
With a little help from our friends
Daniel Ferguson, Friends of Libraries Australia

A ctive  invo lvem en t in com m un ity  is
sues has been a characteristic  of the 
A m erican  lib rary scene for decades. 

R ecen tly , B ill C lin ton , com m ended  Friends 
of Libraries U S A  (F O L U S A ) for its leadership 
and ac tive  p artic ip a tion  in the A m erica  
Reads C ha llenge  program. For most A m eri
cans, the notion of 'getting invo lved ' has tw o 
fundam enta l m eanings: first, it expresses a 
genu ine concern  for one 's local com m un ity ; 
and second ly , on an ind iv idua l leve l, it re
lates to the protection of one's ow n interests.

Australians, on the other hand, still adopt 
the far m ore passive ro le associated  w ith  a 
sub ject cu ltu re . T h ey  rem ain  p rim arily  fo 
cused on the outw ard  aspects of their system 
of governm ent —  that is, they are more inter
ested in w h a t they are re ce iv in g  from  the 
governm ent than they are in the recip roca l 
duties and obligations of active, participatory 
citizens.

FHowever, this focus appears to be shift
ing. S ince  the launch  of Friends of Libraries 
A ustra lia  (F O L A ) in D ecem b er 1994, c o m 
m un ity partic ipation  and support for library 
services on an organised basis has increased.
In 1990 there w e re  few er than sixty Friends 
of Library groups in Austra lia ; now  there are 
m ore than 1 50.

Getting involved
The challenges curren tly  facing our com m u 
nities, institu tions and governm ents in the 
global m arketp lace of com petition and rapid 
chan g e  seem  to be respons ib le  for an in 
crease in the num ber of Australians getting 
involved . In 1996 a group of key library and 
inform ation professionals, inc lud ing  state li
b rarians and lib ra ry  o rgan isa tion  leaders, 
developed  a docum ent entitled 2 0 2 0  V is io n :  
T o w a rd s  th e  l ib r a r ie s  o f  th e  fu tu re .  This 
do cu m en t recognises the opportun ities for 
libraries to take advantage of current trends, 
to re-invent them selves in the new  econom y 
of kn o w led g e  and to take a cco u n t of new  
opportun ities of c itizensh ip  and identity.

2 0 2 0  V is io n  sees lib raries as resources 
for equ ity, c itizensh ip  and socia l, econ om ic  
and cultural developm ent. Libraries are seen 
as 'testbeds' for c iv ic  va lues w h ich  g ive us a 
sense of p lace. O n e  reason w h y  the Friends 
of Libraries groups have been an im portant 
part of the A m erican  lib rary fabric for m any 
decades is that the institution of the pub lic  
library has been a significant 'testbed' for the 
dem ocratic  cu ltu re of A m erican  society.

Developing Friends groups
Establishing a 'Friends group' is one w a y  for 
a library to identify c lien t needs and interests 
w h ile  encourag ing  mem bers of the co m m u 
nity to partic ipate in com m un ity  life.

F O L U S A  has created a greater awareness 
and appreciation  of library services by: help 
ing local groups generate local and state sup
port; p ro v id in g  gu id an ce , ed u ca tion  and 
counselling  services; promoting the d eve lop 
m ent of strong lib rary and a d vo ca cy  p rob 
lems; and serving as a clearinghouse of infor
m ation and expertise.

The nationa l body supporting Friends 
groups in Australia  —  F O L A  — - has the same 
agenda.

Friends in Australia today
W h e re  do w e  stand, three years after the 
launch of F O L A  by our patron, the H o n o u r
ab le Justice M ich ae l K irby?

Som e facts: Friends of Library groups are 
established in all Australian  states and terri
tories; V ic to ria  has w itnessed the greatest in
crease in groups, perhaps due in some m eas
ure to loca l governm ent reform  and the 
im pact on library services; most groups have 
betw een  ten and forty m em bers; most State 
lib raries have  a flou rish ing  group ; the N a 
tional L ib rary of Austra lia 's  group is A ustra l
ia 's largest w ith  1400 m em bers; and the 
main activ ities for most groups are con d u ct
ing booksales and holding social and literary 
functions.

