
 

 

 
 

Executive Committee Agenda 
August 17, 2015 

5:00 pm 
 

 
1. Call to Order 

 
2. Agenda   

 
3. Minutes from the June 13, 2015 Executive Committee Meeting,  

 
4. Process for hiring the Director Position 

 
5. Library manager secondment 

 
6. 2016 Budget 

 
7. Financial Report 

 
8. S.V of West Baptiste (motion has been made to join the system… next 

steps) Village of Andrew – email request for presentation received. 
 

9. LMAC report 
 

10. Interim Directors report 
 

11. Chairman’s Report  
 

12. Adjournment 
 
 
 

Next meeting will be held:    
 

   September 12 at 8:30 am 
 



Executive Committee Meeting 
August 17, 2015 

Meeting Minutes 
 

Present: Arnold Hanson, Dallas Degenhardt, Pat Gordeyko, Steven Schafer, Stephen Dafoe, 

Wayne Bokenfohr, Dianne Ross, Vicky Lefebvre, Laurent Amyotte, Greg Barr 

Staff:  Julie Walker, Wei Xuan, Patty Mathiot 

Guest:   Maureen Penn 

 

1. Meeting called to order at 5:40 pm 

2. Additions to the agenda – Add in camera – process of hiring director and alternate, questions 

from the board, personnel. Motion to approve the agenda as amended – Wayne Bokenfohr – 

carried. 

3. Meeting minutes of June 13, 2015 – Stephen Schafer approved the minutes of the Exec meeting 

in June.  The board minutes were looked at and people making the motions were clarified.  

Motion to approve the Executive Committee minutes  of June 13th as amended – Stephen 

Dafoe - carried 

4. Process for hiring director (moved to in camera) 

5. Library manager secondment – Maureen and Ina will be doing some work to help the libraries.  

The libraries helped themselves out during the summer.  Ina hasn’t been utilized as of yet.  

Maureen has helped a couple of libraries in the meantime which is great.  Maureen is 

commenting that Lamont is a different circumstance because of the public and school side 

which is intertwined.  PLSB doesn’t having an issue with the library managers helping out in the 

secondment position.  Maureen doesn’t know if Lamont has an agreement with the school 

division.  Jen Anderson should have her report of school housed libraries out this fall.  Motion to 

accept as information moved by Stephen Dafoe – carried. 

6. 2016 budget – Julie has looked at bib services as far as pay scale and training.  Wei has looked at 

assistive technologies and other IT items.  Julie was able to get budgets from other systems to 

see how they are formatted.  PLSB was only looking as best practises, not the budget itself.  The 

organizational review is part of the budget process.  Will need to have a budget meeting.  

Stephen recommended to take a look at last years budget and go line by line as a start.  NLLS is 

not sure how the government is funding the system being that the budget is being passed so 

late in the year.  IT is the biggest thing for the budget.  Training will be needed for IT staff for the 

new server. Motion - a.  the 2014 and 15 budget be sent to the executive committee for 

review, b. have the departments prepare a list of needs and reductions for the 2016 budget, c. 

Budget committee review, d. budget committee to meet and discuss the budget, e. the budget 

will be reviewed quarterly or semi-annually  moved by Stephen Dafoe – carried.  

7. Financial Report – received the grant from the government and the library boards have been 

invoiced – Motion to accept the financial report as information moved by Wayne Bokenfohr - 

carried 

8. SV of West Baptiste, Village of Andrew – need a motion from their council in order for them to 

become members.  The presentation takes place before they make the motion to join.  Julie will 



make the presentation.  If there is a board member present, give the municipal version of what 

they save by joining the system.  The seconded library managers can help with what is expected 

at library level.  Motion to accept as information – Stephen Dafoe - carried 

9. LMAC report – Book Allotment – the final guidelines would be in place.  The book allotment 

committee hasn’t met.  Would like to have the new director in place before the guidelines are 

official.    There are a few libraries that aren’t adhering to the guidelines but with gentle 

reminders they are coming around.  The book allotment committee is still formed and will be 

called if needed.  Would like to see the Zinio collection increased from 40 to 50 subscriptions.   

Motion to move acceptance of the LMAC report – Dallas Degenhardt - carried 

10. Interim Directors Report 

 Conference is set.  The grant that was applied for the conference was not received. 115 

registrations received to date. 

 Servers – the grant that was applied for hasn’t been received. 

 7 systems are looking a becoming one – There is a meeting on the 25th of August the 

Julie will be attending.  Possibility of looking at a new ILS. – Potential efficiencies would 

include a centralized cataloguing system.  Will effect the board and how things will be 

voted on.  Looking at ILL system to become as one (to replace VDX) 

 Intercom system – sent out 3 requests for proposals.  One quote was received at 

$1,600.00. 

 EBSCO host will be 10,500 for the next 3 years (budget line) Universal Core 

 PLSB – new subscription for Canadian News stand is up and running. 

 Training for staff – WHIMIS and violence in the workplace 

 FOIP was extended for another 3 years.  Julie will need to see who has it and who 

doesn’t 

 WEI went to iii for SQL training to do custom reports. 

 VDX training in house for 20 members and web ex training.  Need to start doing 

webinars for training as well through go-to-webinars.  The same company that NLLS 

uses go-to assist.  

 Director and chairs meeting in October. To discuss the one system and possibly first 

nations 

 Three staff members will be attending Mary Anne Penner’s retirement party in Cold 

Lake on August 24th. 

 System van ¾ or 1 tonne chassis to handle the weights that the van carried. The current 

van is having axle issues due to the weight being carried. There are 2 – 2009 Uplander 

vans that the mileage is okay. Julie would like to see one passenger van and a smaller 

vehicle used for consultant visits.  The van for van run is customized being that it has 

one door on each side because it is hard to pull the tubs across.  Need a RFP for a ¾ 

tonne van.  Julie is also requesting for a magnetic decal for the van instead of the wrap 

that is currently on them which is a hazard while driving. 

