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Public Libraries as Partners in Poverty Reduction

As the associations representing Ontario’s public libraries, the Federation of Ontario
Public Libraries (FOPL) and the Ontario Library Association (OLA) are pleased to provide
this submission and accompanying recommendations, informed by our sector’s deep
experience, as the Ontario Government prepares its next iteration of the Poverty
Reduction Strategy.

Ontario’s public libraries are trusted, local hubs in communities of all sizes across the
province — urban, rural, and northern. Libraries play a critical role in supporting poverty
reduction by helping individuals build skills, connect to employment opportunities and
training, accessing essential supports, and participate fully in civic and digital life.
Collectively, public libraries are at the front lines of poverty reduction: meeting people in
need where they are, while opening doors to supports, services and independent skill-
building to help them move forward from social assistance towards economic
independence for themselves and their families.

The recent experience of the pandemic and recovery period strongly demonstrated the
essential role of public libraries and their capability to adapt to serve their communities —
offering internet access to those without home connectivity, supporting job seekers and
small businesses, providing digital literacy training, and connecting vulnerable residents
to vital government and community services, as well as supporting compliance with
pandemic restrictions, such as assisting community members in obtaining their proof of
vaccination documentation.

During periods of economic hardship, public libraries are critical community lifelines. In
Ontario, use of library computer workstations surged by 1,526% between 2019 and
2022—from 267,000 to 4.3 million users—as residents turned to libraries for digital
access and job support during the pandemic recovery. Similar trends were observed
during other periods of economic uncertainty and elevated financial stress for Ontarians



and their families.! After the 2008 financial crisis, the Toronto Public Library (TPL) saw a
similar trend, with an 8% increase in visits and a 13% rise in technology use in 2009.2
Similar patterns are emerging again amid ongoing economic uncertainty in Canada,
where high interest rates, inflation, and new trade tariffs have increased the cost of living
and placed added pressure on households and job seekers. As families and small
businesses face tighter budgets and greater financial stress, public libraries continue to
serve as essential points of access for technology, learning, and community support.

Connecting People to Employment

Public libraries are key partners in workforce development. In 2024, Ontario’s public
libraries offered more than 1,200 career and job skills programs, reaching nearly 14,000
participants, along with over 500 business development programs attended by 9,200
Ontarians.® Moreover, many libraries collaborate with local employment agencies, small
business centres, and Ontario Works offices to host workshops and job fairs.

Public libraries provide no-cost access to computers, internet, and technology —
essential tools for job searching, résumé development, and online training. Through
equitable, reliable access to broadband internet and computers, public libraries provide
access for many First Nation, rural and Northern communities where at home connectivity
is limited, and for hundreds of thousands of Ontarians that cannot afford in-home internet
services.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, libraries pivoted to online learning supports, virtual
business incubators, and digital literacy programs, ensuring residents could continue to
build skills and access employment supports even during lockdowns. In 2021, electronic
visits to Ontario’s public libraries increased by 163% compared to 2020.# According to
TPL's 2023-2024 Impact of Technology Services in Ontario Public Libraries Report —
which surveyed 22 libraries and nearly 6,500 respondents across the province — 77% of
respondents reported success in advancing their employable skills or career goals as a
result of library access.

" Annual Survey of Public Libraries, Ontario Public Library Statistics, published by the Government of Ontario,
2022, https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-public-library-statistics

2Toronto Public Library. Economic Uncertainty and Tariffs — Toronto Public Library’s considerations and
supports for Torontonians. Staff Report, March 24, 2025. Available at: https://blogs.tpl.ca/wp-
content/uploads/board-meetings/2025-03-24/24-economic-uncertainty-and-tariffs.pdf

3 Government of Ontario. Ontario Public Library Statistics (2024 Annual Survey of Public Libraries) — Dataset.
Available at: https://data.ontario.ca/dataset/ontario-public-library-statistics/resource/c264e3ff-b076-48bb-
affd-c3597a416ee3

4 Annual Survey of Public Libraries, Ontario Public Library Statistics, published by the Government of Ontario,
2021, https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-public-library-statistics
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The Ontario Government has already recognized the crucial importance of public libraries
to broadband connectivity and equity of access through a $4.8 million investment through
the Building a Digital Ontario plan to install or upgrade broadband connectivity at more
than 100 pubilic libraries across the province. This was followed by enhancements to the
Internet Connectivity Grant, which helps cover the operational costs of broadband internet
for public libraries in smaller communities. This included increasing the per library value
of the grant in the 2024 Budget to close a growing funding gap, as well as extending
eligibility for the grant to 30 more public libraries, including all remaining First Nations
public libraries on reserve, that were not previously eligible to receive it.

