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Introduction

The Spence Neighbourhood Association (SNA http://spenceneighbourhood.org/ ) in Winnipeg, 

MB, is going to be an excellent group to work with in terms of a community-led approach to 

librarianship. In the last few years the closest branch of the Winnipeg Public Library moved to a new 

facility, further from the Spence neighbourhood. Now the closest branch is our central Millennium 

Library, which doesn't necessarily have a focus on the neighbourhood. Thank you to the administration 

for recognizing this area would be a good place to be putting in work.

The Spence Neighbourhood Association works very strongly with the community from its 

location on Langside Street. I believe there is a lot of room for the library to be able to forge 

connections with the residents in the neighbourhood which, while being in the news as a loctaion of 

gang-related violence, is home to many people.

As we are hoping to get our Community-Led approach up and running soon, I submit this work 

plan for the 6 months beginning April 1. This should give me enough time to get up to speed.

Working in the Spence Neighbourhood

The Spence Neighbourhood Association already has literacy programs they run for local 

children, though it looks like they are on hold right now for lack of funds. Rather than piggybacking 

onto that program, however I suggest my participation take place in a different zone: the community 

garden.

The SNA has nine community gardens in small vacant lots throughout the area. Each of them 

has a lead gardener and they are looking for people to volunteer their time and skills in these gardens. 
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Now, I am by no means an expert gardener. As a kid I spent time on my grandparents' farm and ate 

their raspberries, but I've been an urbanite for my whole life. This is not about me going in to teach 

people how to grow things, let's be clear.

The idea here is that we get a small plot in one of the community gardens for the library. We'd 

be talking with the SNA to find out which of the nine gardens had space for us. I'd probably lean away 

from getting into one of the gardens on McGee street as those are associated with a local church (not 

that there's anything wrong with St. Matthews Anglican - I just think it'd be better if we didn't have 

clashing agendas in the briar patch). From my knowledge of the area, "Sunshine Garden" on Maryland 

Street seems somewhat underused. Sunshine Garden is also nearest the periphery of the SNA's territory 

and on the block perceived as being the least library-friendly in the Spence Neighbourhood, due to 

2010's shootings.

I'd be talking with people, always very open that I'm there representing the library, but without 

an ulterior “helpful” motive beyond talking. Having a “selfish” reason to be there - working in the dirt 

to grow library vegetables - gives me a justification that community members, who often have white 

people coming in to help them might accept (or at least notice) as different.

Timeline and Practicalities

Spending 8 hours a week on this project will be very workable. One of the benefits of working 

in a garden is it puts me out in the community in a visible way, including the commute to and from the 

garden from the library. The plan would be to walk down to the garden from my office at Millennium 

three times a week (one of those times being on the weekend), budgeting 2.5 hours each day. In my 

experience from living in the West End (just outside the Spence Neighbourhood) it's about a twenty-

minute walk each way, but most of that time would be walking the streets of the neighbourhood. This 

work plan is covering April-September which is good because the neighbourhood has a thriving "stoop 
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culture" in Winnipeg's warmer months. People hang around in front yards, often with kids running 

around. My plan for visibility's sake would be to be bringing the library gardening supplies to the 

garden in a wagon which would be brightly labelled Winnipeg Public Library. The commute would 

provide opportunity to be saying hello to people living between the library and the garden in a visible 

kind of way. The idea is that I'd be the chatty gardener from the library.

Working at a plot in the garden will be a good way for me to have a reason to be there, a 

common activity to be working alongside community members in. Since I don't have any experience at  

gardening, the people I'd be meeting working in the garden would be people I'd be asking for help from 

(or who we'd be muddling along together with). Also, talking while weeding or whatever is very 

natural and the relationships being built wouldn't feel terribly artificial. It's also probably pretty good 

for the image of a librarian to have one out in the dirt.

The important part of this work plan is that I wouldn't be coming to the garden working all 

efficiently and then racing back to the office. The point is not the plot of land (even though that plot  

will have a Winnipeg Public Library sign on it). I'd be going out there on my schedule even if there 

wasn't anything for me to be doing. I'd be walking around the area talking to people, asking them what 

they think of the library, letting them knowwhen they can find me in the garden.

The benefit of working with the SNA on this project is that they have a presence at the local 

street fairs and festivals, along with strong ties to the local West-Central Streets publication. Both of 

these kinds of things will help publicize the fact that I'm out there ready to talk about whatever they 

think the library could be doing for them. I'd obviously be wandering the Ellice Street Festival with my 

gardening wagon talking with people about their concerns and finding out what they'd like to be doing 

with the library.

justin unrau 3 growing relationships



Expected Needs

By the time September rolls around we should have found out what a lot of people think. While 

it goes somewhat against the true Community-Led approach to go in bearing answers and expectations 

as to what the community will want, here are a few speculations as to what I wouldn't be entirely 

surprised to find are concerns.

Since I will be working with people outside it seems natural that the first things I'd hear about 

would be related to the outdoors and gardening. When the situation warranted it I would be able to talk 

about some of the WPL's programs about organic gardening and the like that are held at Millennium 

Library and the West End Library, but if the distance to those libraries was proving a burden and people 

wanted it we'd be able to turn some of those programs into more hands-on activities out in the 

community gardens. One important thing to note here is that even if we went this route it would put the 

library in more of a connecting type of role; we would be helping to bring in experts not being experts 

already.

Another possible garden-related need that might be present in the community could be a lack of 

appropriate tools. Perhaps the library would be able to get involved in helping establish a tool-lending 

library. Not necessarily in the sense of buying and lending out tools ourselves necessarily (the SNA 

would be very capable of doing that), but in our expertise in terms of keeping track of stuff that is 

borrowed.

The point of hanging out in these gardens is not just to talk to gardeners though. I hope to be 

there to be fostering communication about whatever issues the community brought up. I expect I'd hear 

stories about bad landlords and would be able to assist people with bringing people resources  We could 

be engaging in discussions about the use of public space, or in talking about public safety issues. 

While we aren't going in there as policy experts, the idea that people would have a person they know at 
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the library would make coming in to get useful information less intimidating.

Conclusion

I thank the administration for its support of this initiative. Rest assured that this is not a project 

designed solely to get me out in the sun on a lawn-chair for the summer. Working with the Spence 

Neighbourhood Association by growing things in their gardens is a useful thing for the library to do. 

The work in the gardens give me a reason to be there that hopefully isn't going to feel like the library 

coming to solve people's problems. The conversations I'll be engaging in with community members 

will grow our relationships in a nice metaphorical way (along with as any plants that might incidentally  

survive my labours). 
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