 Efficiencies –  

i. Printers in house at NLLS.  Currently there are 12 printers plus the big Xerox 

printers.  The Xerox printer is more efficient and isn’t being utilized.  Would like 

to see NLLS go down to 4 printers in house and have the majority of staff use 



the Xerox printer.  It would save NLLS approximately $700.00 in the cost of 

toners. 

ii. Standardizing mileage for Library Managers and Board members.  Have the 

library managers claim mileage from the Library and the NLLS Board 

members/Exec members claim mileage from their municipal Office would have 

a savings of approximately $3232.00 

iii. Eliminate the charter service to Jasper and release the block of rooms being 

held for the conference.  Keep a reservation of rooms for staff members and 

Executive Committee members.  In 2015 two library managers didn’t adhere to 

the 60 day cancellation policy.  This would free up staff time for figuring out the 

billing for the charter service and the rooms.  The executive recommends to 

cancel for 2016 but if there is demand, restrictions will be put in place. 

Motion to accept the interim Directors report – Dianne Ross - Carried 

11. Chairman’s Report – majority of what the Chairman has been working with will be in camera 

 

12. In camera – process of hiring, personnel, questions from the board.  Motion to go in to camera 

at 7:33 moved by Wayne Bokenfohr – carried.  Motion to come out of camera at 8:53 moved 

by Dallas Degenhardt – carried. Motion to re-affirm that Julie Walker is the interim Director 

moved by Vicky Lefebvre – carried.  Motion to separate HR from payroll files moved by Wayne 

Bokenfohr –carried.  Motion to secure cabinets and have a lock box with codes for HR and all 

keys are to remain in the building in accordance with best practises moved by Steven Schafer 

– carried.  Motion to hire Toni May at $25.00 per hour after background checks are made 

moved by Laurent Amyotte – carried.  Motion to pay Maureen Penn a consultant fee of $35.00 

per hour on behalf of her time spent for NLLS – moved by Dallas Degenhardt – carried.  

Motion to nominate a Dallas Degenhardt(1), Wayne Bokenfohr(2), Steven Schafer(3) as an 

alternate for the interview process in case one individual of the three cannot attend – moved 

by Greg Barr.  Motion from the in camera session discussion that the acting director get paid 

an extra $10.00 fee to her wage in the acting director role effective September 1, 2015.  

Moved by Dallas Degenhardt – carried. 

13. Adjournment – motion to adjourn at 9:03 pm moved by Pat Gordeyko – carried. 

 

 

 

 

Approved by: _________________________________________ Date: ______________________ 
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Executive Summary 

At the June 13 2015 Northern Lights Library Board (NLLB) meeting, Bonnie Gray and Ken Allan from 

Public Library Services Branch (PLSB) presented a proposal for an organizational review of NLLS, 

following conversations with the NLLB Executive Committee. 

During the months of July and August 2015, PLSB staff consulted NLLS staff (by interview), NLLS member 

library board representatives (by interview), NLLS member library managers (by interview), and NLLB 

members (by survey and phone interview).  PLSB staff also reviewed policy documents and spoke to 

staff members in other library systems in Alberta. 

All staff members at NLLS were interviewed.  We consulted with representatives (board member and 

library manager) from all member municipality library boards who operated a service point, except one.  

A total of 16 NLLB survey responses were received, representing 30.8% of the board’s 52 total members. 

Key findings of our review include: 

 NLLS board members believe in the value of NLLS and want to see the system succeed.  

However, board member engagement is low and the board’s governance structure (e.g. board 

member terms of appointment, structure of executive committee) does not allow them to fulfill 

their governance role effectively.  Board member turnover is very high.   

 The governing documents of NLLS are inadequate.  In particular, the policy documents are brief, 

and procedure documents appear to consist mainly of rescinded policy documents that may or 

may not have board approval. 

 Communication between and among NLLB members, NLLS staff members, and NLLS member 

library boards is inconsistent.  Some NLLS member library boards perceive that they are not a 

priority for the organization. 

 The organizational structure of NLLS does not conform to the organizational chart, and 

management roles are unclear.  A negative corporate culture has been allowed to fester in the 

organization, creating an unpleasant work environment for many staff members.  

 Financial policies and procedures are unclear, do not appear to be regularly reviewed by the 

whole board, and are lacking in key areas, particularly operational purchasing.  Budget 

preparation is mostly done by staff members, with little opportunity for board input. 

Unlike an advisory board, it is the responsibility of a governing board like the NLLB to set policies and 

give direction that facilitates the implementation of service.  Board members need to realize that their 

actions dictate the level of service that their local libraries receive. 

The status quo is not an effective option for NLLS.  We urge all NLLB members to read this report, and 

take action to strengthen the governance and operations of NLLS, so it can fulfill its mandate to provide 

support and leadership to public libraries across north-eastern Alberta. 
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Part 1: Board Governance and Engagement 

Summary: Review Process 

Members of the NLLB were asked to participate in an online survey between August 7 and August 28 

2015.  Board members were asked about the vision and mission of the board, the governance of NLLS, 

and how they participated in that governance.  Board members were also given the opportunity to leave 

their contact information if they wished to discuss their answers further with PLSB staff.  

A total of 16 responses were received, representing 30.8% of the board’s 52 total members.  While this 

low response rate increases the margin of error of this survey, the responses still pointed to several 

trends that seemed consistent with our own observations, and conversations with NLLS staff and NLLS 

member library board representatives. 

Board policies, plans, meeting minutes and other board documents were also reviewed as part of this 

evaluation. 

Summary: Key Issues 

 Governing Documents: The board’s governing documents (Budget, Plan of Service, Policies) do 

not provide sufficient direction for board members and staff. 

 Engagement Levels: The board is not strongly engaged in the governance work of the 

organization, but rather has assumed the role of approving the work of the staff. 

 Appointment Lengths: The average appointment length of a board member is too short to learn 

and effectively fulfill the trustee role.  On the other hand, there are no term limits on the 

executive committee and overly long executive terms create other problems. 

 Meeting Preparation: NLLB members should receive meeting packages far enough in advance to 

allow them sufficient time for review before the meeting.   

 Board Decisions and Actions: It appears board decision making is sometimes informal and 

undocumented.  NLLB needs to make sure important decisions of the board are supported with 

board motions that are voted on, approved and documented in board minutes.  

 Executive Committee: Relative to other library systems, the executive committee carries a lot of 

authority and is not representative of the board as a whole.  NLLB may wish to consider revising 

the structure of the committee so that different regions and library sizes are consistently 

represented.  The executive committee should take steps to ensure its actions reflect the will of 

the whole board.  Finally, executive term limits would ensure renewal and discourage the 

formation of entrenched interests. 

