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Public libraries stand at a critical intersection of community service, social support, and
inclusive public space. Hamilton Public Library (HPL) has long championed creating
welcoming environments that break down barriers, offering sanctuary and opportunity to
all community members regardless of their background, economic status, or current life
challenges. This commitment is deeply rooted in our mission to support learning, foster
community connections, and provide accessible resources for every resident of
Hamilton.

In a time of increasing social complexity, HPL navigates unprecedented challenges that
mirror broader societal issues. We are closely observing the experiences of other public
libraries, including the Toronto Public Library and recent developments in
Saskatchewan, which are wrestling with similar tensions between maintaining open,
accessible spaces and ensuring the safety and comfort of all library users. These
observations inform our approach, helping us develop nuanced strategies that respect
both our core values and the immediate safety needs of our staff and community
members.

This winter, we continued to support many individuals navigating complex challenges,
and we're proud to report that several new interventions, outlined in detail later in the
report, have helped us better manage our spaces. Key additions included a proactive
Step System at Central that empowered staff and managers to respond more visibly to
rising incidents, the successful launch of a Peer Support Worker program with the
Canadian Mental Health Association (CHMA) Hamilton that’s helped reduce
disruptive behaviours through relationship-building, and a renewed, more engaged
presence from Hamilton Police Services, supporting efforts to deter the sale of illegal
substances. These collaborative efforts are one piece of a complex puzzle that will
assist us in delivering a safer, more supportive environment for everyone.

Our 2024 Safety and Security report reflects a holistic approach that acknowledges the
multifaceted nature of community needs while maintaining our unwavering commitment
to being a truly public space.

INCIDENT OVERVIEW

In 2024, Hamilton Public Library experienced 1,653 incidents between February 28 and
December 31, resulting in a rate of 7.8 incidents per 10,000 visitors. The information we
had between January 15t and February 28th, 2024, was lost in the Cyber Event.



These numbers represent a complex narrative of community challenges rather than a
simple safety statistic. The incidents reflect broader social pressures: financial
instability, housing insecurity, mental health challenges, and the ongoing impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Our data reveals nuanced patterns across different library branches. The Central
Library, our most visited location, naturally experiences the highest number of incidents,
with 911 reported events. Branches like Saltfleet and Red Hill also show notable
incident rates, often connected to local community dynamics such as nearby schools or
neighbourhood characteristics.

Key observations from our 2024 data include:
o Behavior-related incidents remain the primary category (1,080 incidents)
« Significant increase in incidents related to student behaviour

« Continued challenges with substance use and mental health support needs

Table 1: Incidents, visitors, and incident rate per 10,000 visitors

Year Incidents Visitors Incidents per
10,000 people

2024 (Feb 28-Dec)* | 1,653 2,118,085 7.80

2023 (Jan-Jun)* 1,129 1,277,124 8.84

2022 (Full Year) 1,304 1,743,222 7.48

2021 (Full Year) 708 795,498 8.90

2020 (Full Year) 645 1,059,938 6.09

* 2023/2024 data incomplete because of cyber event

The number and types of incidents fluctuate from one year to the next. In 2021 and
2020, pandemic-related incidents (e.g., people not wanting to wear masks) were more
notable. However, in recent years, we have seen increases in substance use and
paraphernalia-related incidents. While the number of incidents has been increasing, the
rate per 10,000 visitors in 2024 is not significantly different from any of the rates of the
previous four years.

If we look at the difference in visitor and incident numbers between 2024 compared to
2022 (incidents= 349, visitors= 374,863), this would result in a rate of 9.3 incidents per
10,000 visitors for the difference. One concern is it is difficult to accurately and
effectively assess and comment on trends around the complexity and severity of
incidents year-to-year.



Figure 1: Incident numbers by type of incident 2020 to 2024
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The rate of behaviour-related incidents decreased in 2024 compared to 2023, whereas
we report slightly increased rates of medical- and facilities-related incidents. There were
1,080 behaviour-related incidents at a rate of 5.1 per 10,000 visitors in 2024.

More incidents are reported at the Central Library (n= 911), followed by Saltfleet (n=
153) and Red Hill (n=90). The highest rate of incidents per 10,000 visitors occurred at
Parkdale (43.98 per 10,000) followed by Mount Hope (17.14 per 10,000). The rate of
incidents was also over 12 per 10,000 visitors at Barton, Red Hill, Central and Saltfleet.
No incidents were reported at Freelton, and the rate was fewer than 1 visitor per 10,000
at Valley Park (one of our busiest Branches). All other Branches experienced between
one and eight incidents per 10,000 visitors.

