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“How	many	public	libraries	are	there	in	Canada?”	v.2.1	

Mary	F.	Cavanagh,	School	of	Information	Studies,	University	of	Ottawa		
	
Introduction	

This	 document	was	written	 for	 two	 reasons.	 The	 first	 is	 that	 the	question	posed	 in	 the	 title	
suggests	that	a	quick	and	ready	response	–	a	single	figure	–	actually	exists	for	anyone	who	might	need	
it	in	the	next	5	minutes.	The	second	reason	is	that	the	information	that	could	answer	this	question	is	
actually	not	currently	compiled	and	publicly	available.	Whether	it’s	needed	for	a	policy	report,	a	data	
visualization	 insert,	 a	 trivia	 game,	 or	 simple	 curiosity,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Canada’s	 strong	 record	 of	
published	 government	 statistics,	 and	 an	 equally	 strong	 tradition	 of	 public	 library	 service,	 this	 is	 a	
curious	 information	 hole	 in	 our	 sector.	 Statistics	 Canada	 used	 to	 count	 public	 libraries	 and	 I	 do	 not	
know	why	they	suspended	reporting	on	this	data	point.	Wikipedia	does	not	have	a	page,	and	Google	
takes	 you	 to	 old	 information	 –	 to	my	 v.1	 document	 from	2012,	 and	 to	 a	 statistical	 report	 from	 the	
same	 year,	 prepared	 by	 Brundin	 and	 Schrader	 (2012)	 for	 the	 Canadian	 Library	 Association,	 as	 a	
companion	to	their	publication,	National	Values	Profile	of	Canadian	Libraries.		

As	a	 former	 reference	 librarian,	and	 long	before	 there	was	an	 information	 source	 called	 the	
Internet,	I	recall	referring	to	a	library	annual	and	directory	published	by	either	Bowker	or	Micromedia	
that	 compiled	 basic	 information	 on	 all	 libraries	 in	 Canada.	With	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 internet	 such	
directories	quickly	went	out	of	print.	As	late	as	the	1990’s	the	National	Library	maintained	a	web	page	
that	 functioned	 as	 directory	 of	 public	 libraries	 in	 Canada.	 However	 this	 page	 was	 archived	 then	
removed	 altogether	 during	 the	 organizational	 merger	 of	 Canada’s	 national	 library	 and	 national	
archives	into	today’s	Library	and	Archives	Canada.		

Indeed	whenever	I	have	raised	this	question	with	colleagues,	each	person	quickly	suggests	that	
the	information	should	definitely	be	available,	and	they	wonder	if	I	have	tried	this	organization	or	that	
source.	Be	assured	I	have,	and	to	the	best	of	my	knowledge	it	is	not	available	elsewhere.	

Thus	this	document	is	v.2	answering	the	same	question	with	updated	data.	It	includes	a	more	
detailed	 description	 of	 my	 approach	 and	 of	 the	 sources	 consulted.	 I	 have	 also	 added	 several	
observations	and	interpretive	comments	regarding	how	one	might	read	these	data,	either	individually,	
looking	at	a	single	province	or	territory,	or	altogether	as	a	national	snapshot.		
	
Methodology	

My	approach	was	to	consult	each	provincial	and	territorial	government’s	website	responsible	
for	administering	public	library	legislation	in	their	jurisdiction.	At	each	of	these	sites,	I	then	looked	for	
annual	library	statistics	and	annual	reports	where	such	data	could	likely	be	tallied.	If	the	figures	were	
not	available	in	these	types	of	reports	which	was	the	case	in	a	couple	of	jurisdictions,	I	went	to	each	
library	 system	 listed,	 and	manually	 counted.	 I	 reviewed	 government	 library	websites	 in	 some	depth	
paying	 particular	 attention	 to	 text	 on	 governance	 and	 systems	 of	 organization	 of	 their	 respective	
library	services.	Unsurprisingly	there	is	little	consistency	in	reporting	across	jurisdictions.		

