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Abstract 

The 2015 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada report provides valuable guidance and critical 

foundation on decolonization and reconciliation in Canada. Public institutions including universities and 

libraries have affirmed their commitment towards reconciliation and decolonization by undertaking 

initiatives and establishing both short- and long-term goals. This research examines strategic plans posted 

on the organizational websites of nine Canadian public library systems operating in cities with significant 

Indigenous population. The findings suggest that different library systems made varying levels of explicit 

and/or implicit commitment towards reconciliation and decolonization.  

 

 

1. Introduction 

Decolonization involves removing both visible and invisible barriers and structures which bring 

colonial power and control into play (Ashcroft et al. 2001; Smith 2010). The 2015 Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC 2015) report provides guidance and 

recommendations (e.g., 94 Calls to Action) to institutions (e.g., museum, archives and libraries) 

on reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples of Canada. Reconciliation is “an ongoing process” 

(TRC 2015 p.16) that involves creating “a mutually respectful relationship between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal peoples” (ibid p.6) and “following through with concrete actions that 

demonstrate real societal change” (ibid p.16). Public libraries, for example, demonstrate their 

commitment towards reconciliation and decolonization by taking actions in a number of areas such 

as spaces (online and physical), programs and services, and collections (Rathi and Wiebe 2020). 

Organizations (e.g., public libraries) and leaders institutionalize (Cox et al. 1997) their 

commitments and actions by incorporating specific goals and objectives in strategic plans to 

demonstrate their resolve to stakeholders (Moropa 2010; Millesen et al. 2010). Thus, public 

institutions including public libraries can demonstrate their commitment towards decolonization 

and reconciliation by setting goals and objectives in their strategic plans. This paper presents 

findings emerging from the analysis of the strategic plans posted on the organizational websites of 

nine Canadian public libraries. The paper aims to fill a gap in literature in the critical area of 

decolonization and reconciliation in the Library and Information Science (LIS) field in the 

Canadian context, particularly public libraries. The aim of this research is also to prompt LIS 

institutions to include decolonization- and reconciliation-oriented efforts as goals and objectives 

in their future iterations of strategic plans. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) provides valuable foundation, and 

critical guidance on decolonization and reconciliation to Canadian institutions (TRC 2015). The 

literature in this area is limited but evolving with time. McGibbon (2019) reflected on TRC in 
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context of healthcare and noted that leadership “have a key role in enacting” TRC’s Calls to Action 

(p.20) while Maestro and Chadwick (2017) examined the response of health libraries to TRC. 

Authors such as McGowan et al. (2020), Gaudry and Lorenz (2018), and Bissell and Korteweg 

(2016) examined the education landscape, and Wiebe and Rathi (2020) examined library-related 

associations’ efforts towards decolonization and reconciliation. There is ongoing research to 

identify ways to decolonize various areas in the LIS field such as record description (e.g., Fangan 

2020; Farnel et al. 2018; Vaughan 2018), library services (e.g., Edwards 2019), attributions (e.g., 

Anderson and Christen 2019), and other areas such as library spaces, program and collection (Rathi 

and Wiebe 2020).There are limited studies (e.g., Tembo 2018) that have examined strategic plans 

from a reconciliation perspective. Tembo (2018), for example, analyzed “the long-range strategic 

plans of Canada’s 22 Big Cities” and their alignment with “the TRC’s Principles of 

Reconciliation” (p.6). 

 

3. Methodology 

The strategic plans of nine Canadian public libraries were analyzed to learn about decolonization 

and reconciliation efforts. The top ten Canadian cities having the largest Indigenous population as 

per the 2016 Census data of Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, 2016; Anderson, 2019) were 

identified to shortlist public library systems, and they are: Winnipeg Public Library (WPL), 

Edmonton Public Library (EPL), Vancouver Public Library (VPL), Toronto Public Library (TPL), 

Calgary Public Library (CPL), Ottawa Public Library (OPL), Bibliothèques Montréal (BM), 

Saskatoon Public Library (SPL), Regina Public Library (RPL), and Greater Victoria Public Library 

(GVPL). BM was not included in this analysis due to researcher’s French language limitations. 

The strategic plans from the nine public libraries as posted on their websites were downloaded, 

browsed and searched for Indigenous-related content. A single coder collated and analyzed the 

data using the thematic analysis approach (Clarke and Braun 2017; Vaismoradi et al. 2013). The 

CFLA-FCAB Report (2017) provides a number of recommendations (e.g., see p.6-7), which were 

foundational in undertaking the analysis. The strategic plans were searched using key words such 

as Indigenous, Aboriginal, First Nation, Métis, TRC, Treaty, Land Acknowledgement, and Calls 

to Action. This research has limitations including coding by a single reviewer, and reviewing 

strategic planning documents, as posted on the organizational websites, which could be a 

summarized version of the actual document. Also, there might be other relevant (multiple) 

planning documents that were not posted on the websites and/or did not show up in the search 

results. 

 

4. Key Findings 

The start year of the strategic plans of eight (out of nine) public libraries was after the publication 

date of the TRC’s report (2015) with the exception being WPL’s strategic plan (2015-2020), which 

had the same start year (i.e., 2015). There were varying levels of details in the strategic plan 

documents posted by libraries on their websites. For example, the strategic direction and priorities 

posted on a single webpage by OPL to a 52-page (PDF) document posted by TPL. The analysis 

revealed both explicit and implicit commitments of public libraries towards decolonization and 

reconciliation. 
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4.1 Explicit Commitment 

A majority of public libraries expressed their explicit commitment towards reconciliation and 

decolonization by responding and committing through specific actions as evident from review and 

analysis of the strategic plans.  

