Plastic book jackets

Should we still be adding a plastic cover to our books?
(#CoffeeAndAChat#1)

On the 3™ October 2023, the National Acquisitions Group launched its new ‘A Coffee and a Chat’ online
session, with the topic of Plastic book jackets. Should we still be adding a plastic cover to our books? What
are other people doing?

A lively hour followed whereby there was a clear desire for more information, but an appreciation that there
wasn’t a single source of collated detail anywhere. As such, the following document attempts to redress the
balance, offering some data, some details and provide a starting point for Libraries to open their own internal
conversation. Itis focussed primarily towards the Academic Library, although much of the information is also
relevant to Public Libraries.

To cover the main topics of the debate, | have broken it down into two sections:

1. Do we need to cover our books?
2. What happens to our books when we withdraw them?

Do we need to cover our books?

e For Academic Libraries, there’s no commitment from the Joint Consortia library framework agreements
to have books covered, it’s at the Library’s discretion.

e However, if you should decide to have them covered, the NAG standard (2020) states:

2.1.2 Paperback Standard : The paperback standard is to protect with a hard laminate covering. As
an alternative, a high quality plastic wallet can be fitted to the size of the cover.

e Opinion states that print book loaning is on the decline, and as such there is less strain and wear on
the physical books. Is it though, or is this a myth? Certainly, loan statistics are not comparable to
pre-Covid levels, but is there sign of a new consistency forming, rather than a continual decline?

e Are new editions being turned around quicker and as such book lifespans are being lessened? A
base comparison of 17 titles from Pearson, all over 10t edition, showed regular turnover every 2/3
years; there was no evidence of that increasing.

e Spacein libraries is at a premium with study space, ‘calm zones’ and other uses...so withdrawal
policies are becoming more aggressive towards older editions, reducing the overall shelf life of the
items, and as such potentially reducing the requirement for artificial coverings to extend their lives.

e Automatic loan renewals, whereby items are renewed on a daily basis until requested by another
library customer, can reduce the handling of the book in transit, with it being kept ‘at home’ for
longer periods. However, does the plastic cover help identify the books as a Library item, and
prevent it getting mixed up in personal book collections?

As you can see, there is a wide mix of opinion and data to back up all arguments, as wide as the different
standards and specifications that individual Libraries have for their books. Plastic coverings will protect the
books, but do they actually need protecting? What exactly is the harm in the plastic being used, and what
is it costing me? If we don’t cover the whole book, do | need a clear label protection for the spine number,
or do we risk it peeling off? What about Hardback books — do we cover Dust Wrappers, leave them
unprotected, or just remove them in the first instance anyway?



Cost

Outside of the environmental factor, another reason to stop covering books will be the cost implications.
When paying for shelf-ready books, approximately half of the cost for servicing is taken up by the plastic
covering itself (paperback and hardback). If you have bought your own stock directly from a supplier, for
covering books obtained through non-standard suppliers (OP for example), this can work out at triple the
cost. Dispensing with the covers could then lead to a significant amount of savings; although if you want
the stickers on spine labels, or barcodes on covers, this will eat into that saving.

Likewise Hardback books — the texture of cloth based, and even some boards, will require more aggressive
stickers to ensure labels stay in place — adding into the cost.

Can we cover with something better?

e Paperback plastic coverings are made of Polypropylene — technically recyclable, but in reality this is
not happening because it often becomes contaminated by other materials - see What happens to
our books when we withdraw them?

e Some American libraries have adopted Polyethylene - it is much more sustainable than
polypropylene, as it is more quickly biodegradable and has a lighter carbon footprint. However,
there are still the same contamination issues caused by the book itself.

e There is an eco-laminate made out of sugar cane (known as Bio-coating, brands include Pelloplast),
it lasts around 18 months and once recycled it breaks down in around 30-90 days; but it is also
worth noting that manufacturers have advised that if the book was left in the sun, then the cover
can turn yellow; it also carries a higher cost that Polypropylene.

e Our current Hardback covers (the ones that slip over the DW) can be recycled into clear plastic up to
7 times, and then can be recycled into a coloured plastic. However, is this happening — see What
happens to our books when we withdraw them?

There are options, but is there a balance? For every benefit there is a potential (usually cost) negative.

What happens to our books when we withdraw them?

