Provincial Inter-ministerial Public Library Discussion Forum Highlights

On January 29, 2014, the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport and the Administrators of Medium-sized Public Libraries of Ontario co-hosted a discussion forum on collaboration opportunities between government and public libraries. The forum drew almost 100 attendees, with representatives from 10 ministries and 40 public libraries, and representatives from the Ontario Library Association, Ontario Library Services and the Federation of Ontario Public Libraries. 

The forum was organized around three themes: economic development, community cohesion and lifelong learning. Brief videos on each of these three themes, prepared by representatives from the public libraries sector were shown and provided snapshots of the work public libraries do in the context of each theme. Seven ministries then provided brief presentations on their key priorities. The presentations and video links are posted on the OLA website. 

Following the ministry presentations and video screenings, attendees were tasked – through roundtable discussions -- with identifying opportunities for more meaningful partnerships between government and the public library sector.  The information below sets out the key points raised in the discussions.

Public Library Roles and Services

Participants discussed the various roles that public libraries play and the range of services that they provide. Through these discussions, participants made two key observations about public libraries: 1) public libraries respond to a wide range of community needs and 2) their services and programs go far beyond information dissemination and lending books. Listed below are key examples of public library roles and services that were mentioned throughout the discussions.

Space 

As a physical presence in every community throughout the province, public libraries provide:

· Accessible, safe and welcoming environments

· Facilities for a range of programs and services 

· Natural community gathering points 

Information resources 

As a trusted provider of information, public libraries work to build resources and share information to meet community needs through:

· Information displays  

· Websites 

· Expert presentations

· Specialist librarians (business, internet)

· Staff trained to make service referrals 

Digital services

Public libraries help to bridge the digital divide by providing:

· Free access to computers, internet and high bandwidth

· Laptop lending programs so patrons can access Wi-Fi 

· Digital literacy programs (some targeted to specific groups)

Small business and employment services

Public libraries offer a range of training, information and resources to job-seekers and business owners, including: 

· Employment services:
· resume-writing help 

· job services

· technology training  

· Workspace for self-employed  

Learning

Public libraries offer a broad range of learning programs and opportunities and are at the leading edge of traditional and new learning approaches, including:

· Early literacy programs, adult literacy, ESL/FSL

· New and innovative skill development and learning opportunities (e.g. maker spaces and digital labs)

· ‘Elder colleges’ that provide space for seniors to learn new skills  

Existing partnerships 

Public libraries partner with a wide range of organizations and groups to deliver services and programs:
· Small Business Enterprise Centres


· School Boards

· Ontario Early Years Centres

· Colleges and universities


· Health services

· Newcomer settlement services

· Adult literacy agencies

· Canadian National Institute for the Blind

· Chambers of Commerce and Business Improvement Areas

· Economic development corporations

· Municipalities

· Federal government (Local Settlement Partnership program)

· Local services (e.g. homeless services)

Opportunities for Collaboration

Forum participants identified and discussed potential opportunities for collaboration between the provincial government and the public library sector. A wide range of opportunities were identified, from engaging with public libraries in the development of policies and programs, to having libraries deliver specific government programs. As one participant noted, public libraries do not just pass on information; they connect people and build bridges within the community in a way that can add real value to ministry program offerings. 

Program delivery

· Consider public libraries as program delivery agents. Specific opportunities to deliver programs included:

· Education to small rural businesses 

· Social awareness campaigns (e.g. breastfeeding, smoking)

· Orientation programs for newcomers 

· Employment and/or business development programs for youth

· Youth justice initiatives, such as release opportunities, educational programs

· Points of access for Ontario Online 

· Use maker spaces for Make Your Pitch program
· Host Strategic Community Entrepreneurship Projects for vulnerable youth 

· Polling stations

Co-development/evaluation of programs and policies

· Leverage public library expertise in development of new programs and policies (e.g. ESL, Early Years, literacy strategy)

· Seek feedback from public libraries about existing programs

Connecting with key organizations 

· Ministries could promote public library services to key stakeholder organizations (e.g. the Ontario Seniors’ Secretariat meets regularly with key senior service organizations)

· Connect with ministry operational divisions and regional services to raise awareness of public library services (e.g. AskON – a real-time chat research and information service could be promoted to Ministry of Training, Colleges and University’s post-secondary programs) 

· Connect specific ministries with relevant public library associations (e.g. the Ministry of Agriculture and Food/Rural Affairs could connect with the Administrators of Rural and Urban Public Libraries of Ontario)

· Connect specific ministries with public libraries that serve specific population groups (e.g. the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration may want to connect with libraries that have large newcomer populations)

Sharing information 

Public libraries could:

· Disseminate information resources to community members (e.g. Ontario Seniors’ Secretariat Guides)

· Host information sessions with or for ministries

· Promote programs such as the Ministry of Training, Colleges and University’s Course to Course Transfer Guide

Expand existing partnerships

· Service Ontario services delivered by public libraries

· Partner with Small Business Enterprise Centres

· Work with Local Economic Development Corporations to promote community vibrancy, and municipalities to develop local information portals

· Work with local public health units on health promotion initiatives

Ensuring Success

While participants were enthusiastic about opportunities for partnership, they were also cognizant of some of the challenges to getting there. Above all else, participants remarked that there is a need to work on building stronger relationships between the two sectors, and that partnerships should be mutually beneficial. 

The following ideas for improvements to information sharing were provided:  

· Government and libraries need to do a better job of promoting services and programs and finding out what the other has to offer

· Take a more formalized approach

· Consider having one organization play the role of central information disseminator
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