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Executive Summary 
The Key Network Processes Project was initiated to identify ways for LiRN to better support the 
work of Ontario’s county and district law libraries through identification of potential efficiencies 
and ways to increase services offered. The courthouse library network has many advantages to 
build on, most notably the depth of the libraries’ integration into communities through almost 
150 years of operation and the priority that stakeholders place on their continued operation. 
This project involved a literature review, a brief survey, and stakeholder consultations, to ensure 
that the particular administrative, historical, and logistical context of the courthouse libraries 
and LiRN were taken into account in developing the recommendations below. The areas of 
potential improvement identified include resolving issues related categorization of libraries, 
electronic subscriptions, improving communication, increasing research support, growing access 
to professional development for staff and lawyers, and standardizing reporting. These 
recommendations will improve the levels of service to lawyers across the province and ensure 
that LiRN is making the best use of resources while supporting the development of library staff 
and collections. This will ensure that the library network will be sustainable into the future. 

  



 2 

Introduction 
As LiRN matures as an organization, opportunities continue to emerge to facilitate leveraging 
the county and district law library network to provide improved services in cost-effective ways. 
This project was conceived to examine how this may be accomplished, while considering LiRN 
and the courthouse libraries’ unique contexts. This included consideration of the history of the 
network, stakeholders’ current preferences, and industry best practices as reported in the 
professional literature. It is encouraging to note that much of the core ambition contemplated in 
the Elliott Report in 1998 has been developed, and the proposed process changes will solidify 
those gains. This is important, because the best way to ensure that the network is healthy and 
able to provide what the legal system needs for the next 150 years is for the libraries to thrive.  

Methodology 
The process for this project was comprised of researching LiRN’s current and historical 
environment, including administrative, historical, and sector contexts, followed by consultations 
with stakeholders. The project started with an analysis of existing documents related to the 
development of the county and district law libraries in Ontario going back to the 1990s and a 
review of the professional literature about law libraries and legal information provision. This was 
followed by a brief survey designed to allow stakeholders, especially lawyers, to provide 
feedback on the library network and share how they use the libraries. This information 
gathering was followed by a series of facilitated meetings with stakeholders including LiRN’s 
shareholders, the presidents of the county law associations, library staff, and the executive of the 
Ontario County Library Association (OCLA). These groups were asked to provide input on and 
approve a series of four assumptions that informed the process of collecting information, and to 
provide suggestions of possible process improvements. The assumptions and a list of suggestions 
from library staff and the OCLA executive are included in Appendices 1 and 2. 
It should be noted that the survey had limited distribution (114 respondents) which limits the 
conclusions that can be drawn from it. A full user survey with wider distribution could provide 
more robust insights into user needs and behaviour. 

Current State Analysis 
The network of county and district law libraries has many advantages. It has physical presence 
in communities around Ontario and deep integration into the work and culture of the legal 
profession in the province. This unique position was developed in the almost 150 years since the 
courthouse libraries were instituted in 1879.1 Having 47 libraries spaced over such a large 
geographic area with limited shared administration means that there are significant 
opportunities to optimize processes within the network.  
In the last 40 years, the roles of libraries around the world have shifted away from serving 
primarily as space for the storage and access to physical collections to providing dynamic 
access to electronic collections beyond what would otherwise be possible based on their physical 
footprints, and places for communities to meet and learn from each other.2 This shift creates 
openings for the courthouse libraries, because it encourages closer parity of access to research 
materials for lawyers in different communities. Since its founding in 2020, LiRN has made 

 
1 LibraryCo, “The Roots of the County and District Law Library System,” May 2006, 3. 
2 Economic Value of Law Libraries Special Committee, “The Economic Value of Law Libraries: A Report of 
the American Association of Law Libraries” (American Association of Law Libraries, 2015), 1, 
https://www.aallnet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/EconomicValue-ofLawLibrariesFinalReport.pdf. 
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significant progress in establishing processes that ensure that lawyers get what they need, 
especially with regard to research collections. However, the process identified some gaps in 
service that can be filled and ways to increase economies of scale going forward. 

