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Urban demographics



Urban demographics

Libraries are in and of the city. 

Who uses them depends a lot on 
who is around.



“[Libraries are] a neighbourhood service, and 
you can't centralise them. You can't expect 
people to bus into them or drive into them; they 
need to be on the street corner if they're 
going to have a social glue effect.” 

(John Pateman)











Core housing need 57% higher 
14.4% in library walk-sheds 

9.2% outside walk-sheds



Let’s look at this 
systematically…. 

Across the 562 member 
library branches located 
within an urban region 

(CMA: census metropolitan 
area)



Housing need is higher in library walk-sheds 
in every single city in the country.



Household income is lower.



Unemployment is higher.



There are more visible minorities 
and immigrants.



In short… 

Library walk-sheds have 
systematically higher levels of 
social need than surrounding 

urban areas.



Some examples…



Montréal



Toronto



Vancouver



Ottawa



Calgary



Edmonton



Saskatoon



Halifax



Oshawa



Chilliwack



What explains these patterns? 
Good question. We’ll talk about 

some possibilities in a minute.



Are these patterns new?





Wide variation in housing need change 
from 2006 to 2016



But regional patterns evident



Household income shows strong 
divergences.



Cities are becoming less white, at 
different rates.



Social disparities between library 
service areas and the rest of their 
regions are (relatively) large and 

(mostly) growing. 

Regional variations are strong. 

The patterns are similar regardless 
of how you define service areas. 

(Housing need 15.1% at 500 m, 14.2% at 1000 m, 
12.5% at 2000 m)
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Governance and 
investment trends



Governance and 
investment trends

Three trends 

New geographies of urban investment 

Knowledge economy 

“State rescaling”, austerity, downloading



New geographies of urban investment 

Gentrification 

Suburbanization of poverty 

Decline in “traditional” public spaces













Knowledge economy 

Economic development thinkers argue that 
innovation is key to competitiveness. 

So how can cities foster innovative and 
creative environments? 

And what is the necessary knowledge 
infrastructure?



“The prototypical public library in the knowledge 
society has two core services: (1) to support 
citizens, companies and administrations in their 
city and region with digital services, namely e-
resources as well as reference services, and to 
communicate with their customers via social 
media; and (2) to provide physical spaces for 
meeting, learning and working, as well as 
areas for children and other groups, in a 
building that is a landmark of the city.” 

(Mainka et al. 2013)









“State rescaling”, austerity, downloading 

Cities have become increasingly important strategic 
actors in global political and economic spaces. 

But they have also been saddled with increasing 
responsibilities despite having weak fiscal tools.



“[The public library] finds itself at a historical 
moment when it is both wildly popular and 
needed more than ever, but is nevertheless 
threatened by forces ideologically 
predisposed to erode it financially, and 
technologies and economic logic seemingly 
bent on usurping its purpose.” 

(Dudley 2012)



WHO’S PICKING UP THE TAB? FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL DOWNLOADING ONTO LOCAL GOVERNMENTS / COLUMBIA INSTITUTE 17

 > Cuts to transfers: the $4  billion gap

At the same time that local government responsibilities increased, federal and provincial transfers 
sharply decreased. In Figure 7, the lower blue line shows that combined federal and provincial 
transfers to B.C. local governments peaked in 1995, then plummeted, until slowly rising after 2002. 
They’re still not back to 1995 levels.

The upper orange line in Figure 7 shows what transfers would have looked like if they’d continued 
at 1995 per capita levels. The lower blue line shows the actual amounts transferred by the federal 
and provincial governments to B.C. local governments. The difference between these two figures 
between 1995 and 2008 adds up to about $4 billion.

FIGURE 7: FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL TRANSFERS TO B.C. LOCAL GOVERNMENTS, 1995–20088

 > Revenue source shifts

So where did local governments turn to deal with increased responsibilities, but less support from 
senior levels of government? The evidence (See Figures 8, 9 and 10) shows how local governments 
have been stuck with two limited and not particularly popular streams of revenue: property taxes 
and sales of services/user fees.9

In 1995, before transfers plummeted, sales of services and user fees made up about 21 per cent 
of B.C. local government revenue and transfers made up just over 11 per cent.

8 Authors’ calculations based on Statistics Canada CANSIM Table 385-0024, “Local general government revenue and 
expenditures, current and capital accounts,” converted to constant 2002 dollars. This calculation excludes a one-time 
$1.9 billion capital transfer for debt forgiveness from the B.C. provincial government for municipal hospitals. 

9 Alternative revenue streams and funding models are not explored in depth in this report, but some useful research 
on this issue includes: David Thompson et al., “Funding a better future: Progressive revenue sources for Canada’s 
cities and towns,” Canadian Union of Public Employees, 2014, https://cupe.ca/funding-better-future-progressive-
revenue-sources-canadas-cities-and-towns and James Fletcher and Doug Macarthur, Local Prosperity: Options for 
Municipal Revenue Growth in British Columbia, ThinkCity, 2010.
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Can municipalities continue to plug the gaps? 

Probably not. The political economy of 
municipal revenue tools is a major constraint. 

(Property taxes are inelastic and highly visible, and 
municipalities are subject to zero-sum competitive pressure.)



Evidence suggests municipal officials are 
supportive of libraries but don’t fully 

understand the services they provide to 
communities. 

“City councillors have a passive image of the library…[and] 
consider that the traditional mission of public libraries 

remains the same and ignore the impact of the information 
society.” (Gazo 2011)



Shifting patterns of urban 
development will shift libraries’ 

local context and role.  

The increasing strategic focus 
on IT is a major opportunity. 

Stagnating or declining higher-
level funding (not just for 

libraries!) is a major threat.
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Libraries as urban 
infrastructure



“[The public library] is 
equally at home in central 
cities, suburbs, and towns 
of all sizes.” 

(Dudley 2012)



Libraries as urban 
infrastructure

Libraries create the conditions for social 
capital. 

The roles libraries are called upon to play 
depend on broader patterns of urban 

development and state investment.



“Social infrastructure is… 
the physical conditions that 
determine whether social 
capital develops.” 

(Klinenberg 2018)



Mental health deinstitutionalization as 
a parallel case study

“Funds saved by [deinstitutionalization] 
have not been allocated to provide 
necessary supports to mentally ill people 
in the community. Due to a deficiency in 
mental health resources, this population is 
at risk for homelessness, drug abuse, 
incarceration in jail, and suicide. ” 

(Read 2009)



Libraries as the lynchpin for urban 
social space

“The problem libraries face isn’t that 
people no longer visit them or take out 
books. On the contrary, so many 
people are using them, for such a wide 
variety of purposes, that library systems 
and their employees are overwhelmed.” 

(Klinenberg 2018)



What libraries can be depends on 
what cities are.



Thank you!


