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Libraries Are a Lifeline for Low-Income Neighbors — Reduced Hours Put Essential Support Further Out
of Reach

In northern Minnesota, public libraries are more than places to borrow books. They are one of the few
free, indoor spaces where people can go during long winters to stay warm, access the internet, apply for
jobs, support their children’s learning, and connect with essential services. For many low-income
residents in Itasca and Koochiching counties, the library is a daily lifeline.

KOOTASCA Community Action is raising awareness about the growing strain on public libraries across
Minnesota and what reduced hours mean for residents who rely on them most. As libraries face
increasing demand alongside limited or uncertain funding, some communities are reducing hours,
limiting staffing, or scaling back services in order to keep doors open.

What reduced hours mean on the ground

When library hours are cut, the impact is not evenly shared. Residents with reliable housing, home
internet, and flexible schedules can often adjust. For individuals and families with low incomes, fewer
open hours can mean fewer safe places to go during extreme cold, missed job applications, delayed
benefit renewals, and reduced access to technology and learning resources.

“Libraries are one of the most accessible and trusted public spaces we have,” said Marta Carrigan,
Executive Director of KOOTASCA Community Action. “In our region, they also serve as warm, safe places
to spend time during the winter. When access is reduced, people feel that loss immediately.”

Why libraries matter for low-income residents
Public libraries function as essential community infrastructure, particularly for people who:

o Need a warm, safe place during cold weather

e Are applying for jobs or completing online training

e Rely on free internet, printing, or computer access

e Are completing online forms for housing, childcare, health care, or benefits
e Are supporting children’s literacy and school success

In rural communities, libraries often fill multiple roles at once: educational hub, workforce support
center, digital access point, and welcoming public space.

A broader funding challenge

Across Minnesota, libraries depend on a mix of local and state funding, and many serve areas larger than
a single city or tax base. As operating costs rise and public budgets tighten, communities are being forced
into difficult decisions about staffing and hours. These choices can have long-term consequences for
economic participation, educational outcomes, and community health, especially in rural and low-
income areas.



What KOOTASCA is asking the community to do

KOOTASCA Community Action believes that the people most affected by changes in library access should
be heard. Part of KOOTASCA'’s role is to help amplify the voices of people with low incomes so their lived
experience informs local decisions.

We encourage individuals and families to share how libraries support their daily lives—and how reduced
hours create real barriers by visiting KOOTASCA’s Your Voice Matters page at:
https://www.kootasca.org/contact/voice/

Community members can:

e Share their story about how library access supports warmth, safety, employment, education,
parenting, or connection to services.

e Help amplify community voice so local leaders, partners, and funders better understand the real-
world impact of funding and access decisions.

e Contribute to a broader community picture that helps shape advocacy, planning, and future
investment in essential public resources.

“KOOTASCA’s job is to help amplify the voices of people who are too often left out of these
conversations,” Carrigan said. “When people with low incomes talk about what the library makes
possible in their lives, and what happens when access is reduced, it brings clarity to decisions that might
otherwise feel abstract.”

About KOOTASCA Community Action
KOOTASCA Community Action is a nonprofit Community Action Agency serving Itasca and Koochiching

counties. KOOTASCA partners with individuals, families, and communities to reduce barriers, respond to
urgent needs, and strengthen pathways to stability and opportunity.


https://www.kootasca.org/contact/voice/

