Trends in Challenges to Canadian Library Resources and Policies, 2006-2009*
In 2006, the Canadian Library Association (CLA) Advisory Committee on Intellectual Freedom initiated an Annual Challenges Survey to gather data about the nature and outcome of challenges to library materials and policies experienced by publicly funded libraries across Canada in each calendar year. Data from the survey help to inform the Committee’s policy and advocacy work and results are shared with the CLA membership, other library workers and advocates, the Freedom of Expression Committee of the Book and Periodical Council, and the Office of Intellectual Freedom of the American Library Association.  The survey has been enhanced each year; for the first time the 2009 version was made available in both official languages.  A driving aim of the survey project is to increase library documentation, reporting, and transparency about challenges to materials and policies.
A total of 139 challenges were reported in 2009, 137 to library resources and 2 to library policies. Books accounted for 83%, DVDs and videos for 10%, and magazines 4%. The most challenged author was Charlaine Harris for her series of 10 adult novels, The Southern Vampires, which were challenged four times (counted as 40 challenges). Two other series of 29 and 15 titles were each challenged once. There were almost always multiple reasons for challenges, most commonly: sexually explicit at 76%, age inappropriate 68%, offensive language 34%, violence 32%, nudity 28%, sex education 5%, racism 4%, and inaccuracy 4%; other reasons were mentioned in 1% to 2% of cases.
Public libraries reported 64% of all challenges, school libraries 34%, and academic libraries 2%. Teaching assistants accounted for 32% of challenges, patrons for 30%, parents and guardians for 20%, and library staff for 15%. Library materials were retained in 41% of the 2009 challenges, relocated or reclassified in 32% of cases, and removed in 25%. Policy challenges went unchanged.
With the four years 2006-2009 of survey data now available, the Committee is devoting energy to comparing results and identifying trends. The chart below lists the number of challenges described by Canadian libraries in each of the four survey years. However, it should be noted that because the survey is voluntary, far more challenges go unreported than reported. These results should not be interpreted as representing all challenges in Canadian libraries or as statistical trends. (As a benchmark, the ALA Office for Intellectual Freedom has found that for every library challenge reported in the U.S., there are at least 4 or 5 others unreported.)
Survey Year            				2006        2007        2008        2009
Challenges Reported 			  	31        	   45            78            139

The children’s picture book And Tango Makes Three was the only item challenged in all four survey years. Challenges in 2009 represented a significant increase over previous years, in part because of more challenges to large series of novels in that year.  Challenges to books were substantially higher in 2009 than in earlier years, while those to DVDs and videos were lower and those to sound recordings were about the same. The proportion of challenges reported by public libraries in 2009 was the lowest of the four years, appearing to mark a trend downwards. Challenges reported by school libraries in 2009 were the highest of the four years, and of particular note was the new phenomenon - that teaching assistants initiated one-third of all 2009 challenges. Patron challenges were lower than in 2008, but about the same as for 2007. Parents and guardians initiated challenges in the same proportion as in 2008, while library staff members were responsible for more challenges in 2009 than in 2008. 
The proportion of challenges on the basis of sexually explicit materials was much higher in 2009, a marked trend upwards; the same was true for age inappropriate materials. The number of challenges in 2009 on the basis of offensive language was also higher than in 2008, but about the same as for 2007. Challenges for violence were higher than in 2008, but similar to 2006. Challenges for nudity were higher than in previous years. 
There appears to be a downward trend over the four years in the number of materials retained, and an upward trend both in the reclassification and relocation of materials from one area of the collection to another, e.g., from young adult to adult, and in the removal of  materials from collections.  There was a higher level of adult novels challenged in 2009, an upward trend; the same was true for Young Adult graphic novels. Non-fiction challenges were about the same over the four years, as were picture books and Young Adult novels.
Findings of the survey project to date demonstrate that challenges continue to occur in publicly funded Canadian libraries,  clear evidence that attention to intellectual freedom remains central to the work of Canadian librarians and sister association advocates across the cultural network. As  CLA President Keith Walker notes: "Libraries play a crucial role in the protection of intellectual freedom and have to be prepared to support the right of Canadians to read what they choose. Freedom to read can never be taken for granted." For more information about the Annual Challenges Survey, contact the CLA Advisory Committee on Intellectual Freedom at www.cla.ca.
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