THE SHARING ECONOMY: LIBRARY OF THINGS YXE

It used to be that people relied on their neighbours and friends to borrow items that they rarely used,
like ladders or some tools and equipment. It saved money, it saved space, and it helped people get
to know their neighbours. Frugality and thrift were valued. However, the rise of consumer culture after
World War Il changed that. Consumer spending became a symbol of status, as exemplified in the
saying, “whoever dies with the most toys wins.” These days, however, more people are questioning
whether it makes sense to just always buy more. Some are looking to the idea of a ‘sharing economy’
in which people pool and exchange services, resources, knowledge, and skills.

With over 1,000 items that can be borrowed, Saskatoon’s Library of Things is a local example of
people working together to improve access to a wide variety of items without the need to buy them.
The motto of Library of Things YXE is, “Buying is for Some. Borrowing is for All.”

The Library of Things started in 2017. Meg Dorwart attended a community meeting in the Broadway
neighbourhood of Saskatoon where there was some discussion about equipment lending libraries. A
local store, The Better Good, offered its basement to anyone willing to give it a try. Meg found the
idea intriguing and jumped in. The concept aligned with her personal interest in finding practical
ways to reduce her footprint on the earth.

Fast forward nine years and the organization has
grown exponentially. It has moved to a larger space
which holds more items and allows more opening
hours. It has over 250 members and 50 volunteers. 626
items were borrowed in 2025. The inventory is
managed through an online inventory system (called
MyTurn) that the system’s developer provides at no-
cost to the Library. The Library of Things has also
partnered with community organizations and
businesses to offer more value to its members. For
instance, working with a local community garden, it
coordinates the borrowing of garden equipment.
Similarly, several local businesses offer discounts to

Natasha Baldry and Chelsea Breher lerory members.

Library members come from all over Saskatoon and surrounding rural area. The membership is diverse
and members have varied reasons for using the Library. Some borrow items for economic reasons.
They may be new Canadians who are just setting up their home. Others borrow items because they
have limited space at home. These include young people in a small apartment or seniors who have
recently downsized. Some come for the convenience of being able to borrow items for up to three
weeks, rather than having to return them to rental stores within 24 hours. Many are also drawn to the
idea of living lightly on the earth by not accumulating too much stuff.
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Remarkably, this all works without staff and on a small budget. Other than the occasional grant, the
Library is largely self-funded. Members pay a reasonable annual fee. When there is a surplus of some
items, they are either donated to other organizations or sold, in which case the profits are put back
intfo operations. Donations provide the Library’s items, ranging from folding tables and yard games to
dehydrators and air compressors. But the real magic comes from the volunteers. Some are
occasional ‘shift librarians’ helping members borrow the items they need. Some coordinate the
volunteers, some coordinate repairs to the Library’s items, some keep the inventory organized, and
others organize events.

The high level of volunteer engagement also leads to a strong sense of community, according to
Chelsea Breher and Natasha Baldry, board members and the Library’s current co-coordinators.
Members look to the Library of Things YXE not only for convenience and for savings, but also fo meet
and work with like-minded people. By providing savings, convenience and community, it seems that
taking inspiration from the way we used to do things can lead to innovation to respond to many of
today’s challenges.

This column is a collaborative project of the Saskatchewan Environmental Society and the Regional Centre
of Expertise on Education for Sustainable Development — RCE Saskatchewan.

Saskatchewan Environmental Society is a non-profit,

registered charity that is committed to supporting

sustainable living and sustainable resource use in

Saskatchewan. We work with, and on behalf of,

communities, organizations, businesses, and policy

makers to encourage informed decision-making that
moves us towards sustainability. SES's current action areas include sustainable energy and climate
solutions, water protection, resource conservation, biodiversity preservation, and reduction of toxic
substances. Our work in Saskatchewan is carried out in Treaties 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, and our office is in
Saskatoon on Treaty 6, the traditional territory of Cree peoples and the homeland of the Métis Nation.
Learn more at: www.environmentalsociety.ca

RCE Saskatchewan is a voluntary network of
individuals, organizations, and experts advancing
sustainable development in Saskatchewan. Founded
in 2007, RCE Saskatchewan's partners are the
University of Regina, University of Saskatchewan,
Saskatchewan Polytechnic, Luther College at the
University of Regina, First Nations University of
Canada, Campion College at the University of
Regina, the City of Regina, City of Saskatoon, Craik Sustainable Living Project, and United Nations
University. Our honourary patron is Her Honour the Honourable Bernadette Mclintyre, Lieutenant Governor
of Saskatchewan. There are more than 190 RCEs around the globe. Learn more at: www.saskrce.ca
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