My	search	was	for	data	on	two	variables:	library	systems	and	library	branches.	In	LIS	discourse,	
the	terms	library	and	public	library	are	increasingly	fluid.	It	is	also	worth	noting	the	distinction	between	
the	 terms	 library	 service	 point	 and	 library	 branch.	 Many	 (though	 not	 all)	 provincial	 and	 territorial	
library	 documents	 and	websites	 refer	 to	 service	 points	 rather	 than	 library	 branches.	 Definitions	 are	
rarely	 included	 to	describe	what	exactly	 constitutes	a	 service	point.	 In	 some	 jurisdictions,	 it	 appears	
from	 how	 the	 information	 is	 presented,	 that,	 for	 example,	 bookmobile	 stops,	 or	 book	 deposits	 are	
considered	 service	points.	 I	have	deliberately	 chosen	 to	 take	a	narrower,	even	 traditional,	 view	of	a	
library	 service	 point	 as	 a	 library	 branch	 –	 with	 a	 fixed	 building	 and	 address,	 with	 some	 kind	 of	
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permanent	collection,	and	with,	 I	am	assuming,	 regular	staff.	 In	as	much	as	 I	could	discern	 from	the	
information	provided,	I	counted	service	points	that	were	only	library	branches	as	defined	here.	

For	the	purposes	of	this	exercise	a	library	system	was	recognized	as	the	organizational	entity	
that	functions	as	a	distributed	library	system,	governed	either	by	a	library	board,	or	by	a	municipality	
or	 provincial	 or	 territorial	 government	 department	 directly.	 A	 library	 system	 typically	 has	
organizational	 autonomy	 and	 control	 over	 its	 budget,	 policies,	 and	 operations.	 Library	 branches	 are	
the	primary	anchors	in	a	library	system’s	service	framework.	The	distinction	between	a	library	system	
and	 a	 library	 branch	 is	 not	 often	 either	 relevant	 to	 or	 recognized	 by	 library	 patrons	 or	 their	
communities	at	large.		

Finally,	I	am	aware	that	my	definitions	are	entirely	subjective	and	open	themselves	to	criticism	
from	classificationists	among	us	who	could	argue,	for	example,	that	a	bookmobile	is	a	library	branch.	A	
travelling,	 library	 branch.	 I	 agree.	 For	 this	 exercise,	 however,	 I	 opted	 for	 a	 highly	 conservative	
approach.	Although	we	may	see	public	 library	service	points	 in	many	places	and	with	many	forms	of	
physical	and	digital	manifestations,	our	politicians	and	our	communities	may	not.	

This	information	has	been	gathered	from	provincial	and	territorial	government	sites	and	other	
sources	as	 included	and	briefly	explained	under	Source	 and	 notes.	 I	 did	not	 contact	each	provincial	
and	 territorial	 library	 to	 confirm	my	 figures	nor	 to	make	 further	 inquiries.	 Inclusions	and	exclusions,	
where	data	presented	were	potentially	ambiguous,	are	also	noted.	These	figures	are	only	a	snapshot	
that	will	become	dated	again.	I	take	full	responsibility	for	any	errors	of	fact	or	interpretation.		
	
Results,	observations	and	interpretation	
	

Province	or	Territory	 Library	
Systems	

Library	
Branches	

Year	of	
Data		

Alberta	 18	 320	 2016	
British	Columbia	 71	 327	 2017	
Manitoba	 54	 103	 2019	
New	Brunswick	 1	 63	 2019	
Newfoundland	&	Labrador	 1	 94	 2019	
Northwest	Territories	 1	 21	 2019	
Nova	Scotia	 9	 80	 2017	
Nunavut	 1	 11	 2019	
Ontario	 309	 916	 2017	
Prince	Edward	Island	 1	 26	 2019	
Quebec	 174	 1055	 2018	
Saskatchewan	 11	 316	 2019	
Yukon	 1	 18	 2019	
Total	 652	 3,350	 	

	 	 Figure	1:	Summary	table	–	breakdown	by	province	and	territory	
	
There	are	currently	652	public	library	systems	and	3,350	public	library	branches	in	Canada.	
	