Recommendations 
The following recommendations are based on internal documents, external research, and 
stakeholder consultations. Many potential courses of action arose in the consultation process for 
this project, some of which were already in development in line with LiRN’s strategic plan and 
others that will be considered for the future. LiRN’s management has compiled a list of these 
suggestions and will be following up as appropriate. 

Revisiting the roles of regional, area, and local libraries 
In the approximately 20 years since the courthouse libraries were reformed following the Elliott 
Report, the regional, area, and local libraries have mostly operated separately with some 
collaboration, mainly in the form of unofficial collegial cooperation among staff. However, the 
vision for the different categories of libraries contemplated in the report involved the regional 
libraries providing access to resources and services that the smaller area and local libraries 
lacked. Specifically, the area and local libraries were designed to be well suited to providing 
information relating to legal rules and procedures, practical information, and techniques. 
Whereas the regional libraries were designed to also provide systemic knowledge about 
concerns such as how the legal system should resolve disputes and distribute justice.3 The most 
substantial environmental difference since that time noted during the research process for this 
report is the increase in access to electronic materials, which significantly lessens the capacity of 
small libraries to deliver access to more content. 
The Elliott Report anticipated significant formal cooperation among the different categories of 
libraries, and it may be time to reconsider the current approach. During the consultations 
associated with this project, staff expressed significant differences in their experiences related to 
levels of support from colleagues, both in and outside each library, and their levels of comfort 
with different work-related tasks. Different libraries have significantly different capacities in 
relation to various work functions, and it would be beneficial to formalize systems for 
collaboration with staff from different organizations contributing based on capacity and 
expertise. This may mean that larger libraries with more staff can contribute more to shared 
projects, though their larger user bases mean that they will likely also make more use of the 
services. It could also mean that the specific skills and resources from individuals benefit the 
whole network, or that small libraries with less foot traffic can provide more virtually. 
Implementation 

• Do an assessment of staff skills and staffing levels across the network to create a 
systemic understanding of capacity. 

• Prioritize particular functions for collaboration, such as research services, collection 
management, continuing professional development, and technical services. 

• Integrate appropriate capacity and expertise into project planning for network wide 
projects. And ask libraries to consider whether institutions could collaborate on projects 

 
3 Professional Development and Competence Committee, “Beyond 2000: The Future of County Library 
Services to Ontario Lawyers,” 19–20; H Arthurs, “A Lot Of Knowledge Is a Dangerous Thing: Will The Legal 
Profession Survive the Knowledge Explosion?,” Dalhousie Law Journal 18, no. 2 (October 1, 1995): 308. 
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that would otherwise be internal. This could be full participation in the project, accessing 
the results, or providing input where appropriate. 

• This will be assisted by improved communication as recommended below. 
• The consultation process generated a significant list of potential projects, some of which 

are already in development. These will be assessed and prioritized going forward. LiRN’s 
management has this list and will move forward with it. Many of these projects would be 
significantly more feasible with network collaboration. 

Resolving issues related to electronic collections 
The library sector internationally has been following the wider societal trends toward delivering 
content electronically. This has had many advantages, as it frees libraries from the requirements 
for physical space and reduces the staff time spent acquiring and maintaining large print 
collections. Depending on contract terms, electronic collections can also allow lawyers to access 
content remotely and outside library opening hours. However, electronic delivery of content has 
also been associated with higher costs, restrictive licenses, and loss of access to materials if 
subscriptions are canceled because the content is only licensed rather than purchased.  
During the consultation process, stakeholders repeatedly requested remote access to electronic 
materials, but accommodating many of these requests has not been possible until now because 
of price constraints and unwillingness to negotiate on the part of legal publishers. These issues 
are not new: having libraries or the Law Society publishing content that was not easy to 
acquire, or not available for sale was included as a potential strategic priority in the Elliott 
Report in 1998.4 This was seen as a strategic way to resolve issues associated with accessing 
materials that may be too expensive or unavailable for inclusion in the libraries’ collections.5  
These issues were addressed to some degree in the early 2000s with the creation of CanLII. The 
courthouse library network and CanLII continue to serve Ontarians well, but it may be time to 
consider closer collaboration as a way to ameliorate these risks. Increasing the development of 
online content that is openly accessible also has the potential to open new sources of funding 
such as the Law Foundation of Ontario’s grant programs. 
Implementation 