  Board Committees: NLLB may wish to consider creating additional standing committees to 

allow more participation in the work by board members other than those on the executive. 
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Governing Documents 

One of the key ways a governing board exerts its authority is through the use of governing documents.  

Library system boards govern via a budget, plan of service, and policies. 

Budget 

We reviewed the 2015 NLLS budget for this report.  Overall, this document explains what is being spent 

very well, with revenues and expenses well-laid out with accompanying notes. The pie graphs allow for 

better comprehension by board members.  Capital expenses are detailed out to 2021. 

More explanation of budgeting decisions would help the reader get a clearer understanding of finances.  

For example, item 20 under Expenses shows that the Exinda traffic shaper “gives each library an equal 

share of the bandwidth being used during the busy times.”  More of these explanations would allow 

new and learning board members a greater understanding of the rationale for NLLS expenditures. 

Previously, it was the operating procedure of NLLS to present budgets only at the board meeting where 

they were to be voted on, for review and discussion at that meeting.  The NLLS budget is a complicated 

document and board members should have time to review it thoroughly before approval.  The NLLB 

chair, with the assistance of NLLS staff, has since begun to send budget documents to the board before 

meetings in most cases.  The 2016 budget is an exception to this rule, due to the absence of many key 

staff positions involved in budget-making. 

The Board should consider forming a finance committee, to increase its control and understanding of 

finances.  This committee could help prepare the budget.  A committee including board members who 

are not on the executive committee would allow more people to review the budget, increasing the 

quality of the budget and allowing more board members to have a sense of ownership over the board’s 

budget. 

Plan of Service 

We reviewed the 2014-2017 NLLS Plan of Service for this report.  This document describes a reasonable 

methodology for consulting the NLLS member municipalities, board, and library managers to create this 

report. 

The strategic directions developed seem overly operational and internal.  Most of them focus on 

expanding or maintaining the services that are already available, or focus on internal operations rather 

on services to member libraries.   

The plan is also vague in describing how NLLS will reach these strategic directions.  One of the few 

concrete, measurable objectives given in the Plan of Service is an 80% satisfaction rate by library 

managers and staff on an annual survey.  Most other objectives involve the creation of strategies, or 

reports for board review.  The plan gives little direction on the how these strategies will be developed, 

or what measurable levels of success will be used to show that NLLS has reached its goals. 
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This Plan of Service also places most responsibility for developing strategies and reports on the NLLS 

staff, with the board only reviewing.  It is best practice for library and system boards to take the lead 

role in developing strategy and direction, while the staff takes the lead in implementing strategy.  It 

appears that the NLLS Plan of Service  places staff in the lead role of strategic policy development, with 

the board giving advice only.  This can lead to a lack of oversight, and board disengagement.   

Plans need to be regularly reviewed to be effective.  The Board may wish to consider adding a regular 

report on the Plan of Service to their Board meeting agenda, to allow them to more closely monitor how 

they are achieving the goals they have set for themselves. 

The NLLS Plan of Service includes the goals “Staff view NLLS as a good and fair employer” and “NLLS 

evaluates results, refines, and makes improvements to its programs and services”.  As seen in other 

sections of this report, many NLLS staff are not satisfied with NLLS as an employer, and some member 

library boards and staff perceive that their suggestions for improvement are not being heard.  We hope 

this report will help give the NLLB and system staff some tools to help them reach these goals more 

effectively. 

Policies 

The September 2014 NLLS Policy Manual of NLLS, as retrieved from the NLLS website in August 2015, is 

brief, unclear, and ineffective.  Many essential policies, such as policies around vacation, payroll, leave, 

and finance do not give sufficient direction to staff or are missing completely.  As an example, Policy 14 

Confidentiality consists of only one sentence: “NLLS shall maintain confidentiality”.  This policy provides 

no explanation or detail as to what constitutes confidentiality, or how confidentiality should be 

maintained – it merely paraphrases the title.  The finance policy gives little direction to staff in the 

implementation of day-to-day financial operations.  The purchasing section of the policy, item 10.14, 

states only that NLLS should follow “sound business practices” when purchasing goods and services.  

This provides no useful direction for staff and does not allow the board to maintain sufficient oversight 

of the operational purchasing process. 

The Board duties policy, item 4.3, reinforces the passivity of the board.  Most board duties begin with 

the word “approves”, suggesting that the staff is providing both direction and implementation of NLLS, 

with the Board being reduced to an advisory, “rubber-stamping” role. 

When asked if there were any further policies or procedures for NLLS, the system staff provided 

additional policies for PLSB review.  It is the understanding of PLSB staff that NLLS continues to follow 

these older policies as operational procedures.  However, a motion of the February 11 2006 NLLB 

meeting states that the board rescinded all policies prior to that meeting date, and approved a new 

policy, which we assume to be the document that is now known as the September 2014 Policy Manual.  

The additional “policies” we received were approved or last revised before this date.  Are they in force, 

or not?  Does the board approve of these “policies”/procedures, or not? 

Even assuming that these “policies” are in force and approved by the board, problems remain.  These 

older policies have not been followed consistently or are badly written.  As an example, staff has 
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reported to us that the vacation time policy (F.7) and the probationary period policy (F.2) have not been 

consistently implemented as written.   

Good policy allows staff to complete their work with the knowledge that they are following processes 

that are approved by the management of the organization, and gives clarity and consistency to their 

work duties.  These policies fall far short of that goal. 

It is critical that the board reviews and revises  policies as soon as possible, in order to take an active role 

in the direction of Northern Lights Library System.  The board should also review the current operating 

procedures at NLLS.   

The board may wish to consider setting up a policy committee to complete these duties.  This 

committee can include both board and staff members, to ensure that policy both reflects the will of the 

board and is consistent with best operational practices at NLLS.  The Board may also wish to consider 

setting up a schedule for policy review, to ensure that policies are reviewed and updated regularly.              

Board Engagement Issues 

Board Member Engagement 

Only 30.8% of all board members responded to our survey.  Within the current context, this suggests a 

very low level of board member engagement overall.  This low engagement level was noted in other 

areas of our review as well.  Both the policies and the plan of service of NLLS suggest that the board has 

transferred some responsibilities to the NLLS staff.  During our interviews, NLLS staff often commented 

that it appeared that board members understood little about the workings of NLLS, and are primarily 

concerned with the efficient spending of money.  Member library boards indicated that they received 

little correspondence from the NLLB, and the effectiveness of their local NLLB member at delivering 

information varied.  