Building on this critical foundation, it is the right time to take the next step to empower
Ontarians with the online resources they need to succeed, in whichever community they
live. These resources are expensive, especially when purchased on a patchwork, library-
by-library basis — and a diverse set of the highest impact resources is well beyond the
means of an individual or family to afford. Many public libraries in Ontario, particularly in
smaller and First Nation communities, struggle to pay for or are unable to afford these
high-quality resources. According to the 2022 Annual Survey of Public Libraries, only 147
of our 363 library systems can afford subscriptions to five (5) or more databases.
Meanwhile, 67 public libraries reported having zero (0) database subscriptions; majority
of which are public libraries on reserve.

Key Opportunity:
o Ontario Digital Public Library (ODPL):

o Provide critical e-learning support and equitable access to modern, digital
resources for all Ontario public libraries through the creation of an Ontario
Digital Public Library — a province-wide digital library platform will provide
equitable access to online learning, job skills development tools, and digital
literacy resources across all 444 Ontario municipalities.

o This approach leverages the province’s significant purchasing power to give
all Ontarians access to a universal set of high-quality e-learning & online
resources through their local public library - at an overall cost savings of up
to 40% when compared to library-by-library subscription.

o These would include job skills development, training and language learning
resources, including an ever-expanding catalogue of virtual courses and
learning modules for career, creative, digital skills development and
certifications.

o Projected cost: $10 million - $20 million / annually.



Connecting People with the Right Supports and Services

Libraries are one of the most trusted public institutions and are often the first point of
contact for individuals seeking help. Library staff connect people to social services,
government programs, housing supports, mental health resources, and community safety
initiatives. In 2024, there were 45 partnerships between public libraries and
ServiceOntario, for example.®

During the pandemic, libraries became safe, welcoming spaces for accessing online
government services and virtual health supports. They continue to play a vital role in
connecting residents to these important services.

Public libraries have always adapted to fill the needs of their communities. However, the
combined mental health, addictions, and homelessness crises taking place in
communities across Ontario are placing enormous strain on public libraries and front-line
library staff and inhibiting them from delivering their core mandate on behalf of local
residents.

Although public libraries are committed to create accessible and welcoming spaces for
everyone, the current challenges have forced libraries to function in a way they were
never intended to: as frontline crisis centres. Librarians and staff are not trained to serve
as social workers, but they have been forced to perform as proxies due to the gaps in
available dedicated supports. As a result, librarians and library staff have reported
physical and verbal abuse, increased burnout, and unsafe working environments.
Libraries have also had to redirect budget from core strategic mandates like collections
and services to increase security measures and provide frontline training for staff.

This escalating challenge is also creating an unpredictable and potentially unsafe
environment for members of the community, including young children and seniors who
rely on libraries for learning and well-being.

Key Opportunity:
¢ Collaboration Between Different Orders of Government:

o The ongoing mental health, addictions and homelessness crises fall well
beyond the scope of public libraries, and even beyond the scope of
individual orders of government.

5 Government of Ontario. Ontario Public Library Statistics (2024 Annual Survey of Public Libraries) — Dataset.
Available at: https://data.ontario.ca/dataset/ontario-public-library-statistics/resource/c264e3ff-b076-48bb-
affd-c3597a416ee3
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o These are complicated, deep-rooted issues that require collaboration
between municipal, provincial, and the federal levels of government to
address.

o Ontario’s public libraries urge the new Poverty Reduction Strategy to
recognize the circumstances that have placed public libraries in the
unsuited role as frontline crisis supports and commit to greater inter-
governmental collaboration to fund the necessary interventions to keep
public libraries safe and secure for those who work there and all members
of the community.