• Evaluate the usage of LiRN’s existing subscriptions to large research platforms to verify 
that their value warrants their cost. In addition to considering volume of use, this should 
include verifying that the content being accessed is unique content that cannot be 
accessed on free sites. 

• Identify the needed content and assess whether similar resources can be created on 
more accessible platforms. 

• Approach potential partners like CanLII, law schools, and the Law Foundation of 
Ontario, to explore the possibility of a collaborative initiative to resolve this issue. 

• If the large research platforms are used in ways that justify their expense, it may still be 
possible to choose one to subscribe to instead of two. This will free funds that can be 

 
4 Professional Development and Competence Committee, “Beyond 2000: The Future of County Library 
Services to Ontario Lawyers,” 25; Professional Development and Competence Committee, “Beyond 2000: The 
Future of County Library Services to Ontario Lawyers, Phase II,” 4. 
5 Professional Development and Competence Committee, “Beyond 2000: The Future of County Library 
Services to Ontario Lawyers,” 6–7. 
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used to negotiate new initiatives like off-site access for small firm lawyers for the 
retained subscriptions. 

Improve communication 
The consultations raised several issues in relation to communication between LiRN and 
stakeholders. This is understandable as the structure of the network is distributed, and there are 
few centralized administrative or technological systems. Addressing this will allow LiRN to 
better reach its stakeholders and manage its community. 
In addition to the issues reaching stakeholders generally, there are also specific issues with the 
management of communication with library staff. It is a large group with diverse levels of 
experience and relationships, and there were several instances when a particular activity was 
identified as both something that was being done well in the network and something that 
should be initiated. This is because many staff are managing these functions informally, and not 
all staff are being included. This points to a requirement for a systematic approach to ensure 
that everyone is being included in the processes. Ideally, the new structure will also create 
avenues for informal communication, to increase feelings of community within the group. 
Implementation 

• Refine the system to update and manage contact information for association and library 
contacts, ensuring that individuals at each association know how to maintain the 
information on how to communicate with the relevant contacts. 

• Initiate a team management software system such as Slack, Microsoft Teams, Asana, or 
Basecamp, to allow library staff around the province to communicate with each other. 
This will help resolve the issue of some staff being excluded from systems like 
redistributing discarded library materials, provide an outlet for conversation – especially 
for those who work in libraries with only one staff person, ensure that everyone is getting 
the same communications, and provide a venue for informal mentoring. For this to be 
successful it will be important to ensure that someone has direct responsibility for 
managing the platform so that it is active, and the community develops well over time. 

Improve access to research services across the network 
Different libraries in the network provide different levels of service. For example, some libraries 
are open more hours than others while some are open only a handful of hours per week. Staff in 
different locations also have different levels of expertise and confidence in their legal research 
skills. Finding ways to ensure lawyers have equitable levels of services would maximize the 
resources invested in the network and provide access to lawyers regardless of where they are. 
This recommendation is complimentary to improving communication systems, as some library 
staff report that this is already happening informally among some of the libraries in the 
network. This points to the potential for this capacity being achievable for the network as a 
whole in a more systematic way. 
Implementation 

• Formalize arrangements for libraries to provide coverage outside regular hours. This 
could include libraries each committing to cover certain hours for the network or for local 
and area libraries to refer their users to particular regional libraries at certain times. A 
province-wide service could additionally be staffed by virtual employees who could 
extend service hours outside regular library opening hours for lawyers across the 
province. 
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• Verify that there is a good way to find information for library staff and lawyers to 
ensure that they know where to find available resources. This could include cataloguing 
electronic content, whether it includes paid materials or not, and library research guides 
which could then be customizable so individual libraries can add information about their 
unique holdings. 