Ethically, board members should want to be on the board.  Municipal councils should appoint board 

members who are passionate about library service and invested in the success of the system.  The 

system board should not be a training ground for new councillors, or an automatic part of a councillor’s 

rotating duties. 

NLLB should ensure that new board members are suitably trained in their role.  Training can be provided 

by PLSB staff, a committee of the board, or both. 

The Role of a Governing Board 

Unlike an advisory board, a governing board like the NLLB is directly responsible for ensuring results.  

Board members need to realize that they  determine the level of service that their local libraries receive. 

 The NLLB sets strategic direction of the system, defines goals, and determines how the system will 

reach those goals by setting fiscal and operational policies.  It is the job of the staff to manage the day-

to-day operations, and to deliver service so the goals of the board are achieved.  Staff also need to 
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report back to the board on the operations of the library on a regular basis, for board review and 

evaluation. 

While it is important to monitor funds to ensure they are spent effectively,  financial oversight is not the 

only job of a governing board.  Rather than minimize the spending of funds, it is the job of a governing 

board to set direction and allocate funds so effective services can be delivered to all their member 

libraries. 

Structural Issues for Review and Options for Improvement 

In the course of our review, we noted several governance issues that should be addressed in order to 

allow the board to fulfill their governance mandate more effectively.  They are listed below: 

Board Member Appointments and Term Lengths 

Ten out of sixteen survey respondents reported being appointed for only a single year.  In the most 

recent NLLB membership list, almost all member terms end in October 2015. 

As a governing board, the NLLB carries a higher level of responsibility than most boards that municipal 

councillors are appointed to.  NLLB trustees require time to learn their role and fulfill it effectively.  We 

would suggest that board members be appointed for at least two years, and be appointed for three 

years as often as possible.  Now that the Municipal Governance Act states that councillors are appointed 

for four years and not three, it is more feasible for councillors to serve at least a two-year term. 

We also noted that some board members have been on the board more than 9 years.  Section 32 of the 

Libraries Regulation states that a system board member may be appointed for no more than 9 

consecutive years without the approval of two-thirds of their municipal council.  NLLS needs to ensure 

that all their board members are appointed legally.  Ineligible board members call into question the 

legality of board decisions, and may affect your ability to receive the provincial operating grants. 

Meeting Preparation and Procedure 

 Several survey respondents said they often did not have time to review meeting material sufficiently 

before being asked to vote on it.  The board chair should ensure NLLB members have sufficient time for 

review before a vote is called, which means sending out meeting packages well in advance of meetings.  

The NLLS Interim Director, Julie Walker, suggested that NLLS staff are prepared to do this. 

In addition, the chair and other officers of the NLLB should make sure they are well acquainted with 

meeting procedures so meetings are governed effectively.  For example, PLSB staff noted that there was 

no official motion to approve the creation of this report. The Board should ensure that decisions of the 

board are supported with a motion, to allow all board members the opportunity to vote and to 

legitimize board decisions. 
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Executive Committee 

According to the policy manual, it is the responsibility of the executive committee to “deal with matters 

which arise between regularly scheduled Board meetings, except for those responsibilities which are the 

exclusive purview of the Board.”  In practice, this gives the Executive Committee broad authority to 

carry out the business of the board, in partnership with the NLLS management and staff.  It is therefore 

important that this committee is structured  to represent the wide range of NLLS member communities, 

and to allow for regular rotations of NLLB members on the committee. This will ensure that the 

committee reflects the will of the whole board. 

The needs of libraries in NLLS vary greatly based on many factors, including the size of the municipality 

where the library is located.  Currently, NLLS allows Sturgeon County an automatic seat on the executive 

based on the size of the community.  NLLS might consider replacing this narrow rule with a broader 

policy that reserves executive  seats for smaller, medium-sized, and larger members.  This approach is 

used in other systems to provide communities of all sizes with a voice in executive decisions.  Other 

systems have also had success ensuring that one executive member is appointed from each geographic 

area within the system. 

Finally, the executive committee needs to remember they are not the governing body of NLLS, but 

rather the body that acts in that group’s stead when the full board is unable to meet.  The executive 

needs to take steps to make sure they have the mandate of the whole board before making financial 

and operational decisions. 

Other Board Committees 

In our conversations with NLLS board and staff, many expressed frustration that NLLB members were 

not sufficiently informed about the business of the system to properly fulfill their role.  Longer board 

member terms as described above would improve this.  As well, the board should consider forming 

regular board committees other than the executive.  This would allow board members the opportunity 

to become better acquainted with the work of the board.  NLLB members have extensive experience 

with local government, other boards and their communities.  NLLB should make better use of individual  

expertise 

Other systems have had success with a powerful executive and no other standing committees, but those 

systems have structured the executive to ensure it is representative of all regions of the system, and 

have placed term limits on the members of the executive.   
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Part 2: Communications Strategies 

Summary of Process 

The information on which this section is based was obtained through staff interviews in June, through 

member library visits in July and August, from the Northern Lights Website and from survey responses 

returned by individual board members.  We have approached communications not only from the point 

of internal effectiveness with members at all levels, but also from the message that Northern Lights is 

delivering about itself and its programs and services.  The section on communications will focus on 

several areas: 

 Internal :Headquarters staff and communication with member library staff and trustees 

 Internal: Headquarters staff and the NLLB 

 Internal: NLLB membership and between members and executive 

 Internal: NLLB communication with councils 

 Internal: NLLB communication with member library boards 

 External : NLLB communication with the public 

There does not appear to be a current communication plan which outlines target audiences, messages 

or methodology although the Plan of Service identifies Communication and Promotion as two of its 

strategic directions.  The plan defines success as a “high [level] of communication and 

cooperation…between members, clients, partners and funders”.  While there are communication 

practices and tools,  information on system plans, policies and issues is inconsistent or incomplete, 

information on system programs and services is operationally focused and the messages about Northern 

Lights in general do not support a goal oriented, successful organization.  Over the last few months, lack 

of consistent messaging has created insecurity, confusion and concern about the competency and future 

of the organization.  



