
Interview with Canada's
Parliamentary Librarian

In December 2005, William R. Young was appointed
Parliamentary Librarian. One year into his tenure, Mr.
Young speaks to the Canadian Parliamentary Review
about the Library's important role in supporting
Parliament and his vision for the institution's future.

Why did you want to take on the
role of Parliamentary Librarian?

I must say, I was honoured to be
considered for this role because it is
one that draws on my passion as a
political historian and my strong
desire to help parliamentarians per-
form their roles on behalf of Canadi-
ans. My 19 years working at the
Library has given me huge respect
for parliamentarians as people who
really want to make a difference for
their fellow citizens, so I consider it
almost a calling to help them to do
this. I hope that my experience at the
Library and beyond will help me to
provide the kind of leadership
needed to build on past successes
and meet the challenges of 21st cen-
tury parliamentary democracy.

What advantage do you feel you
have as a longtime employee of the
Library?

Like any employee who has served
Parliament for more than a few

years, I've developed a keen respect
for Parliament and I think this, com-
bined with my deep appreciation
and respect for the Library staff, is
critical to providing leadership at
the Library of Parliament. Those
who work here are true profession-
als who recognize that the Library is
unique. They feel quite privileged
to work here. The foundation for the
growth and development of this
place has always been the Library
staff's commitment to excellence. As
we evolve and adapt to changing
needs and challenges, I want to en-
courage our staff to try new things
and to take risks in the name of con-
structive change. I hope that I can
help build a culture where we use
rules and processes to promote,
rather than inhibit, innovation and
progress.

Has the Library's role changed
over the years?

At its most fundamental level, no.
The Library of Parliament was orig-

inally created to support Parliamen-
tarians by offering them the infor-
mation and documentation that
they need to effectively perform
their duties-this raison d'être re-
mains valid today. Over the years,
however, there have been a number
of important changes to the scope of
the Library's work. The Library
originally housed the national col-
lection which is now located in the
National Library and Archives of
Canada. Today, our Information
and Documentation Resource Ser-
vice (IDRS) continues the job of col-
lecting, maintaining and providing
access to the Library's print and
electronic collections, which now
focus more specifically on the needs
of parliamentarians. In the sixties, a
research function was formally
added to the Library's role and, to-
day, our Parliamentary Information
and Research Service (PIRS) pro-
vides information, interpretation,
and analytical support to parlia-
mentarians and committees. An-
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other major change came with the
1995 addition of Parliamentary
Public Programs (PPP) to the Li-
brary, which essentially expanded
our mission from providing infor-
mation and support solely to parlia-
mentarians, to providing
information about Parliament to
Canadians on behalf of parliamen-
tarians.

What challenges is the Library fac-
ing today?

A critical challenge for the Library
lies in adapting its work to help par-
liamentarians deal with the chang-
ing expectations of Canadians. As
citizens call for more considered
parliamentary debate of public pol-
icy issues, the Library must strive to
ensure that parliamentarians have
access to the best possible tools to do
the job. That involves offering
non-partisan, balanced and rele-
vant information that may not oth-
erwise be easily accessible, or not
available in the format or
time-frame parliamentarians need.

Of course, the tools, processes
and skills required for performing

the Library's role have evolved
dramatically in the wake of techno-
logical change and progress. There
has been a virtual explosion in the
volume of information now avail-
able from an endless array of
sources, both good and bad. This
means recognizing that the Library
and its staff are not the only source
of information for Parliament, but
our role has not diminished. In-
stead, Parliamentarians increas-
ingly call on our staff for assistance
in coping with the information
"noise" that they are bombarded
with every day. Library employees
have a keen sense of what informa-
tion is required, when and in what
form. They are highly-skilled re-
searchers, librarians, technicians
and communicators who work to-
gether to source and analyze credi-
ble information and then synthesize
and package it in a way that meets
parliamentarians' specific needs. As
the Library's role continues to shift
away from merely providing infor-
mation to that of managing and
brokering knowledge, a top priority
for me is to ensure that our staff are

appropriately organized, moti-
vated and equipped to succeed.

What do you hope to achieve as
Parliamentary Librarian?

As I said, I have a deep appreciation
of what parliamentarians are trying
to do, and that motivates me to help
them be as effective as they can be.
So, in addition to identifying new
ways to enhance the products and
services we provide directly to par-
liamentarians, I want to ensure that
the Library is the kind of well-man-
aged and flexible organization that
stays relevant and responsive to our
clients' changing needs over time.
In other words, the Library of Par-
liament can do its job best if, and
when, it has its own house in order.

In that regard, I have spent a good
deal of the past year working with
the Library's managers on identify-
ing our needs and challenges as an
organization operating within the
parliamentary context. We have en-
gaged outside expertise to assist us
and we have consulted extensively
with those working on the front
lines to provide service to parlia-
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The main building of the Library was closed for more than three years for renovations. The staff gathered (photo on left) in February

2002 to mark the closing and again in June 2006 for the re-opening ceremony. (Photo: Janet Brooks).



mentarians and Canadians. As an
aside, I like to compare the past
year's work to the assessment and
planning we did to prepare for the
four-year Library Building renova-
tion project that was completed ear-
lier this year. It was no small
undertaking to preserve the histori-
cal and symbolic beauty of the origi-
nal Library building, while
equipping it with the technology
and infrastructure it needed to
serve a modern Parliament. The
task required a great deal of study
and consideration, the involvement
of outside engineering and design
expertise and thousands of hours of
careful planning. Strengthening the
foundations of the Library as an or-
ganization requires a similarly
systematic approach … again, with
the aim of serving a modern Parlia-
ment.