Each	province	and	territory	is	its	own	distinct	jurisdiction	and	in	looking	at	just	the	fundamentals	of	
how	Canada’s	public	libraries	are	organized,	this	truth	is	striking	once	again.	Notwithstanding	these	
differences,	what	can	we	say	about	Canada’s	public	libraries	based	on	this	brief	census-taking	
exercise?	Here	are	a	few	of	my	take-aways	with	an	important	disclaimer:	I	am	no	population	
researcher	or	expert	of	any	kind.	Maybe	you	have	other	observations	or	insights	to	contribute.		
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ü Quebec	has	a	lot	more	public	library	service	points	per	capita	(i.e.,	branches)	than	I	had	expected,	

based	on	my	basic	knowledge	of	that	provincial	library	system.	Impressive.		
ü From	a	distance	the	idea	of	one	provincial	or	territorial	library	system	coordinated,	managed,	and	

funded	centrally	with	a	wide	and	geographically	distributed	network	of	branches	as	in	each	of	the	
territories,	and	in	NB,	NL,	and	PEI	seems	logical.	So	why	not	NS	or	MB	with	similar	populations	and	
distributions?	I	can	only	assume	history	and	municipal,	political	traditions	would	explain	that.	

ü School-housed	public	libraries,	or	public-school	libraries,	or	full	school	libraries	are	specifically	
referenced	and	included	as	services	points	in	the	provincial	public	library	networks	in	Alberta,	New	
Brunswick,	and	Saskatchewan.	An	ongoing	topic	for	discussion	in	several	jurisdictions.		

ü Ideally	I	would	have	liked	to	have	been	able	to	count	First	Nations,	reserve,	or	Indigenous	public	
libraries	across	Canada.	However	that	will	have	to	wait	for	the	next	version,	as	time	did	not	permit	
that	work.		

ü My	first	version	of	this	work	from	2012	reported	595	library	systems	and	2996	branches.	I	do	not	
believe	there	has	been	a	huge	growth	in	the	sector.	I	suggest	that	my	methods	for	counting	and/or	
provincial	and	territorial	methods	of	reporting	were	different.	I	am	more	confident	of	the	figures	in	
this	version	for	the	moment.	The	differences	could	also	be	explained	by	reporting	or	organizational	
changes	in	just	one	larger	jurisdiction	such	as	Ontario	or	Quebec.			

	
Sources	and	notes	by	province	and	territory	
	
Alberta	
Government	of	Alberta.	Municipal	Affairs.	Public	Library	Services	Branch	(homepage)	
https://www.alberta.ca/public-library-services.aspx		
Government	of	Alberta.	Public	Library	Statistics	(2016)	
https://www.alberta.ca/public-library-statistics.aspx#toc-0		
	

• The	total	number	of	service	points	is	reported	as	320	
• The	total	number	of	service	points	appears	to	include	regional	libraries’	headquarters	and	

administrative	centers,	which	are	not	typically	spaces	open	directly	to	the	public.		
• This	total	also	includes	53	member	school	libraries.	
• Statistical	report	indicates	7	“Library	Systems”	and	11	“Non-systems”		
• No	definition	is	provided	for	either	of	these	terms.	
• “Non-systems”	appears	to	refer	to	municipalities	e.g.,	Calgary,	Edmonton,	Red	Deer	Therefore,	

according	to	my	definition	of	a	library	system,	I	have	combined	AB’s	library	systems	and	non-
systems	into	one	total.		
	