13 

Communications Strategies 

Internal: Headquarters staff and communication with member library staff and trustees 

Within headquarters itself, communication channels are not clear.   The vague management and 

reporting structure leads to cross communication, or lack of communication within the headquarters.  

Staff are updated on issues or decisions that affect them including reports from board meetings at staff 

meetings.  Some of the work units have unit meetings to discuss issues and procedures. Staff were 

concerned that they were not provided with information on termination or plans to hire new staff.  

Staff communications with member library staff tends to be related to provision of NLLS service.  There 

is also some consulting support on library service issues.  

Staff use email most frequently as a communication tool as it is the quickest and most effective way of 

getting information out.  Messages can be left even when the libraries are not open.  They also use 

telephone for problem-solving, providing advice and answering questions. Staff are encouraged to use 

additional tools including:  Help desk (where incoming queries are reviewed and directed to the most 

appropriate staff member), some on site visits, and Library Managers Advisory Committee (LMAC) 

meetings.  Other tools include the Aurora newsletter, which provides information on member library 

activities and headquarters updates, a listserv, the website and Facebook pages. 

Very few member library managers or local trustees mentioned using these items during our meetings.  

The website is more fact oriented and includes dates for programs and events, board member 

information and board governance documents, contact information for members, manuals and training 

tools.  The Facebook page appears to be used for book reviews and special “days” that might become a 

focus for library programming and links to local Facebook sites.   

In general, member library staff were satisfied with communications from NLLS staff.  NLLS staff were 

also prepared to listen to their suggestions and new ideas.  Questions are answered relatively quickly.  

The HelpDesk software got mixed reviews.  If library staff asked a general or more obscure question 

through HelpDesk, it wasn’t clear who could answer it.  Likewise, headquarters staff often preferred 

consulting directly with member library staff as this created stronger work relationships.  Several library 

managers indicated that they appreciated the consulting support from the public services consultant on 

library service issues.   So, while they could always improve, there are acceptable procedures in place to 

provide information to member libraries. 

There are some troubling issues related to providing and receiving input to and from member library 

staff and trustees.  One issue which was referenced was the fact that NLLB charges for consultative 

visits.  Member libraries receive one IT consulting visit and one public services consulting visit per year, 

but if they require additional visits, there is a charge of $75.00 per visit.  This is a deterrent for the 

smaller libraries who have small budgets and who may require more assistance and seems 

counterproductive if NLLS is established as a service to support its member libraries.   
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Several staff at headquarters indicated that they had been discouraged from talking directly to library 

managers.  In some cases conversations were monitored or directed by the assistant director or 

executive director.  It is not clear why this occurred.   

Communication with local boards is less targeted.  Most of the communication between system and 

member library staff tends to be operational so the communication with local boards tends to be 

delivered through the local library manager.  As a result, local boards depend on the skills or ability of 

the library manager to provide NLLB information.  This varies throughout the region.  Some managers 

aren’t able to attend LMAC meetings or other events and miss important information presented at 

those meetings.  Local board members may receive some or all Northern Lights information through 

their NLLB member but there is no clear or consistent message or specific communication tool. 

One area in which information is lacking is the use of funding transferred by local boards to NLLB.  The 

amount of the transfer is approved through municipal acceptance of the budget requests, but the local 

boards are not consulted on the process and are expected to transfer the funding to NLLB.  It would be a 

sound practice to inform the boards about the use of this funding and how the boards receive a return 

on their investment.  Other comments indicated that the boards did not know how NLLB allocated the 

funds from municipalities without library boards.  The process of counting members was applied 

inconsistently and was not clearly documented. 

One troubling issue which was raised on several occasions was that NLLS management was not prepared 

to listen to and did not appreciate input from local library staff.  One manager was told that “NLLS 

serves municipalities, not libraries – libraries aren’t important”. Another reported that “the NLLS Board 

is not listening to local managers”.  It is not clear if this message originated with the board or with 

management.  However, this message recurred in several conversations with library managers and is 

one that the NLLB needs to address.   

Many staff and trustees from member libraries commented that our consultations provided the first 

detailed contact they had received about the situation at NLLS and that the lack of information had led 

to speculation and concern about the future of the system. 

Internal: Headquarters staff communication with NLLB 

Based on interviews, this is limited.  Most staff heard about board meetings when the Director and 

Assistant Director reported about the board meetings at staff meetings.  Minutes were available as were 

Board Briefs however, not all staff read them.  Staff did not know if or how their concerns were taken to 

the board.  Staff would like to have more communication with board members perhaps through on site 

visits or tours.  There has been discussion at the executive committee level about having consultants 

participate in board meetings and this may require another look. 
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Internal: NLLB communication among members and between Executive Committee and NLLB 

members 

Board members receive agendas, minutes and associated documents as part of their board package.  

They also receive copies of Board Briefs.  NLLB members receive information for review and approval 

but do not have significant opportunities for development or evaluation of ideas, policies, plans or 

services.  Given the range of expertise and knowledge on the board there should be serious thought 

given to using skills of board members and more opportunities provided for board members to 

exchange information. 

One of the comments that was repeated in the board survey was that NLLB and its Executive committee 

did not have a good communication process.  This has led to lack of understanding about the decision 

making process, lack of participation and in some cases mistrust of executive decisions.  There were 

concerns expressed over secrecy of decisions and lack of information.  “Executive Summaries” are 

posted to the website, but there have been no updates since February 2015. 

Given the current structure that empowers the executive to guide the executive director and make 

decisions on behalf of the board, this is one area that urgently requires improvement.  Some of the 

communications issues could be resolved through clearer governance policies and structures as noted in 

the section on Board Governance. 

Internal: NLLB communication with councils 

A number of board members indicated that they reported back to their councils following board 

meetings. In addition, they advocated for continued council participation on Northern Lights.  Some 

NLLB members attended this summer’s meetings with the library managers and local trustees.  They 

noted that the Executive Director attended council meetings and provided information on system 

activities and services that was useful to councils.  Councils also receive Board Briefs although that item 

provides only a summary of meeting decisions with little in the way of extended explanation. 

The communication with councils is impacted by the minimal level of communication and engagement 

among board members but it is reassuring to know that most councils continue to be prepared to 

participate as members of NLLB. 

Internal: NLLB communication with member library boards 

Some board members are also members of local boards and they report at local board meetings.  This 

appears to be the best communication process with local boards.  Occasionally board members who are 

not on the local board do attend the meetings but it is not a consistent practice. Boards also have access 

to Executive Summaries and Board Briefs, but none indicated that they used them.   

