
The next time you go to the library to borrow a book, order
materials from off-island, or participate in a program,
take a moment to thank the volunteers. Chances are, the

services you are enjoying would not be possible without them.
On Salt Spring Island, the new architecturally green-

designed library has become tremendously popular since it
opened its doors in 2012. Chief librarian Karen Hudson reports
there are now over 200,000 visitors per year and that number
continues to rise. ‘Use of the library has far exceeded
expectations,’ she says. ‘And none of that would have been
possible without the help of a great many community
volunteers.’

There are just three paid full-time staff members at the
library supported by a whopping 180 volunteers. Compare that
to Powell River where a library of similar use has four times as
many paid staffers.

Salt Spring volunteers do everything from assist the public
and restock shelves to coordinate the small army of volunteers.
For some, the work takes nearly as much effort as a full-time
job.

One might think the information age, and particularly the
internet, would have sounded a death knell for traditional
libraries. But not so, according to Hudson: ‘Audio books and e-
books have become immensely popular, but regular books are
also very much in demand. The only decline has been in large-
print books. They are gradually being replaced by e-readers or
iPads.’

The commitment to the library does not stop with in-house
volunteers. Much of the funding for the facility comes from
community fundraisers and private donations. Those monies,
along with funding from the CRD and the province, keep the
library in operation. ‘The generosity and support from the
community are overwhelming,’ says Hudson.

Nikky McCarvill, coordinator of child and youth programs,
indicates her department is also supported by volunteers, many
of whom are in their teens. ‘We currently have two part-time
teen employees and six more who volunteer,’ she says.

Thanks to all those helping hands, the library is able to offer
a wide range of programs and workshops for children, youth
and young adults. Depending on the time of year, there is

everything from writing groups and book clubs to workshops
that focus on life skills.

The new library has become a social centre for teens,
including numerous home-learner children. ‘Many use the
library to do homework, play collaboratively on computers or
meet friends,’ she says. ‘Games night on Friday evenings is
popular with youth of all ages and a movie night is now being
considered.’

The library has plans to expand its youth programs and
recruit more teen volunteers. ‘We’re hoping to broaden our
selection of activities and start a youth advisory council that can
help us identify which programs young people would like to see
implemented.’

The amazing volunteer story is repeated on other islands.
Manager Carmen Oleskevich is the sole paid staff member
providing library services within the Galiano, Mayne, Pender,
Saturna and Piers library system. She is supported in her part-
time position by 130 volunteers who are responsible for keeping
the doors open and the five libraries operational.

Volunteer duties are incredibly diverse on these islands: all the
usual, plus applying for grants, installing shelves, replacing carpets
and much more. ‘Living on the islands has made us all very
resourceful and appreciative of each other,’ she says.

As on Salt Spring, a great deal of library funding comes from
the local community. ‘The Legion, the Lions Club, community
service societies, private businesses and generous individuals—
these are just some of many who contribute,’ says Oleskevich.
‘Were it not for these donations our budget would be limited to
the set amount we receive under the CRD funding formula.’

Oleskevich indicates Pender Island Library, where she is
located, has no problem attracting volunteers. ‘There are many
retired professionals as well as others with lots of experience and
a wide range of skills and knowledge. We are now able to have
at least two people on every shift.’

‘As far as I know, the library systems in this area of the
province are the only ones that rely so heavily on volunteer help
for day-to-day library services and operations. The islands are
quite unique in this regard. Without volunteers we would have
to shut our doors tomorrow.’ 0
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