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As public institutions, public libraries exist to serve everyone in the community equally, regardless of age. An inherent responsibility is protecting the individual privacy and intellectual freedom of all our patrons, including minors. 

Our youth, who are our future, live in a complicated world.  They need reliable information to learn, grow, and contribute to a better tomorrow. Our public libraries have long been established, trusted sources of information to help everyone make informed decisions about their futures, and in turn, the future of Vermont.  

Every citizen has a right to privacy, including the interest in avoiding disclosure of personal matters and information. Just like adults, children have deep personal interests in their privacy, freedom of thought and expression and can experience a chilling effect if they believe people will judge, ostracize, bully, or punish them based on what they read. They should have the same right to control access to the information that they deem personal, without fear of disclosure to others.  The state has a strong interest in protecting these interests.  

Like dozens of other states, it is important that Vermont recognize that minors need to be allowed to practice making independent decisions about what information they acquire and use if they are to form their own identities and grow into responsible adults who understand and exercise the rights so important in a democratic society.
Public libraries do not presume to usurp or hinder any parent’s right to instill one’s children with the values they hold dear. On the contrary, we encourage parents to ask their children what they’re reading, to talk with them about making good choices, to come to the library with them and select books together, and to check out books with them and for them.  Nothing in S. 220 impedes these activities or intrudes into parent-child relationships.   Nothing in S. 220 requires parents to obtain a permission slip to rear their children as they see fit or to direct their personal and educational development. Rather, the bill invites parents and children to communicate and mutually determine what private information they wish to share with each other.

Most inquisitive children at one time or another have questions about subjects they’re uncomfortable discussing with others, including their parents.  Consider a child who is raised in an atheistic home and would like to look at a Bible, or a teenager approaching voting age who is starting to have questions about his family’s political outlook.  Minors may also need to privately seek information concerning health issues that will inform their decisions about seeking care and, in many cases, lead to important discussions with their parents.  But the threat of disclosure may deter them seeking the information in the first place.

The difficult truth is that parents’ ideas and their children’s interests do not always align.  Indeed, there are circumstances in which library confidentiality is critically important for children.  We see children who live in homes where there is domestic and emotional abuse.  Unfettered disclosure to parents of information that kids may want to read about abuse and family violence could deter them from seeking answers to the questions they may have about what is happening in their lives and where they can turn.

The Children’s Defense Fund reports sobering statistics of child abuse and neglect in Vermont, and we know that these are only the documented cases. These children need a place where they can seek information and get answers to their questions, without having to fear the consequences.  When they turn to the public library, our practices must protect these vulnerable children.  The only way we know to do that is to honor the confidentiality of all children. 