Making Life More Affordable and Building Financial Resiliency

Public libraries directly reduce household costs by providing free access to books,
technology, internet, and educational programs. Libraries help individuals learn financial
literacy, prepare tax returns, and access community benefits.

For newcomers, seniors, and families, libraries are safe, inclusive spaces that provide
critical supports at no cost. In 2024, Ontario’s public libraries hosted over 260,000
programs, including those for newcomers and seniors, as well as early literacy and
homework help programs.®

Across Ontario — in communities of all sizes — these budget pressures are reaching a
tipping point. Although over 90% of public library funding is provided by the local municipal
government, provincial operating funding provides critical stability to public library budgets
through the Provincial Libraries Operating Grant, or PLOG. The funding received through
the PLOG by nearly all public libraries from the Ontario Government has not changed in
nearly 30 years.

Ensuring stable, reliable operating funding is especially critical for libraries in rural,
northern, and First Nations communities are especially vital, often serving as the only
local hub for internet access, education, and community programming.

Key Opportunity:
« Sustainable Provincial Funding for Public Libraries:

o To help ensure that Ontario’s public libraries can continue to support those
at greatest need in their community, a targeted investment in additional

8 Government of Ontario. Ontario Public Library Statistics (2024 Annual Survey of Public Libraries) — Dataset.
Available at: https://data.ontario.ca/dataset/ontario-public-library-statistics/resource/c264e3ff-b076-48bb-
affd-c3597a416ee3
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operating funding for public libraries is proposed to specifically address
critical areas of shared community and provincial priority, including:

= Supporting economic recovery through job training and skills
development;

= Addressing the impacts of mental health and addictions;

= Providing services and resources to assist with high-needs members
of the community such as seniors, newcomers, working families and
all vulnerable members; and

= Supporting early literacy and K-12 success.

o This investment, which would be in addition to and separate from existing
provincial operating funding under the PLOG, would be shared across
hundreds of Ontario libraries to provide predictable, flexible funding for local
public libraries to respond to these critical areas of focus based on the
needs of the people and the local communities they serve.

o Projected cost: $25 million / annually.

Accelerating Action and Driving Progress

Public libraries are outcome-driven partners with a deep commitment to accountability
and measurable community impact.

Libraries track usage, learning outcomes, digital access, and partnership effectiveness —
providing valuable local data that can inform provincial poverty reduction efforts. The
Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Gaming’s Annual Survey of Public Libraries (ASPL)
provides one of the most detailed provincial datasets on library services in Canada.

Libraries are natural partners for accelerating cross-sector collaboration, piloting
innovative community programs, and sharing data that highlights progress in reducing
social and economic disparities.

Key Opportunity:

¢ Integrate Public Library Data into Provincial Poverty Reduction Metrics and
Annual Reporting

o With public libraries performing a critical frontline role in poverty reduction
efforts across many communities, it is highly advisable that the Poverty
Reduction Strategy consider public library data in its annual reporting and
evaluation metrics.
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o We recommend that Ministry representatives engage with their counterparts
at the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Gaming, as well as the Ontario
Library Service, to identify what data currently gathered through the Annual
Survey of Public Libraries (ASPL) can be used to inform ongoing Poverty
Reduction Strategy assessment.

o Furthermore, through focused engagement of these parties as well as OLA
and FOPL, additional performance indicators or other indicators could be
built into the ASPL going forward to assess the impact of Ontario’s Poverty
Reduction Strategy.

o Adding this additional layer of available, informative data will further reflect
the role of libraries as essential community infrastructure, allowing the
Ministry to leverage this data to strengthen evidence-based policy.

Conclusion

Ontario’s public libraries are proven, cost-effective partners in poverty reduction —
advancing digital equity, workforce participation, and community wellbeing in every region
of the province. With strengthened provincial support and investment through initiatives
like the Ontario Digital Public Library, a modernized Public Libraries Operating Grant, and
equitable First Nations library funding solutions, libraries can further accelerate progress
toward Ontario’s poverty reduction goals.

FOPL, OLA, and Ontario’s public libraries stand ready to collaborate with the Government
of Ontario to ensure every Ontarian has the opportunity to learn, work, and thrive.