In 1997 F O L A  presented A ustra lian  L i
brary W e e k  awards to a num ber of outstand
ing groups: A lexandra, V icto ria ; Byron  Bay, 
N e w  South  W a le s ; Hastings, N e w  South 
W a le s ; W a rra g u l, V ic to r ia ; W i llu n g a  and 
A ld inga , South Austra lia ; and U n le y , South 
A ustra lia . In 1998 F O L A  w ill launch  the 
F O L A  Best o f Friends A w ard s for a c h ie v e 
ment and ex ce llen ce  in FO L  groups.

In O ctober, F O L A  w ill be holding its sec
ond b ienn ia l con ference in A dela ide . A  full- 
day program  is being organised w ith  speak
ers, w orkshops, delegate reports and social 
events.

A  successful Friends group is not neces
sarily  from  a large, w e ll- funded  lib rary . In 
fact, one of the most active  and successfu l 
groups is the sm all Ju n io r Friends of the 
A lexandra  Lib rary in V icto ria .

F O L A  believes that success com es from 
strategic co-operation, a w illingness to g ive 
and a desire to share inform ation and co m 
bine resources. O u r vision is to provide lead
ersh ip  to F riends of L ib raries groups. W e  
need the support of the lib rary profession to 
ach ieve  a national strategy w ith  lasting ben 
efit to libraries, the com m un ity  and the na
tion.

Friends of Libraries Austra lia  Inc can be 
con tacted  at P O  Box 1315 T u lla m a rin e  
3043, fax 03 9335 1903. ■
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• 11/5-14/12 Vic Special Libraries 
section. Committee meeting dates 
for 1998. Venue: Heart Foundation, 
411 King Street, West Melbourne at 
5:30pm (unless advised otherwise). 
11/5; 1/6; 13/7; 10/8; 14/9; 12/10; 9/ 
11; 14/12. Contact: June Hooper, ph 
03 9329 8511, fx 03 9321 1574, 
heartvic@vicnet.net.au

• 12/5 Vic RA ISS section Electronic 
Resources Trial (and Tribulations). 
Panel discussion. Uni of Melbourne, 
Baillieu Library, Ground Floor. 5:30 
for 6pm. No charge. Contact: Marga
ret Smith, ph 03 9669 9726, fx 03 
9663 1480, msmith@slv.vic.gov.au

• 16/5-28/11 Vic School Libraries 
section Committee meetings 
9:30am at Statewide Resource Cen
tre, 217 Church Street, Richmond. 
All members welcome. Dates: 16/5, 
20/6, 18/7, 15/8, 12/9, 17/10, AGM 
—  28/11. Contact: Anne Girolami, 
ph 03 9267 0228.

• 23/5 Vic School L ibraries sec
tion. Collecting for 2000 seminar. 
Keynote speakers: Ken Dillon and 
Barbara Bugg. 9-3:30pm, $50 ALIA 
members, $60 non-members, $40 
concession. Venue: ACER, 19 Pros
pect Hill Road, Camberwell. Contact: 
Anne Girolami, ph 03 9267 0228.

• 13/6 Vic Children's and Youth 
Services section. Electronic informa
tion access —  What skills do children's 
librarians need? Venue: TBA. Contact: 
Terry May, ph 03 9743 1168.

• 17/6 Vic Library Technicians sec
tion. Committee meeting —  all wel
come. 6 for 6:30pm, SLVic, Level 2 
function room. Please meet Kerrie at 
6pm in the Swanston Street foyer. 
RSVP: Kerrie Kelly, ph 03 9669 9037, 
kerriek@slv.vic.gov.au

17-19/6 The D ialog Corporation 
Update 98: what's happening with 
Dialog? Seminars on business, pat
ents, health/medical and sciences. 
Training courses. Contact: Haydn 
Glick, ph 02 9299 6767.

• 27/6 Vic School L ibraries sec
tion. Professional development day. 
Details will be made available at a fu
ture date. Contact: Anne Girolami, 
ph 03 9267 0228.

• 12/8 Vic Library Technicians sec
tion. Committee meeting —  every
one is welcome. 6 for 6:30pm, State 
Library of Victoria, Level 2 function 
room. Please meet Kerrie at 6pm in 
the Swanston Street foyer. RSVP: 
Kerrie Kelly, ph 03 9669 9037, 
kerriek@slv.vic.gov.au

l / l /A
• 3/5 W A  Local S tud ies section
ALW —  Pmjarra coach tour. Departs 
8:30am, Heritage House, Mends 
Street, South Perth. South of the riv
er pickup at Murdoch Park and Ride 
Station at 8:50am. Lunch included.
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