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IFLA: “Sustainability is Libraries Business!”
• Libraries as role models, educational partners, enforcers of initiatives to promote 

sustainability

https://www.ifla.org/DE/publications/node/81763

There is a new
clear emphasis on 
sustainability –
after UN Agenda 
2030 and the SDGs
(2015). 

https://www.ifla.org/DE/publications/node/81763


https://www.ifla.org/libraries-development UN 2030 Agenda Advocate

IFLA's commitment to the SDGs:

• Global rethink needed

• Libraries: responsible 
educational institutions

• Libraries: guarantor for access to 
reliable information

• Access to information: 
prerequisite for achieving SDGs

• Impending climate catastrophe

https://www.ifla.org/libraries-development


https://www.ifla.org/units/environment-sustainability-and-libraries/

ENSULIB - Environment, Sustainability and Libraries Section

• 98 section members –
institutions, associations 
and private  persons

• 20 elected Standing 
Committee members, 
including 3 officers

• Webpages: projects, res
ources, activities

• Social Media

https://www.ifla.org/units/environment-sustainability-and-libraries/


ENSULIB • 2009 launched at WLIC Milano as
a Special Interest Group (SIG)

At the time, sustainability was not in 
the focus in the library field.

• 2016 ff IFLA Green Library Award
• 2017 Satellite Meeting Berlin
• 2018 (Runner-up) IFLA Dynamic Unit 

and Impact Award
• 2021 Transition from SIG to Section
• 2022 Satellite meeting Cork, Ireland
• 2022 Special Mention IFLA Dynamic 

Unit and Impact Award
• 2023 Satellite meeting Tilburg, NL
• 2023 IFLA Dynamic Unit and Impact 

Award

https://www.ifla.org/g/environment-sustainability-and-libraries/ifla-green-library-award/
https://www.ifla.org/g/professional-council/ifla-dynamic-unit-and-impact-award/
https://www.ifla.org/g/professional-council/ifla-dynamic-unit-and-impact-award/


ENSULIB - Resources All available with
Open access!



ENSULIB - Projects

Tools for Green Libraries

Free 
available!



ENSULIB - Projects
• IFLA Green Library Award 2016-

• To encourage and inspire green 
libraries

• To create criteria for green 
libraries

• Award 2024 will be announced 
soon



ENSULIB - Projects
• IFLA Green Library Award

• About 40 submissions annually

• In two categories: the best 
green library and the best green 
library project

• Special recognition

• Long list and short list: 10 - 12 
submissions in both categories 
are evaluated and max. 6 
submissions are accepted to the 
short list

• Winners are announced at WLIC



Why should we? Is it really our business?

The free rider problem:
Bad boys are responsible for great damages, so 

good guys don’t need to avoid little harms.

How to reach anything without taking the first 
little step?

Libraries should act as responsible actors do. 
Every little deed increases/decreases the 

outcome
→ All responsible actors should act!



Let us begin with the building

At first, the focus was clearly on the 
building

+ green office principles

+ environmentally friendly routines, like 
waste management

= Carbon footprint



The green library movement was founded early 90s – but tipping point only after 2007? 

The existential thread of climate change reached critical mass in 2007 …and the libraries 
awoke?
Antonelli:

“This innovation is happening by building green library buildings, by greening existing library facilities, 
providing green library services, and embracing environmentally supportive and sustainable practices 
within the library.”

“When librarians talk about green libraries what usually comes to mind are green library buildings. [--] 
Green buildings are measured according to a rating system like the LEED [--]” 

All the actions concern somehow the building, or caretaking: 

“A simple green step that libraries can do for the health of the planet and their employees is to quit using 
toxic chemical cleaners and switch to environmentally friendly cleaning products.” 