Mount Hope only had a handful of incidents (n=9). However, they also have fewer
visitors, so standardizing it for comparison creates a high incident rate. This high rate
seems to be related to a series of cases (four of their incidents) related to the men’s
washroom.



Figure 2: Incident rate per 10,000 visitors for each type of incident 2020 to 2024
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Saltfleet’s high number of incidents may be related to what schools and academics are
seeing an increase in student incivility after the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, we
have also seen a rise in incivility, so we are not suggesting this phenomenon is solely a
problem with students. 1 Incivility can be defined as low-level antisocial behaviour that
violates social norms with an unclear intent to cause harm. 2 Between 2017 and 2019,
Saltfleet only reported 12, 14 and 14 incidents, each year. These are rates of 0.87, 1.15,
and 1.19 per 10,000 visitors. In 2024, the incident rate for Saltfleet is 12 per 10,000
visitors, nearly 3 times the rate in 2023 and double in 2022 (4.66 and 6.4 per 10,000
visitors, respectively). This year, more than one quarter (40 of 153) of incidents can be
directly connected to students from the local High School, while several other incidents
mention students or teens.

All of this indicates a complex system of issues being experienced by our community
(e.g., reductions in safe spaces; financial, housing and job insecurities; mental health;
decreased civility; organizations’ changes in policy and political changes), which are
being brought into our Branches at varying degrees, for different reasons and felt at a
variety of levels of severity by our Staff across the system. To support our community
and address incidents, we require many approaches and solutions that may differ from
one location to the next.



A COMPREHENSIVE AND COMPASSIONATE APPROACH FOR EMPLOYEES

Recognizing that our staff are at the frontline of these complex interactions, HPL has
developed a robust, multi-layered support system beyond traditional security measures.
These updates were developed and rolled out in 2024, in conjunction with all the
initiatives discussed in our Feb 2024 Safety and Security Report. Our approach
emphasizes training, mental health resources, and proactive support mechanisms.

The Peer Support Program, developed through a collaborative partnership between
HPL and CHMA, represents a lived experience approach to community care and
working towards meaningful impact at Central Library. Launched in 2024, this innovative
initiative provides onsite de-escalation and critical navigation services for members
facing mental health and addiction challenges, offering compassionate support beyond
traditional security measures.

The program demonstrates HPL's commitment to creating safe, supportive spaces
through empathy and proactive community engagement by connecting individuals to
resources for housing, financial assistance, and holistic well-being. The onsite Peer
Support workers provide another experienced resource when the team is facing
member challenges outside of their comfort or beyond their knowledge, skills, or
abilities.

While still in its early stages, the program has already shown promising initial impacts,
challenging existing service models and prioritizing human-centred support beyond
conventional security or authoritative interventions.

The Customer Service Step-System, which was developed in-house and adopted this
past November at Central, is a proactive and dynamic safety framework designed to
create a consistent approach to managing library environments by responding to
evolving safety challenges. The system operates through three escalating steps (Step 1
Monitoring, 2 Alert or 3, All Available Hands), which are triggered by specific indicators
such as increasing disruptive incidents, community safety concerns, or life-threatening
emergencies.

By providing clear protocols for staff, management, and senior leadership, the system
ensures a coordinated response that prioritizes continuous communication, visible staff
presence through strategic roving, and flexible resource allocation.

Key features include regular check-in meetings, incident reporting mechanisms, and the
ability to quickly adjust staffing and operational strategies to maintain a safe and
welcoming environment for library members. There is also built-in flexibility to de-
escalate or intensify responses based on real-time assessment of potential risks.

As part of our continued commitment to creating safe, welcoming spaces, HPL
introduced a new Security Vendor Agreement in December 2024 that prioritizes staff
well-being and community trust. This agreement reflects a progressive shift in our
approach to site safety, with a strong focus on de-escalation, harm reduction, and



predictable, non-confrontational interactions. Through comprehensive training—
including Naloxone administration and de-escalation practices—and the use of non-
authoritative, blazer-style uniforms, the goal is to foster an environment that reduces
stress for staff and supports a dignified experience for all members.

