VISIT

Funding: state funds through
tax revenues, costs approx.
$3.5M a year. 
Number of items per year: 8.9
million items in FY22
Frequency of stops per library:
dependent on volume.
Delivery provider: in house

FACTS

RAILS is a state supported system that provides physical
delivery to approximately half the state of IL, including
some of the most populous counties in the state. The
RAILS delivery service is similar to MLS's service in terms
of operations and funding. 

RAILS runs delivery from several warehouses; they do not
outsource, with the exception of two legacy systems in
different counties. Mark Hatch shares that staffing, as well
as truck maintenance and vehicle stock have been
ongoing concerns since the pandemic.  Currently, there
are 44 staff people that work on delivery, 9 vans, and the
service covers 27K square miles.

The delivery service is highly used and regarded as the
most critical service that RAILS provides. Should funding
for the service become a concern, Mark suggests that
cuts to each service point that RAILS provides would be
the option the organization would take if needed. Their
cost per item($.40) is similar to MLS'.

RAILS connects with the rest of the state through the
Illinois Heartland Library System. There is a swap point
that is visited at night to transfer items between systems.
Through this process, all IL communities are connected.
Similar to MLS, RAILS members have varying integrated
library systems (ILS), but unlike MLS, there is no
technology assisted sorting. Libraries must fill in paper
slips for every item that goes into delivery. In some
instances, materials are mailed to libraries with low
volume (if mailing is more efficient that van delivery). 

RAILS delivery is highly regarded by its libraries, as one
member said, "RAILS delivery is as good as Gold"!

N A R R A T I V E

A T  A  G L A N C E

Case Study: 
Reaching Across Illinois
Library System (RAILS)  

Delivery paper slip
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PHYSICAL DELIVERY INTEREST GROUP
NATIONAL DELIVERY SURVEY

POST PANDEMIC 2023

PDF of the  Blank Survey
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CONCLUS ION

As seen in the RUSA report, several respondents saw increases to budgets needed to keep
the service running, including MLS. MLS saw a 5.2% increase in FY22, which falls in the
lower end of the reported increases. As stated in the survey summary, cost increases were
seen regardless of if the service was provided in house or via a contractor. 

As reported through the RUSA study and the Case Studies, physical delivery is a critical
component of library service, and one that is either level with pre-pandemic use or higher.
While there are various cost models, many delivery providers are committed to ensuring
access without a direct cost to patrons, an important factor in ensuring equity of access. 

For those using mail and/or shipping services, it is important to note that each item is
packaged and shipped individually, adding significant time and cost to the individual
library. 

Cost per item remains significantly lower for those libraries  that use bin and van delivery
systems. If MLS used a mailing or shipping service to manage delivery, based solely on
shipping costs (using USPS' Library Rate of $3.32 per pound), the service would cost a
minimum of  $46M a year  for 14 million items, and would take 7-10 days to arrive. 

Moving physical materials across land, regardless of distance, is an awesome feat. In
Massachusetts' case, it requires consistent communications with several people,
organizations, vendors, computer programs, and  advocates, as well as a robust budget
and collections. The dedication to resource sharing by our member libraries cannot be
overstated.

While there is always room for improvements, our system provides efficient and timely
service with low error rates, responsible spending, and streamlined operations.  

Executive Director
July 2023

www.masslibsystem.org
guides.masslibsystem.org/mlsdelivery
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