But the future includes a social aspect: 

Next steps: life after oil, alternative lifestyle, food security, depositories of seeds, community gardens
Monika Antonelli (2008): The Green Library Movement



Trends in sustainability – green library buildings

The green library movement was founded by architects and the emphasis 
was clearly at library buildings and green office principles, although of EEE: 
environmental, economic and social sustainability (equality)

• Location

• Energy efficiency, heating and cooling 

• Lighting 

• Sorting waste

• Reuse and circulating  

How to save energy (and money) while building environmentally friendly libraries

+++ Neat criteria for ecocertificates - easy to measure



Trends in sustainability – green library buildings

The environmental impacts of the library building are remarkable – the 
carbon footprint of libraries consist mostly emissions from the building. 

Sustainable building with sustainable routines, like waste management, 
form the foundation for all environmental work… but only the basis.

Remark: the differences between countries are great!

- Climate conditions

- Infrastructures 



Carbonfootprint - Finnish public libraries

13 libraries of different sizes from different parts of Finland participated in 
the carbon measurements in 2020 (data 2019). 

In 2023, there were 11 libraries.

The work consisted of data collection and workshops, but consultations 
were also organised to support the work.



Carbon footprint /public libraries in Finland (2019)



The Carbon Footprint of 
Finnish Public Libraries 2022

(preliminary)

All library functions together gives the 

total carbon footprint of 101 722 tCO2e. 

The total footprint corresponds to the 

annual carbon footprint of 9 786 average 

Finn.



Carbon footprint – some remarks

Energy consumption (heating & electricity) is the main source for 
emissions – but facilities are not under libraries’ responsibility (property 
sectors).

→ cutting the emissions are tied to decisions made by the city / 
university = interrelatedness – acting in a network!

…but what about the great difference?

One must select what is taken into the calculations: available and 
relevant, measurable data. What is included and what is excluded?

= sufficiently accurate information – if no exact data attainable.



-

2019: No accurate data available for the emissions of 
servers or data transfer – or even how these should be 

calculated.

2022: Scope 3: ICT, cleaning, and office services make a 
remarkable percentace of emissions

12 % in small library

27 % in big libraries

→The percentace for scope 2 ”heating and electricity” 
decreases from 60 % 

to 58 % in small libraries ja 11 % in big libraries



Digital footprint. It’s about storing and transferring data…

2019: no accurate data available for the emissions of servers or data 
transfer – or even how these should be calculated.

Platform services – databases (etc.) shared by many operators

How much redundant data we store, download and stream? Sustainable 
Web Design?

ICT devices’ life spin 



Carbon footprint – some remarks

Carbon footprint is not everything but should be compared to cultural 
and social sustainability attained.

The limits: how far your footprints lead? Should libraries take into 
account the emissions from printing books (paper & transportations), or 
is it publishers’ business? Libraries acquire contents. 

Emissions are created at different points of a larger processes – it is 
difficult to calculate them.

Processes and/or data are not transparent



From green buildings to green library services

Some definitions:

• “Sustainable library”: “… designed to minimize negative impact on the natural 
environment and maximize indoor environmental quality by means of careful site 
selection, use of natural construction materials and biodegradable products, 
conservation of resources (water, energy, paper), and responsible waste disposal 
(recycling, etc.)” (ODLIS)

• “Green and Sustainable libraries are particularly predestined to take on the role as 
exemplars, educators, and enablers. Green and Sustainable libraries take into account 
environmental, economic and social sustainability. Green and Sustainable Libraries 
may be of any size, but they have a clear sustainability agenda.” 

(ENSULIB web page)



Trends in sustainability – green library services?

“We cannot rebuild all the libraries but must learn to run existing 
libraries in a more environmentally friendly way.” 

Green buildings are not the whole story:
• Green buildings are extensive and expensive projects, not at all affordable. 

• Librarians do not make the decisions on buildings.

• Green building or green office principles are general requirements, not 
characteristic features of libraries.

• Sorting waste, circulating and reusing is something we all should do.

…so, what about green library services?



Trends in sustainability – green library services?