While additional security personnel have historically been used to manage challenging
situations, evidence has shown that this approach has limited long-term impact and may
divert resources from more effective strategies. By moving away from an expanded
security footprint and reinvesting in collaborative safety planning, community
partnerships, and environmental design, we are focusing on approaches that build
resilience, increase predictability, and align with our core values of inclusion, respect,
and belonging.

In October of 2024, Central launched our Community Partner Desk. We repurposed
an underutilized desk in a high-traffic area and created a schedule that rotates our HPL
Partners, offering various services and resources to those in need. This space now
offers a space for members to connect to health providers, dietetics, housing support,
food security, and social service support. In the first month of the program desk in
operation, our Partners at the Hamilton Family Health Team connected 62 members to
primary care physicians. That is 62 people who have a doctor and interdisciplinary care
team to assist them.

Our management team completed Workplace Violence Risk Assessments in 2024.
The assessments focused on several key areas: Policies, Emergency Procedures,
Training, Resolution Processes, Physical Work Environment, Type of Work, and
Psychological Protection. The management team completed an initial assessment,
which our H&S Coordinators are reviewing to determine if any branch/department-
specific areas require follow-up action over 2025.

The Health and Safety Coordinators, in collaboration with Youth Services, Information
Services and Security, launched our new Code Amber —Missing Child Procedure to
the organization in November 2024. The purpose of this new procedure is to provide
Staff with direction on how to handle incidents involving a lost or potentially abducted
child reported within the Library to maximize the likelihood of safely locating the child

In addition to our pre-existing hardwired or portable panic alarms, staff radios,
telephones, and other communication tools, our Library Pages that may be working
within isolated areas of the branch (ex., between the stacks, areas with challenging
sightlines, etc.) have also been provided with Audible Personal Safety Alarms. The
intent of a personal safety alarm is another safety tool that can be triggered if there is an
imminent danger to Staff or a Member’s life safety. The personal safety alarm will emit a
loud sound, which prompts nearby Staff and/or Security, where applicable, to
investigate and safely assist.

Lastly, in 2024 we began the roll-out of the Mental Health Commission of Canada’s
The Working Mind for People Leaders training for our management team. This



training is designed to initiate a shift in how one thinks, acts, and feels about mental
health and mental illness to recognize signs and indicators in yourself and others,
reduce stigma and negative attitudes toward people with mental health conditions,
support colleagues and team members with mental health conditions, along with tools to
maintain your mental health and improve your resilience.

CENTRAL CHILDREN’S AREA

We continue to prioritize the safety and well-being of our youngest members and their
caregivers by addressing risk concerns in our Children’s areas through both immediate
and long-term strategies. In the short term, we’ve increased manager presence during
peak periods and ensured staffing levels are aligned to support higher traffic and more
complex situations. We're also working on implementing quick environmental design
fixes—such as adjustments to sightlines, sound mitigation and traffic flow—to
immediately enhance this critical area of Central Library. Looking ahead, we are
exploring a more comprehensive, long-term solution that may involve relocating the
Children’s area altogether. This more significant change will require careful planning,
design, budget considerations, and engagement with staff and planning partners to
ensure the space continues to meet the community's needs. These combined efforts
reflect a balanced approach—responding to current concerns while building toward a
safer, more sustainable future.

LOOKING FORWARD: COLLABORATIVE SOLUTIONS

As we move into the next phase of our safety and security strategy, HPL is committed to
a collaborative approach. Our Central Safety Task Force, which engages stakeholders
from Public Health, Hamilton Police Service, and community organizations, represents
our dedication to developing holistic, compassionate solutions as outlined above
concerning initiatives such as the Peer Support Program.

We are simultaneously reviewing best practices from the Canadian Urban Libraries
Council's safety toolkit and participating in ongoing discussions on how libraries across
Canada report and track incident-related data. This will help us remain consistent from a
reporting perspective and stay current in this critical space. Monitoring and collaborating
with other libraries is routine for HPL, allowing us to share and learn from broader
experiences while maintaining our unique commitment to Hamilton's diverse community.

CONCLUSION

The challenges facing public libraries are not simply about managing incidents but
about reimagining public spaces in an era of unprecedented social complexity. HPL
remains steadfast in our belief that libraries must be barrier-free, welcoming



environments that offer hope, opportunity, and support to all community members while
providing a safe space for our teams and partners.

We trust our approach balances empathy with practicality, recognizing that proper
community safety emerges from understanding, support, and connection.
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