In the second year of my tenure as
Parliamentary Librarian, I will be
taking action in areas that need
work. Indeed, the work has already
begun. The Library's management
team has reviewed and updated the
Library's mission and vision state-
ments and is moving forward on es-
tablishing the business planning
and performance measurement sys-
tems needed to support our opera-
tions. In December, the Library
welcomed a new Director General
of Corporate Services who brings a
great deal of experience in re-think-
ing the way organizations do their
business and managing organiza-
tional change. The management
team is also working on improving
the Library's human resources and
communications practices to
strengthen leadership at all levels
and to facilitate greater staff in-
volvement in planning and achiev-
ing results. Our purpose is very
clear-to build the management in-
frastructure that will ensure the Li-
brary of Parl iament is a
well-managed, flexible and dy-

namic organization that remains
sharply focused on serving
Parliament and Canadians as well
as it has in the past.

What is the Library's… and your
own… approach to client-service?

Well, the Library is a client-driven
service organization with a long his-
tory of looking for new and better
ways to meet the needs of its clients.
So, even as we have undertaken to
strengthen our internal manage-
ment capacities, we have also con-
tinued to make a series of
incremental improvements to our
services.

For parliamentarians, we remain
focused on providing ready access
to balanced information and knowl-
edgeable technologically-skilled
staff. Over the past year, for exam-
ple, we have enhanced our
PARLMEDIA electronic news mon-
itoring system, which now allows
parliamentarians to choose when
and how often they want to receive
electronic alerts of the day's media

coverage, or of particular stories
they may be following. We have
also expanded our PARLINFO elec-
tronic database to include search-
able bibliographies of current
parl iamentarians' published
writings.

Of course, the establishment of a
Parliamentary Budget Officer func-
tion has become an immediate chal-
lenge for us as a result of the
government's decision to create this
position within the Library. I see
this as an excellent opportunity to
effectively support parliamentari-
ans' efforts to scrutinize how gov-
ernment manages the money that
Canadians entrust to it. Of course,
we must carefully consider how
best to organize ourselves to deliver
such a service and work is now un-
derway to examine options for pro-
ceeding. In that regard, we have
asked the Canadian Association of
Former Parliamentarians to help us
tap into former parliamentarians'
experiences and perspectives on the
legislative review of expenditures. I
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Special guests at the official re-opening were Speaker Peter Milliken (l) of the House of Com-

mons, Speaker Noël Kinsella (r) of the Senate and Michael Fortier, Minister of Public Works

whose department was responsible for the renovation and restoration of the Library.
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should note here that forging part-
nerships with external organiza-
tions, including other legislatures
and library organizations across
Canada and around the world, is
another way in which we will
continue to look for new ways to
enhancing the value of our
programs and services over time.

Finally, as we continue to review
and evaluate our products, pro-
grams and services in the months
ahead, I cannot place enough em-
phasis on the importance of system-
atical ly consulting
parliamentarians on their experi-
ences and their views—closer com-
munication and targeted marketing
is critical if the Library is going to
meet the needs of a 21st century
Parliament.

And where do Canadians all fit
into this picture?

It has become a truism that Parlia-
mentary democracies around the
world are struggling with an in-
creasingly cynical and skeptical
public. Who is better placed than
the Library to support parliamen-

tarians in connecting their constitu-
ents to Parliament in increasingly
meaningful ways? I believe that of-
fering the public authoritative and
reliable information about how Par-
liament works is essential to main-
taining Canadians' confidence in,
and respect for, Canada's
democratic traditions and pro-
cesses.

We certainly have lots to build on
as we already offer a wide range of
unique opportunities to experience
and learn about Parliament. Our
Parliamentary Guides, for example,
introduce hundreds of thousands of
visitors each year to Parliament, in-
cluding the beautiful newly
re-opened Main Library building.
Our educational materials and pro-
grams have won awards and are
used across Canada and around the
world. In November, the Speakers
of the Senate and House of Com-
mons hosted the 10th edition of the
annual Teachers Institute. Orga-
nized by the Library, the Teachers
Institute brings educators from
across the country to Ottawa to
meet parliamentarians and gain in-
sights on contemporary democratic

governance. Over the years, this
program has been applauded by
teachers as dramatically enhancing
both their appreciation for the work
parliamentarians do and their class-
room instruction about Parliament,
governance, democracy and citi-
zenship. We are now actively look-
ing at extending this successful
model for enhancing Canadians'
appreciation for what happens
here. Should we consider, for ex-
ample, developing similar
programs for seniors, for municipal
leaders or for the voluntary sector?
I believe these ideas deserve some
consideration.

Do you have any final words to of-
fer?

Only to reiterate that I see the Li-
brary as a client-driven institution
that is building on a lengthy record
of success. Most parliamentarians
are here because they have a sense
of purpose and public life-they are
here to accomplish something. The
Library's job is to help them succeed
and to nurture the deliberative pro-
cess for the benefit of all Canadians.
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