Open access to reliable and updated information

Should libraries offer all kinds of information, or only reliable, scientific information?
• Libraries should stay neutral and should not try to teach what is right or wrong

• Libraries have always stored and preserved all kinds of information, but offered an open access 
only to accepted information: Index librorum prohibitorum is kept behind locked doors

• Libraries cannot check all the contents – practical impossibility 

• Historical collections/archives – also misinformation may be worth storing

Libraries fight for democracy and freedom of speech… and tolerance

Has the climate change and the Eco crisis changed the situation?
- There is a very strong scientific consensus, and resistance is politically motivated

- It’s a question of the future or survival of humankind (and even more: biosphere)



Trends in sustainability – green library services?

Shared spaces and devices:
• Working and learning spaces 
• Common living rooms
• Shared computers, printers, scanners etc. 
• Things libraries

+ Shared use decreases consumption – one does not need to buy 
everything
- Is this a real argument? How to measure/confirm it?

→the sharing economy &the carbon handprint: libraries enable their 
users to decrease their carbon footprint by adapting sharing.



Carbon handprint / how library use can reduce emissions?



Carbon footprint & handprint / reading



Trends in sustainability – recent developments

UN Agenda 2030 and Sustainable Development Goals (2015)

• Tipping point (only now) for IFLA and the library field?

• Paradigm shift: from library buildings to social sustainability

States are committed to UN 2030 agenda and the SDGs

…but so are cities (New York & Helsinki) – voluntarily city reports.
→ Carbon neutrality programs, national and municipal

Suddenly, it is not librarians who try to tell decision makers about sustainability but 
decision makers who demand sustainable deeds! A shared agenda for all operators?



IFLA advocates for libraries to be recognised as 
essential partners for sustainable development.
IFLA. Powering Sustainable Development https://www.ifla.org/libraries-development

- The goals are very general... what do 
they mean in the library context?

- Is it enough that libraries have 
information concerning the different 
goals... or should they promote them –
take action?

- Access to reliable information is missing 
– this would be an essential objective to 
libraries!

- Information is (only) a background 
condition

https://www.ifla.org/libraries-development


SDGs and libraries

Is it enough to have books (information) on climate action… or 
should libraries do climate actions?

Does a library promote environmental sustainability… if it does 
what it would do anyway?
(like follow the national legislation, municipal regulations)



SDGs for Finnish public libraries

Bringing Environmental Awareness in Public Libraries to 2020s - project



So far, we have been dealing with basics:

Phase 1: the building & green office & routines → carbon footprint

Phase 2: green library services: access to information, shared spaces & devices →
circular economy & carbon handprint

Phase 3: SDGs & social sustainability → responsibility

What about the next steps…

- Active citizenship & social and cultura dialogue

- Reading, fiction & resilience



Public Libraries Act (2022), Section 6: Duties of public libraries

Public libraries are tasked with: 

1) providing access to materials, information and cultural contents on 
sustainability; 

2) maintaining versatile and up-to-date collections on sustainability; 

3) promoting reading and literature on sustainability; 

4) providing information services, guidance and support in the acquisition and use 
of information on sustainability and in versatile literacy skills; 

5) Providing premises for learning, recreational activities, working, and civic 
activities on sustainable matters; 

6) promoting social and cultural dialogue on sustainable development.

Sustainable twist fits the spirit of the act.



Public Libraries Act (2022), Section 6: Duties of public libraries

3) promoting reading and literature on sustainability; 

- Environmental literacy… resilience by reading fiction: reading opens our minds and 
increases empathy but can also help us face the future challenges.

How do libraries promote this goal?

6) promoting social and cultural dialogue on sustainable 
development.

- Libraries as neutral third places where dialogue is possible, meeting places for 
experts and citizen. Active promotors?



The focus has been in public libraries, hence, some
modifications may be needed if we look at academic libraries.

• Academic and University libraries emphasize research and open 
science - how to support students and researchers and make the
access to environmental studies easier. 

• National libraries might find preservation and conservation as 
central… in the (future) era of natural and ecological diasters. 



Thank you

Please, visit ENSULIB web page:
https://www.ifla.org/environment-sustainability-and-libraries

Green library website: 
Green Library | Libraries.fi

Contact:
Harri Sahavirta, email: harri.sahavirta@hel.fi

https://www.ifla.org/environment-sustainability-and-libraries
https://www.libraries.fi/greenlibrary