Communications between NLLB and member library boards might be improved if NLLB members 

attended local board meetings even if they are not appointed to the local board, and for the NLLB to 

provide a report template to provide information.  NLLB members could also request input from the 
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local board that can in turn be presented at an NLLB meeting. That may strengthen the relationship 

between the boards, create a better understanding of the link between local and system services and 

provide suggestions for planning. 

External:  NLLB communication with the public 

This is accomplished through the website which is a combination of internal and external information.  

There is no clear message about Northern Lights, its purpose, goals or successes.  If the NLLB is serious 

about implementing its Plan of Service related to communications and advocacy, it needs to work on 

messages and methods for delivering them.  At the moment there does not appear to be any process for 

implementing this component of the plan. 
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Part 3: Organizational Structure 

Summary: Staff Consultations 

To obtain information on the organizational structure of the Northern Lights Library System, staff 

consultations were held on Monday, June 22 and Wednesday June 24, 2015 at the headquarters in Elk 

Point.  One absent staff member was consulted later in July. The consultations were part of the 

Organizational Review Project approved during the June 13 Northern Lights Library Board meeting.  The 

intended outcomes are to review existing organizational structure within the headquarters.  

There are four main work units:  Administration, Bibliographic Services, Public Services and Information 

Technology, based on a 2014 Northern Lights Library System Organizational Chart (attached).  There 

were 22 positions but only 17 people were employed by the board at the end of June.  At the time of the 

interviews, Julie Walker had been appointed as Interim Director.  Julie was asked to maintain operations 

and services but was not expected to make significant organizational changes.  Julie has established 

interim solutions which have eased some of the problems.  As a result, basic service is continued, but 

some of the underlying problems still must be addressed. 

Based on the interviews, underlying problems include:  

1. Unclear management structure and roles.  The management structure did not conform to the 

organizational chart.  Work unit managers were defined as consultants and did not have full 

management responsibility over staff or budget in their work units.  This situation has created 

uncertainty in management, reporting   and service planning.   

2. Negative corporate culture.  During the interviews, a number of staff referred to negative 

relationships between and among staff.  These issues were not addressed by management and 

were allowed to fester and create an unpleasant work environment. 

3. The temporary problem of staff covering the vacant positions along with their own work.  

Unmanageable workloads and a lack of expertise with an unfamiliar workload, are contributing 

to delays, further dissatisfaction, continue to deal with problems stemming from too much work 

and not enough knowledge of the work they are covering.  This creates delays, frustration and 

inefficiency.    

4. Reduction in services to member libraries.  While core services are being maintained, staff  have 

less personal contact with member library staff, and less time to provide consultative support or 

answer questions.  Those covering off may also not have the information required to respond.    
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Organizational Structure: Key Issues 

 Management Structure and Roles  

Staff structure and reporting:   The first impression of the organizational structure from the 2014 

Organizational Chart is that the management structure is unusual.  The Executive Director directly 

supervises one Bibliographic Services Consultant, one Executive Assistant, one Assistant Director 

(finance and administration) two Public Service consultants and one Information Technology consultant.    

The director supervises a mix of consultants, an assistant director and an executive assistant.  Some of 

the consultants (but not all) appear to supervise work units within the organization but their role as 

managers is not specified.  So, while the structure is unusual, with clarity it could still be functional. 

Unfortunately, the structure described by staff in the interviews does not align with this chart.  The 

resulting inconsistency leads to a number of issues that must be addressed by the Board. 

Clarity of responsibility    

1. Role of consultants: On the chart, three of the consultant positions appear to be supervisory as they 

appear to be responsible for work units.  In interviews, staff indicated that the consultants did not 

have full management or supervisory authority for activities within their work units.  They did have 

professional and supervisory roles but their management responsibilities were not clear, nor were 

they compensated as managers. 

2. Role of Assistant Director: On the chart, this position is not responsible for managing staff, but in the 

interviews it was apparent that the position was vested with significant authority. Budget authority 

rested with the Assistant Director.  This included not only signing authority for activities within work 

units but also approvals for time off for staff within work units and approvals for training and 

continuing education for those staff.  Normally this authority would rest with the supervisor but in 

the current situation neither consultants nor other staff were clear on who was actually responsible 

for supervision and approvals of funding, staff training or time off.  Further discussions also 

indicated that consultants reported to the Assistant Director on operational issues.   

3. Role of Executive Director: It is not clear if the executive director managed the staff in other ways 

including performance planning and training.  

4. Reporting: While most staff identified with their work units, they were not clear about the level of 

authority held by their supervisors, or how responsibility was shared between supervisor and 

assistant director.   

The board has a role in ensuring that there is a clear organizational structure and that it is outlined in 

policy documents.   
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Restructuring the organization   

Since the existing organizational chart does not reflect the existing structure, there is reason and 

opportunity to look at a reorganization of headquarters operations.   One of the first responsibilities of 

the board and its new executive director and management team should be to review the structure of 

the organization to reflect the work done at headquarters.  This will provide a basis for any necessary 

restructuring to streamline workflow and increase effectiveness.  There may be opportunities to 

reconfigure work units, reassign responsibilities, develop work teams or set out new service priorities.  

Processes can be reviewed to streamline procedures or implement new services that meet the needs of 

member libraries.  While the Executive Director will be pivotal to this process, there are solutions that 

could involve board members, managers from member libraries, senior staff and other staff 

representatives.  In some library systems this function is the responsibility of board committees working 

with staff or member libraries. 

 Many staff referred to the need for cross-training.  In part this seemed to come from the fact that 

people often “filled in” for other staff members because of scheduling, holidays or sick time.  It may be 

that some of these jobs are suitable for work teams instead on having only one person responsible for 

one specific task.  “Filling in” seems to be expected within Bibliographic  Services, but there are other 

times when there is some overlap of activity with Information Technology (IT) or Public Services and 

there are some times when the work overlaps with finance.  There may be more opportunity for cross-

training if job responsibilities are adjusted.  

A Learning Organization   

Providing leadership to member libraries requires a forward looking and efficient organization.  This is 

achieved through ongoing learning and training opportunities. This outcome is referenced in the Board’s 

Plan of Service:  “NLLS will support any opportunity to develop staff capacity and ensure NLLS provides 

outstanding technological services to its clients”. 

