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Public Libraries 
Helping communities thrive in a changing world 

Our world is changing in signmcmt 
ways. Technology alone is respous3.ble for 
eoonnous shifts in how u·e do most things 
and bow we makesenseofourworld. 0th· 
er force3 of change include an-aging popu· 
lation, new kinds ofwod. requll'ingnew 
skills, growing cultural di;...-.ity, more,sed 
wt>an density, e\!er greater social inequi. 

ties, and a straggling world ecouomy. More 
often than noc, thal! are also local issues 
1hal compound these societal trends, such 
as the loss ofmamtfaduringjobs and/or a 

diminished tax. base. 
Anyoue involved in local goi.--emment, 

whether elected or employed. is all too 
l1mliliar with the imp,d of these changes 
on the people and communities they serw.. 
Along with other le\!els of goi.·emment, 
today's Dlll!Ucipal leader< m, cb.ug<d with 
1l,e daunting task of building the communi
ty's capacity to not just sutvi.ve, but rhrm, 
against a backdrop of social and economic 
tmbulence. 

While evsy mxmiicipal Sff\1ice plays an 

important role iu the coJlllllUlUty, there ts 
one that is uniquely positiooed to conbilr 
ute to the work of capacity buildmg. This 
couutty's public hbraries rotti.-inel}· help 
indn,duals, families, neighbourhoods, and 
commu:uities adapt to changing circum· 
stances so tha.t they can face the future with 
the resilience thateomes from new knowl
edge, information, .sl..illi., and abilities. 

The Library as a 
Communily Resource 

Traditionally imde:rstood as provides 
of book~ ml.l'»C, movies, and programs 
for chilchen, public libraries are so much 
more than that. In addition to cimdating 
rollecti~ eledronic as well as traditional, 
public libraries offu &ee public access to 
infonuation teclmology. Tb,y also ser\'e 

as crucial public space where community 
members can congregat.e, connect wiih one 
aoothei; leam t~ and participate in 
commwity conversations. Because of the 
lnadth of their tl!ach, public libraties are 
welt.positioned to play an impo11ant role in 
community cap;,city bwlding. 

If is the woik of municipal leadets, 
in consultation with their community, to 
..tablisb 1he p.,rriailars of wb.tt capacity 
building should look like for a given com
anmity. A quick sc.an of municipal Sllategic. 
plans sh.o\vs ci.urent directiOU'l include 
such things as tl!¥i.talizing the downtown 
core., de\·eloping the commtmity as a retire
ment destination, pro\'iding retraining and 
wolkforce de\-dopmeot programs_. engag
ing newcomer populations, and improving 
q.iality of life by acld,.,,;.g stich thiugs a, 
aocess to beahb eaie, education aud green 

space, and speail,,admg neigbbowbood 

rmewal projects. 
fi is important that municipal leader< 

recognize the public h'bmy's ability to 
mal:e signifi.cant contributions to mauy of 
these broader commuwty initiafrve.s. For 
=pie, public h....,_ies have long serwd 
newcomer'S. to the community and play 
an important role in helping newconw-s 
to settle in and, ultimately, to de\--e.lop a 
sense of belonging. A«ess to comm:onity 
infonnatiou, 01ienfation and gllidance to 
govennuent seivices, ~"'Wge classes, 
f.mu1y programs, and multilingual collec
tions are just some of the ways in which 
public hlmu:iies assist lle\\'Comers in n,avi. 

gatmg community life. Lu addrtion, public 
hbmy staff have comidetab!e exp&i,ence 

Ontario He&lthy Conmnmitie; Coalition. 
"Wbat male;a healrhy c~ Ontario 
HN.lrhy Communities Coalition <www.ohcc.· 
ccso.c.t/e&'wha.Mnakes.a.·bealtl!.y.conutrunity> 
(l$ F'""-2012). 

in community engagement and Cln be an 
imporiant resource for reaching and engag
ing tle\Vt'OllW"$. 

Mumcipal of6cials cha,pd with brand
ing the commwlity as a retirement destina
tion do lWll to include public: lihlaries in 
the roster of amenities availab!e. Today'.s 
active seuior.s are hungry for e:ir.pe1lences 
and opportunities to continue learning. In 
many commtulities, seuiors fl.ock to then· 
loc•I hor.uy daily, whether to wud a book 
dub 01· traselogue presentation, to emat1 
grandchikb:en, to browse magazines and 
newspapers, fo get assiuanoe with their 
new e-readers, or to simply visit with each 
other. As well, many in this population, 
iDclu<liDg .. cently and soon-to-be ..... d 
baby boomers, are keen to vohmtttr and 
the h'bJ:ary can help conuect these incti\:idu
als with meaningful work. 

Public libraJ.'ies also contribute to com
munity.wide efforts to cultivate a skilLed 
wotkforce. Lt'bnry computers, staB: coUec:,.. 
tions, and programs are vah.table resources 
to those engaged in teaming or upgrading 
skills, producing a resume and fuu:ling em

ployment. 

Addressing Sociol lnequi1y 

Oue of the most important contr:ib\l· 
tions public b'braJies c..an make is in belp-
ing municipalities address social inequity. 
Accordiug to the Outario Heahhy Com
munities Coalition, healthy communities 
are characterized by peace, equality, and 
social justice.1 Similady, social equity is 
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