
BCLA – Intellectual Freedom Committee Meeting 

Meeting Minutes 

September 29, 2014 

Opening 

The meeting of the BCLA – Intellectual Freedom Committee Meeting was called to order 

at 6:35 pm on September 29, 2014 in the Peter McKay Room of the Vancouver Public 

Library by David Waddell. 

Present: 

David C. Waddell (Chair), Allison D. Sullivan (Recorder), Beth Davies, Shirley Lew, 

Jane Curry, Lois Bewley, Ana Rosa Blue, Miriam Moses, Travis Truong, Erin Ziegenfuss 

 

Introduction and Old Business 

- A previous project of the committee involves collaborating on a children's rights 

book project with an advocacy group: 

o Liaison with the Society for Children and Youth of BC continues 

o The project stalled due to SCYBC personnel changes but another meeting 

has been set up in October to re-assess the project 

Discussion: Internet policy at public libraries and review of listserv discussion 

- David Waddell provided an overview of how this discussion began within the 

committee. Minutes from a Vancouver Public Library board meeting approved 

changes in internet policy that sparked discussion by IFC and BCLA members on 

e-mail listservs. These changes suggest that measures may be taken to stop 

patrons from looking at sexually explicit materials on library workstations and 

implement a patron ban if the behaviour persists. This lead to a meeting to discuss 

the topic both specifically and in the scope of all types of libraries. 

 

- Following this introduction, other members of the meeting wanted to itemize 

exactly what the policy said. Following are the statements, questions, and 

thoughts from the meeting. 

 

- Issue 1: Ambiguous policy language 

o Policy changes should contain concrete definitions of the type of internet 

material that patrons would be discouraged from accessing.  

o Words like “inappropriate” and “sexually explicit” can be broadly 

interpreted. 



o Question – Why are sexually explicit materials singled out among a 

spectrum of possibly upsetting or disturbing material (violence, drug use, 

etc.)? 

 

- Issue 2: Roll of staff in policy 

o Question - Does the change in policy suggest that library staff members 

are now meant to proactively patrol or monitor computer workstations for 

inappropriate content? 

o Changes in VPL policy also mentions staff harassment by patrons as a 

punishable offence (perhaps in line with new WorkSafe BC regulations). 

o Term “library staff” not defined – Question: Are librarians supposed to be 

enforcing the new policy? Or are other staff (LAs, shelvers, etc.) expected 

to participate/monitor usage? 

o Vague language may shift the responsibility of internet policy from library 

boards (in the form of institutional solutions like blocks) to the front line 

staff making interpretations.  

o There was no indication in the policy that all levels of staff were 

necessarily involved with developing the change. Many library board 

meetings are open to the public/staff. 

o Question – Was staff input solicited by VPL at the board meetings or at 

any other points during this policy change? 

 

- Issue 3: Rights of patrons to feelings of safety using library materials 

o Patrons who run into problems with the policy may feel like they are being 

watched and surveyed, making them uncomfortable using the library.  

o Comfort levels surrounding sexually explicit material can vary by patron 

or by particular staff member. There could be potentially little consistency 

with which patrons can be reprimanded using this policy. 

o There is also the flipside that patron harassment is a major issue and that 

there may be other ways to manage/monitor patron safety. 

 

General Discussion: Open Floor 

- Tone and nature of intellectual freedom discussions 

o Following the release of the board meeting minutes including the policy 

change, emails were sent to the BCLA IFC list-serve that contained some 

heated discussion about the policy. Some members wanting to speak up 

for and against the policy felt that the tone of the discussion was more 

aggressive and divisive than necessary and they were uncomfortable 

participating. These are problematic barriers when trying to discuss 



relevant and vital issues of intellectual freedom from any side of the 

debate. 

o Format of the e-mail list-serv brought up as a problematic format – there 

are 300+ subscribers (though very few come to meetings) and the idea of 

sending something to a large number of people can be intimidating. There 

is the fear of having words taken out of context in an ongoing online 

conversation. 

o The role of the BCLA and the issue was discussed. Various members 

during the e-mail exchange asked that groups should refrain from targeting 

particular events or organizations. However, particular events are often the 

catalysts of these discussions and to remove them from discussion may 

result in a less powerful discourse. In the past, the IFC has sometimes 

responded to organizations with letters that outline the concerns of the 

IFC, but do not usually recommend recourse or suggest that organizations 

make specific changes regarding recent events.  

o The group decided that a letter specifically to VPL was not the best course 

of action. 

o The members at the meeting agreed by unanimous vote to create an online 

document highlighting the debate around this issue. 

Upcoming Committee Work – Internet Policy Overview Document 

- The IFC will create a document outlining the different internet policies in 

surrounding libraries. It is their hope that this tool will help the library community 

at large.  

- This tool is proposed as a wiki-style document to live on the new BCLA website.  

- It would act as a master list of publicly available internet policies within BC 

Libraries. Hard work by BCLA members was already underway before the 

meeting and the committee wishes to thank the collaborative research of these 

members.  

- The document is intended to establish some best practices around public internet 

policy that addresses issues of intellectual freedom.  

- The document will be edited by members of the IFC before it is launched.  

- The question was asked as to whether the document should include value 

judgments about the policies or provide outlines without commentary. Some 

introductory statements on best practices were determined by the group to be 

useful.  

- Values of the IFC and BCLA should be laid out clearly in the introduction of the 

document. Some members hope this will combat the apathy around intellectual 

freedom matters in the library.  

- Suggestions were made to consult the Canadian Urban Libraries Council and to 

research an incident at Ottawa public library 5-7 years ago surrounding staff 



safety and policy change. The scope of the document and which libraries will be 

examined (province, size, etc.) is yet to be determined. 

Adjournment 

Meeting was adjourned at 8:00 pm by David Waddell.  

Minutes submitted by: Allison D. Sullivan 

Approved by: David C. Waddell 

Please note: Names in the following minutes are not attributed because of the extremely 

conversational nature of the meeting. Multiple people were often speaking within 

individual points and responding to each other rapid fire. 

 