Unfortunately, our survey responses contradict this.   Several staff members referred to the need for 

training and continuing education in order to keep up with new technology but also to stay on top of 

trends in librarianship.  Requests for training were turned down; opportunities were limited to events 

such as the Alberta Library Conference even if there were other, more suitable programs. 

If the library system is to demonstrate leadership for its member libraries, staff need to have access to 

training for upgrading and professional development.  Included in the opportunities are paid training 

programs, conferences, meetings with other systems and provincial committees. Training in the use of 

software and other technology upgrades would also help to provide more effective service. 

Corporate Culture   

While staff did have pride in their work and their ability to assist staff of member libraries, there were 

no positive comments about working at the Northern Lights headquarters.    There were some 

suggestions on how things could improve, however, no one identified the work situation as satisfying.   
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Instead, there were a number of comments which indicated the opposite, almost to the point of a 

culture of bullying or fear as well as a divided workforce.   Comments such as “walking on eggshells”  

“don’t feel as restrained (now)”, “won’t be punished”  “keep my head down” “divided organization- two 

sides” “Team A vs Team B” were interspersed in the conversations. 

In an organization as small as the NLLS headquarters, this type of corporate culture has an impact on 

staff morale and service.   At the end of June employees were still trying to find out if the “rules” had 

changed, if there was more flexibility to do things or if the previous rules still applied.  These unresolved 

issues, combined with the lack of a clear organizational structure, continued to plague the work culture 

within headquarters.  If the board intends to achieve the goals related to outcomes of “satisfied staff”, it 

will need to identify some solutions. 

Personnel policies will require review.  Included in this component are clarification on management 

positions, and consistent policy approaches such as the length of probationary periods. Performance 

review and grievance procedures are at best unclear and at worst non-existent.  Staff are concerned 

about job security despite the fact that the chair indicated that there would be no further terminations.  

The way in which terminations were implemented caused concern because the other staff were not 

informed of the process or the reasons. 

Board and Staff Relationship 

Many staff commented that there was a lack of respect for their knowledge and abilities.  Staff were 

told what to do and “not heard” by management but they also indicated that they did not think that 

members of the board were aware of the work they did to support local library service.  Some indicated 

that they would appreciate more opportunities to provide information to the board on the work they 

do.  Some of the proposed solutions included staff recognition at board meetings, staff participation at 

board meetings, board orientation to headquarters activities, board involvement on personnel 

committees and someone in administration with experience in human resource issues.  Staff would 

appreciate a stronger relationship with the board as currently it tends to be limited to reports to and 

from senior management. 

It is important to realize that some of the points raised in discussion referred to the period when there 

were many staff changes and that the interviews were carried out at the end of June.  The changes had 

more impact on some of the staff than others.    Since the interviews were carried out, there have been 

some changes in the work environment, however, the underlying issues must still be addressed. 

Best outcomes from staff 

All staff look forward to having a new director who has strong leadership and management skills and 

who can deal with issues before they become problems.  This person will understand the complexities of 

managing a library system and the value of public library service to the community.  He or she will have 

the skills to communicate well with staff, member libraries, board and councils.  Staff also looked 

forward to having a public services consultant and administrative staff with financial and human 

resource expertise.  The need for developing work teams in all of these areas was noted.   
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Part 4: Financial Review:  Examination of policies and procedures 

Tracking source materials for financial review has involved a labyrinth of documentation.  The 2014 NLLB 

Policy Manual finance policy states that “The Board shall adopt regulations to ensure that the finances 

of Northern Lights are managed in an efficient and accurate manner and in accordance with generally 

accepted accounting principles and to provide a sound basis for long-term financial management of the 

affairs of the system and conserve the assets of the system for the future.” 

The noted regulations have not yet been passed by the NLLB.   The “Policy Manual with Procedures” 

would appear to contain procedures necessary to implement the finance policies, however, on closer 

inspection many of the policies are dated prior to 2006.   On February 11, 2006, the NLLB passed a 

motion to rescind all policies passed prior to that date. Many of the procedural elements of NLLB 

finance were passed prior to 2006 so are therefore rescinded.   

As noted in the policy section, the role of the board related to financial policy is defined as “approving 

the annual budget”, “approving audited financial statements”, “approving honoraria and expenses” 

“approving policy”.  The NLLB appears to have no role in developing, evaluating or amending policy and 

has taken no steps to do this since the policy manual was revised. 

This leaves a large gap in the financial policy related to budget development and approval, procurement 

and hiring procedures, salary scales, development of financial policies, approval of expenditures, board 

expenditures, selection of auditor, or other common financial procedures.  We have not been able to 

locate any current documents if they do exist.  This speaks to some of the concerns NLLB members 

raised about funding and purchasing decisions.  If there are no clear policies, then there can be no abuse 

of the policy.   

The policies that do exist need to be reviewed and updated.  Currently, signing authority has been 

approved for the “Manager, Finance and Administration”. This position does not exist on the 

organizational chart.  The board needs to review its policies on a regular basis to ensure that they reflect 

the current situation. 

Budget preparation appears to have been done by staff with little opportunity for board input.  In some 

other systems there are finance committees that review and develop financial policy, set financial goals 

in keeping with the board’s Plan of Service, work with system staff to develop the budget and present 

the budget to the board.  Levels of engagement and accountability tend to be higher in the boards that 

take a more active role in financial decisions.  The current policy refers to a Finance Committee although 

the Executive Committee appears to have taken on the responsibility of the Finance Committee. 

Funding for Northern Lights comes primarily from the municipal and provincial tax base so it is essential 

that the board is accountable to these levels of government for its use of those resources.  Board 

members have a responsibility to understand how the funding is allocated and to be able to explain its 

use to the funders.  Clear policies need to be in place.  In addition, as noted in Part 2, NLLB receives 

transfer funding from member library boards, but not all of these boards are aware of what the funding 
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is used for, nor is there a specific policy describing what the boards receive for the funds transferred 

from their accounts.   

This is important because the boards have no vote on budget decisions that affect the amount they are 

required to transfer. 