British	Columbia	
Government	of	British	Columbia.	Sports,	Recreation,	Arts	and	Culture.	Public	Libraries	(homepage)	
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/sports-culture/arts-culture/public-libraries		
Government	of	British	Columbia.	Data	Catalogue	–	BC	Public	Libraries	Open	Data	2002-2017	
https://catalogue.data.gov.bc.ca/dataset/bc-public-libraries-statistics-2002-
present/resource/de58182c-842b-4030-94bc-c062d0ccb2cf	
	

• 2017	statistics	from	data	portal:	Column	C	for	library	system;	Column	FV	for	service	points	
• Instructions	for	reporting	service	points:	“Report	the	number	of	service	points	occupied	by	the	

library,	with	services	available	to	the	public.	Do	not	count	locations	at	which	there	is	either	no	
permanent	collection	of	library	materials	or	no	staff.	For	library	facilities	that	do	not	provide	
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service	to	the	public,	report	them	on	line	#850.”	
	

Manitoba	
Government	of	Manitoba.	Manitoba	Sport,	Culture	and	Heritage.	Public	Library	Services	(homepage)	
https://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/pls/		
Manitoba	Public	Library	Statistics	Locations	(Updated	2019)	
https://mb.countingopinions.com/memberlist_details.php?l=14702&dltype=PL	
	

• Counting	Opinions	detailed	member	list	–	conducted	manual	count	from	this	page.		
	
New	Brunswick	
Government	of	New	Brunswick.	Post-Secondary	Education,	Training	and	Labour.	New	Brunswick	Public	
Libraries	(homepage)	https://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/departments/nbpl.html	
2015-2016	Annual	Report	https://www2.gnb.ca/content/dam/gnb/Departments/nbpl-
sbpnb/pdf/annualreport_2015-2016.pdf	
	

• From	the	homepage,	“NBPLS	is	made	up	of	one	provincial	office,	5	regional	offices,	52	public	
libraries,	11	public-school	libraries,	a	virtual	branch,	a	Books-by-Mail	Service	and	a	Talking	
Book	Service.”	

• Joint	public-school	libraries	were	included	in	the	total	number	of	branches.		
	
Newfoundland	and	Labrador	
Government	of	Newfoundland	and	Labrador.	Department	of	Education	and	Early	Childhood	
Development.	Public	Libraries	(homepage)	http://www.nlpl.ca/index.php		
	

• From	the	Structure	of	Public	Library	Services:	“The	Provincial	Board	presently	operates	94	
public	libraries	throughout	the	province.		These	Libraries	are	divided	into	four	administrative	
divisions.”	https://nlpl.ca/about/structure-of-library-services.html	

• The	province	functions	as	a	single	library	system	with	administrative	centres.		
	

Northwest	Territories	
Government	of	Northwest	Territories.	Education,	Culture	and	Employment.	NWT	Public	Library	
Services	(homepage)	http://www.nwtpls.gov.nt.ca/index.html		
Government	of	Northwest	Territories.	About	NWT	Public	Library	Services	
http://www.nwtpls.gov.nt.ca/About_NWT_PublicLibraryServices.html		
	

• From	About	NWT	Public	Library	Services,	“There	are	currently	21	public	libraries	in	the	NWT.”		
	
Nova	Scotia	
Government	of	Nova	Scotia.	Communities,	Culture	and	Heritage.	Nova	Scotia	Provincial	Library	
(homepage)		https://library.novascotia.ca/	
Nova	Scotia	Provincial	Library.	Nova	Scotia	Public	Library	Annual	Report	2016-2017		
https://library.novascotia.ca/sites/default/files/inline/documents/Annual-reports/annual-report-2016-
17-en.pdf		
	

• Figures	reported	on	page	5	of	2016-2017	Annual	Report.		
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Nunavut	
Government	of	Nunavut. Department	of	Culture,	Language,	Elders	&	Youth's	Culture	and	Heritage	
branch.	Nunavut	Public	Library	Services	(homepage)	
http://www.publiclibraries.nu.ca/		
	

• From	homepage,	“Our	11	community	libraries	are	spread	across	Nunavut’s	three	regions:	
Kitikmeot,	Kivalliq,	and	Qikiqtani.”	