Professional development 
Library staff expressed the view that there are different levels of expertise among the 
employees at the different libraries due to many factors, such as education, experience, and 
previous professional development. Providing increased occasions for staff at all levels to 
improve their skills has the potential to allow them to provide better service. There are ways to 
improve this situation in both formal and informal ways: professional development training is 
delivered during LiRN’s annual conference “Learn with LiRN,” and resources are allocated to 
allow staff to attend programs such as the Canadian Association of Law Libraries’ annual 
conference. There could also be opportunities for staff to take courses from colleges, universities, 
or professional associations. Mentoring programs could also ensure that new employees have 
contacts they can approach for assistance. 
Continuing professional development for lawyers is also an ongoing service need. Some law 
associations provide training directly. Others have been doing centralized booking of 
programming from the Law Society of Ontario to leverage bulk discounts. This could be an 
important area of increased service delivery that could create value for association members 
with relatively low investment. 
One potential service that was mentioned as being beneficial to both library staff and lawyers 
is more training that is process oriented as opposed to training on particular research tools, 
which can be disjointed. This would improve their ability to follow tasks from beginning to end.  
Implementation 

• Assess the professional development needs of law library staff in the network. Develop 
more internal programs for staff taught by other law library staff, especially 
programming that covers full processes instead of individual tasks.  

• Develop a plan to have some of the legal research CLE that is currently being offered 
by individual law associations made available to members of other law associations. This 
could be opening them to other lawyers or for LiRN to produce sessions that reuse 
content from other programming. 

• Develop some training on legal research processes, with special focus on small firms. This 
could include instruction by law library staff and research lawyers. It may be a good 
opportunity to recruit people who are early in their careers to present, such as recent 
court clerks, to build their professional profiles. 

Reporting 
Libraries around the world are facing constraints on resource allocation, particularly with regard 
to space and funding for staff and collections. Collecting accurate and meaningful metrics on 
how libraries are being used and what impacts they are having on communities will be more 
strategic over time. And there have been calls for the courthouse libraries to keep uniform 
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statistics for more than 20 years.6 These impacts may be quantitative or qualitative,7 and 
reporting should be regular and presented in ways that make sense to funders and other 
stakeholders. All reporting should be presented in the context of the wider context rather than 
the library itself.8  
The courthouse libraries should be collecting data to support reporting to the associations and 
data to support LiRN’s mandate as the granting organization as it reports on the network to 
funders. This will ensure that relevant stakeholders all have the context they need to make 
informed decisions on how to fund and direct resources. This is especially important in situations 
where funders are distant from those who benefit directly from libraries’ services as is the case 
for the courthouse libraries. 
Implementation 

• Identify the relevant stakeholders who are influential to the library network, such as the 
Law Society of Ontario, the county law associations, and the Ministry of Justice, and 
identify their priorities, both for the courthouse law libraries and generally.  

• Explore how the courthouse law libraries and LiRN address these priorities and how 
statistics and stories can be collected that express their progress against these goals. 
This could include things like in-person usage of library premises, online subscription 
statistics, number of reference interactions, user stories, a user survey, analysis of return 
on investment, and comparison with similar institutions in other jurisdictions. 

Conclusion 
When considering the history of the Ontario courthouse libraries over the last 150 years and 
especially since the initial Elliott Report was released in 1998, there are clear trends and 
priorities which remain consistent. Reading the Elliott Report in 2024 shows that many of the 
recommendations and concerns remain relevant, and the authors’ vision for the future has to a 
large extent come to pass. It can be hoped that the recommendations in this report will bring 
the vision of how the libraries can move forward into the next 150 years while considering the 
long-term considerations that have not changed. The recommendations in this report were 
designed to complement the work that has already been done and show a path toward a more 
robust network that continues to centre lawyers’ needs. 