 

4.1.1 Including Treaty, and Land Acknowledgement 

This facet connects to the CFLA-FCAB’s (2017) recommendation#6: “…territorial 

acknowledgements…” (p.6). Strategic plans were browsed and/or searched using keywords such 

as land acknowledgement and treaty including abbreviated terms (e.g., ‘acknow’). The majority of 

the public library systems did not include land acknowledgements except for TPL, which had the 

land acknowledgement in their strategic plan (see p.7, TPL n.d.). Other libraries like CPL 

connected to reconciliation by reflecting on the specific treaty in their document. It noted that it 

will be “forging a path of Reconciliation by listening to… particularly those of the Treaty 7 

region…” (CPL n.d. p.4)  

 

4.1.2 Responding to TRC and Calls to Action  

This facet connects to the CFLA-FCAB’s (2017) recommendation#3: “Encourage libraries … to 

implement… 94 Calls to Action” (p.6). Four libraries (TPL, EPL, VPL and SPL) explicitly 

mentioned Calls to Action in their documents. For example: VPL (2016), EPL (n.d.) and SPL 

(n.d.) noted “commitment to addressing… Calls to Action within VPL…” (p.26), “implement… 

Calls to Action through public classes and events, and staff training” (p.24), and “[r]espond in 

meaningful ways to… Calls to Action…” (p.18), respectively. 

 

4.1.3 Supporting Indigenous Cultures 

This facet connects to the CFLA-FCAB’s (2017) recommendation#6: “…recognizing and 

supporting Indigenous cultures…” (p.6). Some public libraries included programs and services 

goals/objectives with focus on Indigenous communities. A select few libraries such as CPL and 

SPL explicitly discussed ways they are going to recognize and support Indigenous cultures. For 

example: CPL’s strategic initiative includes expansion of “Indigenous Placemaking” (n.d. p.5), 

and; SPL (n.d.) is committed to “elevate Indigenous voices by promoting languages, cultures and 

history” (p.16). 

 

4.1.4 Involving Indigenous Communities 

This facet connects to the CFLA-FCAB’s (2017) recommendations#6 and #7: “… collaboration 

with local Indigenous stakeholders and partners” in various organizational matters (p.6). Libraries 

like TPL, CPL, EPL, VPL and SPL explicitly expressed commitment to collaborate with 

Indigenous communities in various organizational activities in their strategic plans. For example: 

TPL, EPL and CPL noted that “…established a permanent Indigenous Advisory Council … to 

guide our steps …” (n.d. p.6), “[c]ontinue our commitment to working with Indigenous 

communities (n.d. p. 24), and “the Library seeks to be a successful collaborator … in the spirit of 

Reconciliation” (n.d. p.4), respectively. 
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4.1.5 Offering Services and Programs 

This facet connects to the CFLA-FCAB’s (2017) recommendations#6 reflecting on various facets 

such as “public programming” (p.6). The plan of TPL, EPL, CPL, SPL, VPL, and WPL reflected 

on offering services for Indigenous Peoples. For examples: WPL and SPL were committed to 

“[d]evelop stronger relationships with…Indigenous peoples by providing responsive programs and 

services” (n.d. p.7), and “[e]xplore opportunities to create an Elder-in-Residence program” (n.d. 

p.18), respectively.  

 

4.2 Implicit Commitment 

Three libraries, GVPL, RPL and OPL, had implied commitment towards decolonization and 

reconciliation. These libraries did not explicitly include key terms such as Indigenous, Aboriginal, 

and First Nation, for example, in the context of delivering programs and services or collaborating 

with specific communities, in their strategic plan. Libraries use ‘community’ (or ‘communities’) 

in various documents including strategic plans. It primarily means a group of individuals served 

by libraries in a particularly geographical area (Koh et al. 2018). Organizations including public 

libraries, normally, use ‘community’ (or communities) as a broad-level term to encapsulate a large 

number of culturally diverse communities including Indigenous communities, present in their 

sphere of influence (or geographical area of operations). This was evident in these libraries’ plans. 

For examples: GVPL’s goal was to “[develop] local, community-inspired [emphasis added] branch 

plans to increase the accessibility and impact of library services…” (2020 n.p.); OPL aimed to 

improve its “community relevance” [emphasis added] (n.d. n.p.), and; for RPL, “[c]ommunity is 

at the root of all we do…” (RPL n.d. p.6). 

 

Strategic planning is an important activity in the management and governance of organizations. 

Organizations including libraries undertake strategic planning to establish priorities, and set goals 

and objectives (Ebertz and Stutzman 2020). It provides long-term clarity and direction, helps the 

organization to realize its mission and vision (Barbano 2006; Piorun 2011; Robbins and Coulter 

1999), and confirms the organization's promise to its stakeholder. Organization’s strategic plans 

are an important source of information to learn about their long-term focus and future plans on 

“building alignment and commitment” (Allison and Kaye 2015 p.1), and to gain insight into their 

specific actions (e.g., resource allocation) (ibid) and efforts they aim to undertake in various areas 

including decolonization and reconciliation. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The paper presents some of the key findings on decolonization and reconciliation efforts emerging 

from the analysis of the strategic plans of the nine Canadian public libraries providing services in 

cities with sizable Indigenous populations. The analysis revealed the explicit and implicit 

commitments of public libraries towards decolonization and reconciliation. There are 

opportunities for libraries to demonstrate not only explicit but also additional commitments in their 

future strategic plan iterations. The paper aims to enrich and contribute to literature, particularly 

in the LIS field, and to encourage public institutions to demonstrate their explicit commitment to 

decolonization and reconciliation by incorporating specifics in their strategic plans. This paper 

connects with the ‘decolonizing’ facet noted in the conference topics.  
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