	
Ontario	
Government	of	Ontario.	Tourism,	Culture	and	Sport.	Ontario	Public	Libraries	(homepage)	
http://www.mtc.gov.on.ca/en/libraries/libraries.shtml	
2017	Ontario	Public	Library	Statistics		
http://www.mtc.gov.on.ca/en/libraries/statistics_2017.shtml	
	

• Under	“All	population	groups”	and	“General	Information”	noted	the	number	of	libraries	/	CEO	
to	obtain	number	of	library	systems.	See	also	total	of	column	reporting	number	of	library	
branches	for	each	of	these	libraries.	Municipalities	that	contract	for	library	services	are	
excluded;	SOLS	and	OLS-North	are	also	excluded	because	as	far	as	I	know	they	are	not	direct	to	
public	library	service	points.		

	
Prince	Edward	Island	
Government	of	Prince	Edward	Island.	Education,	Early	Learning	and	Culture.	Public	Libraries	
(homepage)		
https://www.princeedwardisland.ca/en/information/education-early-learning-and-culture/public-
libraries-locations-and-hours	

	
• Public	Libraries	–	Location	and	Hours	notes,	“There	are	26	public	libraries	across	Prince	Edward	

Island.”	
	
Quebec	
Gouvernement	du	Québec.	Culture	et	Communications.	Bibliothèques	publiques	(homepage	FR)	
https://www.mcc.gouv.qc.ca/index.php?id=4375		
Institut	de	la	statistique	du	Québec	-	Bibliothèques	publiques	
http://www.stat.gouv.qc.ca/docs-hmi/statistiques/culture/bibliotheques/publiques/index.html	
		

• Public	libraries	in	Quebec	have	quite	different	histories	and	legislative	traditions	than	those	in	
the	rest	of	Canada.	Read	more	on	the	homepage	listed	above.	

• For	this	exercise	I	consulted	the	Government’s	data	portal		
http://www.stat.gouv.qc.ca/statistiques/culture/bibliotheques/publiques/stat_generale.htm		

• Under	general	stats	–	break	out	in	two	categories:	Bibliothèques	publiques	autonomes	(172	
BPA)	and	Réseaux	(11	regions).	Each	Réseaux	can	then	be	filtered	and	the	number	of	libraries	
shown	for	in	each	region.	Finally,	add	one	stand-alone	BaNQ.		

• This	table	refers	to	the	number	of	libraries	and	the	number	of	service	points.	The	assumption	
is	made	that	each	of	the	‘BPA’	libraries	is	a	library	‘system’,	and	each	of	the	11	‘Réseaux’	
functions	as	a	library	system,	where	collections,	services,	technologies,	are	shared.	Service	
point	is	not	defined	but	is	assumed	to	refer	to	individual	location-specific	library	branches.		
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• Although	the	statistical	table	indicates	data	only	from	2015,	the	page	itself	indicates	it	has	

been	updated	in	2018.		
	
Saskatchewan	
Government	of	Saskatchewan.	Education.	Library	System	in	Saskatchewan	(homepage)	
https://www.saskatchewan.ca/residents/education-and-learning/library-system-in-saskatchewan			
	

• Manual	count	of	branches	from	links	on	provincial	library	page	to	regional,	municipal,	and	
northern	libraries;	library	systems	accessed	via	links	from	each	municipal,	regional,	and	
northern	website.	In	some	cases	under	“Locations”	a	library	is	listed	but	it	actually	shows	no	
open	hours	and	was	therefore	not	counted.		

• Excludes	“corner	libraries”	
• Excludes	Provincial	Library	and	Literacy	Office	

	
Yukon	
Government	of	the	Yukon.	Arts	and	Culture.	Libraries	and	Archives	(homepage)	
https://yukon.ca/en/libraries-archives	
	

• Under	find	a	library	page,	manual	count.	https://yukon.ca/en/arts-and-culture/libraries-and-
archives/find-library		

• Includes	government	libraries	that	are	also	open	to	the	public	with	collections	available	for	
direct	lending.		

• Site	lists	community	libraries.	Yukon	Archives	and	Yukon	Public	Law	Library	not	included.		
	

	
	