Services exist for book collections once the library has made the decision to withdraw; two of the main
ones are Anybook and Better World Books, who both offer free collection services. But what actually
happens next? That depends on who you decide to go with, but there are many similarities in the ultimate
destinations:

e A percentage will be re-sold as ex-Library books; a small percentage, but sufficient to generate a %
income back to the Library, generating much welcome income.

e Some items will be donated to charities — prolonging the life of the book (although be aware that
the book will still have University branding attached, even if stamped ‘withdrawn’)

e The majority of your books will go for recycling — but what does that mean?

o To maximise the recyclability, the constituent parts of the book would need to be broken
down — the text block, the plastic cover, the boards of a hardback. However, the plastic
covering of a paperback is already contaminated by the actual book itself, and whilst the
hardback DW'’s could be removed, this takes time and is not cost effective.

o Instead, books are shredded down into a fine waste which is then pulped and creates a
‘mixed recyclable’, which can then be filtered for any contaminants such as bits of plastic /
metal.

o Some offer a ‘tonnage rebate’ — small, but again all adds to the income stream.

It’s low-grade recycling, but likely the most cost-effective way to do it, and it does, in most instances, lead
to zero landfill.



What are other Libraries doing?

e In Finland, Helsinki libraries have made a commitment to the Bio-coating option.

e The ‘Green Libraries Partnership’ have a stated manifesto - here

e BICare working in the publishing world on sustainability and publishing practices:
https://bic.org.uk/resources/green-supply-chain/ First written report due in the coming months.

During the ‘Coffee and Chat’ there were anecdotal statements about books lasting much longer than
expected, but few Libraries had actually taken the plunge and removed plastic coverings from their
processing altogether. One Library who had, were Aberystwyth University, who were able to share their
experiences of having been ‘plastic-less’ for more than 15 years.

e Spend on repairs and replacement copies is effectively negligible, with little staff time taken up.

e There is no differentiation between books that may have a short life (eg. annual financial books) and
items that may be around much longer (play texts, fiction novels)

e They have experienced no real issues with larger books carrying more weight on the covers; utilising
extra shelf stands as required to keep them upright.

e No evidence of increased theft or deliberate removal of RFID tags

Most tellingly, was the statement:

“Having not ever (certainly within the memories of my current staff) put plastic covers on our books, we
can’t think of a reason why we would ever want to...”

Final thoughts

Before embarking on what may be a substantial change in your Library policy, consider the driving factors —
why would you want to remove plastic covers from your books?

e Cost? Certainly, there are savings to be made — but where is the balance between fiscal savings and
additional work pressures? Will you end up spending as much buying replacement copies than you
would have saved in the first place?

e Environmental? Less plastic can only be a good thing, but is there any traction in looking at the Bio-
coatings options? Have you examined the full story of your book, from the plastics that your supplier
uses, to the firm who collects your boxes filled with withdrawn books —and what do they do?

e Eco-credential? Does your student body have a strong ethical leaning — has anyone actually asked you
why your books are covered in plastic?

e Are print books really in decline? Recent studies into Al have demonstrated the huge power demands
required to run our online world. Is the power required to provide an ebook comparable to the life
of a print book — from production to recycling? This report in The Bookseller states that “The global
digital industry consumes enough water, material and energy to give it a footprint triple that of a
country such as the UK. Digital technologies currently use 10 per cent of the world’s electricity, and
account for close to 4% of global carbon dioxide emissions — almost double that of the global civil
aviation sector.” If environmental factors are your main driving force, is the wholesale switch to
eBooks really the best way to go? Consider the needs and demands of your specific customer base.

From our Coffee and Chat we can see that this is a complex issue, and really one that will be at the discretion
of the individual library to decide what to do. There is no ‘Peer Pressure’ to get on the ‘no plastic’ express,
but there may be pressure from your student body, who would look favourably on your decision — as long as
it is clearly thought out and measured.
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At the University of Huddersfield Library we have brought everyone to the table — Librarians, Collections
teams, Customer Services, Shelving Supervisors, to discuss the pros and cons of removing plastic covers, and
we have decided to ‘dip our toe’.

A small scale trial based around our leisure reading section ‘Hudreads’. High turnover, desirable reads which
are more likely to be loaned, read and returned, rather than loaned and retained. We will conduct continuous
monitoring of the books being loaned, and the condition they are in when returned. We won’t be drawing
attention to the fact that they aren’t covered, but will conduct UX reviews on any feedback or comments.

We'll give it 6 months and see where we are — do we go forward, expand the trial; jump in and go all out, or
bring it all back and say ‘not for us, not just yet..”