  

 
6 LibraryCo, “Out of the Box… and Beyond the Walls: Business Strategies for LibraryCo Inc. 2002-2005,” 25. 
7 “Defining ROI: Law Library Practices,” 17. 
8 “Defining ROI: Law Library Practices,” 22. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Assumptions guiding the process improvement recommendations 
As part of the process preparing this report, the following assumptions were selected in 
consultation with LiRN’s shareholders and the law association presidents to guide the 
development of these recommendations: 

• Libraries are institutions that help lawyers access and understand how to use the 
information and resources they need. 

• A primary function of the county and district libraries in Ontario is to facilitate the 
competency of the legal profession. 

• Lawyers should have similar and consistent access to resources and services across the 
network. 

• Lawyers benefit from formal and informal knowledge sharing and mentoring at the 
libraries. 

Appendix 2: List of categorized improvements recommended by library staff 
Communication 
What’s working well?  

• Better communication from LiRN 
• Library staff are good at helping each other 
• Network wide meetings (arranged by LiRN, FOLA, and OCLA) 

Potential improvements 

• Improve communications protocols and policies, including a written overview of the 
different organizations, and their roles 

• Self-help process to manage contact information for library staff, association presidents, 
etc. 

• Shared forum for ideas 
• Increase knowledge sharing 
• More knowledge sharing, e.g. regular lunch and learns 
• Negotiate discounts on libraries’ phone and internet services 
• Shared communication channel for network members (e.g. slack, discord) 

Continuing professional development 
What’s working well?  

• Centralized group registration to access discounts 
• Reminders of CPD opportunities 
• LiRN and OCLA developed CPD for library staff 

Potential improvements 

• Provide more support for internal CPD at associations 
• Replace the CPD registration spreadsheet with another technological solution (e.g. a 

database) 
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Research services 
What’s working well?  

• Library staff help each other across the network, including backup when libraries are 
closed 

Potential improvements 

• Province wide virtual reference service 
• A centralized research query database 
• Research guides, possibly shared or a provided platform that libraries can use 

individually 
Collection 
What’s working well?  

• Centralized database subscriptions 
• The Core/Essential Lists from OCLA, updated regularly 

Potential improvements 

• Provide remote access to electronic subscriptions 
• Increase centralized/consortial contract negotiations for whole network and subsets of 

network (e.g. consolidate O’Brien’s subscriptions) 
• Provide a centralized way to share offers of weeded materials 
• More communication to convey that centralized subscriptions are at best rates and that 

access to needed content will be maintained 
Catalogue/ILS 
What’s working well?  

• Interlibrary loans 
• Cataloguing through the Great Library 

Potential improvements 

• Have central ILS managed by Great Library with county libraries set up as “branches”, 
so there could be a shared union catalogue. 

• Need to upgrade to more modern and functional software such as exLibris, Alma, Libib 
Purchasing 
What’s working well?  

• Subscriptions 
• CPD 

Potential improvements 

• Have centralized purchasing from library and other suppliers such as Brodart, Ricoh, etc. 
to negotiate savings  

• Provide preferred vendors’ lists or standards on copiers etc.  
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Accounting 
What’s working well?  

• LIRN has made great progress financially 
Potential improvements 

• Financial policies need to be clarified and easier to understand (especially for non-
accountants) 

• If there is progress toward a shared accounting system, then it will require training, 
communication, etc. 

Reporting 
Potential improvements 

• Consistent statistical data reporting, so everyone would know what to do (what data to 
capture and when and how to report) 

Varia 
What’s working well?  

• LiRN’s standard written policies on grants, reporting, budgets, collection development, 
etc. 

• Guidelines for associations re: job descriptions, salary scales, performance management, 
etc. 

Potential improvements 

• Better wayfinding to find network libraries, perhaps with a map application and 
information on services offered 

• It’s hard to know what you don’t know 
• Supporting library staff build their knowledge/capacity – law courses for non-lawyers, 

new legal developments and changing areas of law   
• Supporting libraries across the network to be aware of any major changes in law 