Since we did not do a detailed audit of the financial records we do not have anything to report on 

related to use of funding.  We can say that many of the concerns that were raised by trustees in the 

survey do have a basis in lack of clear policy direction and board participation in procurement, levels of 

approval and decision making. The board may choose to have a higher level of participation in financial 

decisions or, if it continues to limit its participation to reviewing and approving decisions, then it must 

develop more comprehensive policy documents to support the decision making. 
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Conclusion: A Time for Change 

As we have seen, there are many governance and operational issues affecting NLLS, both at the board 

level and the operational level.  These are urgent issues that deserve serious and measured 

consideration by both the board as a whole and NLLS management.  The best plan is no good if it is not 

followed, so the whole board, NLLS management, and NLLS staff must also show dedication and 

commitment in following whatever changes the board decides to make. 

The status quo is not an effective option for NLLS.  As part of its 2014 – 2017 Plan of Service, NLLB 

expressed a desire to develop a plan to “build Board capacity”. We urge the board to review these 

issues, and take action to strengthen the governance and operations of NLLS, so it can fulfill its mandate 

to provide support and leadership to public libraries across north-eastern Alberta.  
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APPENDIX A: NLLB Member Survey 

1. I have been on the Northern Lights Library Board for _____ year(s). Select from the options below. 

(Between less than 1 year and 10 or more years) 

 

2. My appointment is for a _____ year term. Select from the options below.  (1-3 Years) 

 

3. I attended a board orientation session when I became a member of the board.  

Yes 

No 

4. I am proud to be a trustee on the Northern Lights Library Board.  

Yes 

No 

Why or why not?  

 

5. I advocate for Northern Lights in my municipality in the following ways:  

 

6. I contribute to the success of Northern Lights by:  

 

7. I participate in funding and policy deliberations at board meetings in the following ways:  

 

8. I meet with the municipal library board(s) that serve(s) citizens of my municipality _______ times each 

year. Select from the options below.  (0 times to 10 or more times) 

 

9. The Northern Lights Library Board is an effective organization.  

Yes 

No 
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Why or why not?  

 

10. What are the strengths of the Northern Lights Library Board? 

 

11. What are the weaknesses of the board?  

 

12. How many meetings is a library system board is required to hold each year? 

 

13. In your opinion is the current Northern Lights Library Board governance model effective? Why or 

why not? 

 

14. In your opinion does the Northern Lights Library Board have an effective process to select its 

executive to represent different types of communities on the board?  

Yes 

No 

Why or why not?  

 

15. In your opinion are you well informed of board and executive decisions?  

 

16. How is Northern Lights funded? 

 

17. How does Northern Lights monitor and control the spending of funds?  

 

18. I am able to explain the budget process and answer questions about the budget to stakeholders in 

my local community.  

Yes 

No 
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19. What is my role as a system board member?  

 

20. The mission statement of Northern Lights is:  

 

21. I agree with the mission of the board.  

Yes 

No 

22. The mission statement could be improved by:  

 

23. Are you familiar with the Northern Lights Library Board Plan of Service?  

Yes 

No 

How well is it achieving the goals of the board?  

 

24. In your opinion, what are the three most important services that Northern Lights provides to its 

member municipalities?  

 

25. The most important benefit of the Northern Lights Library System to my municipality is:  

 

Optional: If you would like to discuss these questions further with Branch staff leave your contact 

information below. 

Name 

 

Phone: 

 

Email Address: 
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APPENDIX B: NLLS Staff Questions 

TOPIC: Organizational Structure 

1. Tell me about your job.  What are your duties here at NLLS, as you understand them? 

2. What is the most rewarding element about your job?  What is the most frustrating element of 

your job? 

3. Do you feel you have enough time to complete your assigned tasks during the day, or are you 

struggling to keep up? 

4. Do any other staff members perform similar tasks at NLLS?  If so, do you see any ways that you 

could better organize your common duties with those staff members? 

5. In your opinion, what are the most beneficial services that you provide to the member library 

staff? 

6. What beneficial services do you provide to member library staff that could be strengthened? 

7. In your opinion, what if any are the least beneficial services that you provide to the member 

library staff? 

8. Are there any services you provide to member library staff that you feel are no longer needed? 

9. What actions could be taken by the following people to improve the service you provide to 

member library staff: 

a. You 

b. Supervisor 

c. NLLS Senior Management 

d. NLLS Board 

10. Do you see any other ways that the organizational structure at NLLS could be improved?  If so 

how? 

TOPIC: Communication with Member Libraries 

1. What tools do you use to communicate with member library staff? (Aurora, LMAC Meetings, 

phone calls, emails, site visits, others)?  

2. Are these tools effective?  Why or why not? 

3. Would you suggest any other tools? 

4. How do you solicit feedback from member libraries about the services provided by NLLS?  Do 

you solicit it regularly? 

5. How do you act on feedback that you’ve received (Discussion at staff meeting, with co-workers, 

with supervisor, etc.)? 

6. When do you need to go to a supervisor for further permission to act on feedback? 

7. How does your supervisor react to feedback? 

8. Do you get regular reports on what the Board is doing?  In what form? (Staff meeting updates, 

email, etc.) 
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TOPIC: Changes at NLLS 

1. How have the recent changes at NLLS affected your day-to-day work here? 

2. What would be the best outcome of the recent changes at NLLS? 

3. Do you have any other thoughts or observations about the recent changes at NLLS? 
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APPENDIX C: NLLS Member Library Board and Library Manager Questions 

1. What services provided through Northern Lights are most used by this library?  Do you have 
opportunities to provide input on decisions related to these services and what are they? 

 

2. What are the main advantages that come with being part of the library system?  How satisfied 
are you with being part of Northern Lights? 

 

3. a) Each year your board transfers funding to Northern Lights to be used for purchases or 
services made through the system.  What is your understanding of the purpose of this transfer 
and are you satisfied with how it is used?  If so, why and if not, why not? 

b) Do you have an opportunity to participate in making decisions about the use of this funding? 

 
4. What are some of the emerging library service needs in this community based on your plan of 

service?  Is there a way that Northern Lights could assist with them?  Are there other services 
that would benefit your community? 

 

5. a) How do you find out about programs, services or initiatives taking place through Northern 
Lights?  What communication tools are used by Northern Lights staff and board members? 
 

b) How do you communicate with system staff about service problems, new ideas or general 
information? 
 

6. How does the board find out about Northern Lights board decisions or issues that may have an 
effect on local policies or goals?  Does this need to be improved? 
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