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F riends of libraries (FO L) groups across 
the country rem ain under-utilised: 
how ever this is changing.

It is now  five years since the establish
ment of Friends of L ib raries Austra lia  
(FO LA ) the organisation w h ich  prom otes 
and develops Friends of Library groups in 
Austra lia . The H on Justice  M ich a e l K irby 
(F O L A  Patron) launched  F O L A  on 9 D e 
cem ber 1994 at a function in Q ueen 's  Hall, 
State Library of V ictoria.

The deve lopm ent of Friends groups 
throughout Austra lia  during the past five 
years is significant, especia lly  considering 
the resources ava ilab le . In 1994 some sev
enty groups w ere scattered throughout the 
country, concentrated in V ictoria and South 
Australia. Today 160 Friends groups oper
ate and are found in every  state and terri
tory of Austra lia , representing m ore than 
8000 members.

The changes witnessed over this period 
in the lib rary industry are reflected in the 
developm ent of Friends groups. In particu 
lar, loca l governm ent restructuring, e co 
nom ic rationalism , market forces and 
em erging new  technologies have p layed a 
part in shaping how  Friends groups operate 
and how  they see themselves. C learly, the 
em ergence of a distinctive form of 'com m u
nity activism ' at the grassroots of local gov
ernm ent has contributed  to the d eve lo p 
ment of the Friends movement.

Federal and State governm ent's thrust 
in passing greater responsib ility  onto the 
service provider and in challenging the cor
porate sector to rethink their corporate 're
sponsib ility ' to the com m unity  has focused 
attention on the role and effectiveness of 
m any public utilities, includ ing libraries.

T h e  b e g in n in g
Before FO LA  becam e a reality, the few  scat
tered Friends groups around the country 
knew  very little about each other. As a li
brary administrator and one involved in the 
promotion of libraries as president of the Li
brary Prom otion  Com m ittee in V ic to ria  
(LPC V ), I saw  the need for existing Friends 
groups to com m unicate and share effective 
strategies.

In establishing a Friends sub-committee 
of L P C V  in 1989, a sm all but effective  
group —  Lric F lynn , H e len  H ayes, M ary  
Kelleher, Brian Southwell, Je llie W yckelsm a 
and m yself —  w ere able to support the de
ve lopm ent of FO L  groups in V ic to ria . It 
soon becom e apparent that the need for in
form ation on Friends cam e from other 
states as w e ll.

A  visit to the United States in 1990 con 
firmed my v iew  that Australia needed a na
tional body sim ilar to Friends of Libraries 
U SA  (FO LU SA ). A  working party was estab
lished in 1993 w ith  the aim  of form ing a 
national body w ith in tw elve months and on 
9 D ecem ber 1994, Friends of Libraries In
corporated w as formed, w ith  the Hon Mrs 
M argaret Lusink A M  becom ing  the first 
president. A retired Fam ily Court Judge, Peg 
w as a most enthusiastic foundation presi
dent, w h o  w as also the president of the 
Friends of Euroa L ib rary in north central 
V ictoria .

M a k in g  th e  d if fe re n c e
F O L A  has m ade a d ifference. It provides 
gu idance in the establishment of new  FO L 
groups. It provides consulting services and 
information in dealing w ith difficult issues. 
It organises a b ienn ia l con ference  (M e l
bourne 1996, A dela ide 1998 and Canberra 
2000). It d issem inates practica l ad v ice  
through the Friends of Libraries Resource 
Book, a quarterly newsletter, NewsUpdate, 
and other promotional material, and w ill be 
undertaking a m ajor upgrade and expan 
sion of its internet site in the next tw e lve  
months.

It provides the Best of Friends and Aus
tralian Library W e e k  Aw ards annua lly  and 
has recently com piled  a booklet —  Best of 
Friends Ideas, inspirational texts from 
Friends groups around the country on 'how  
to do it'.

O n e  of the most insp irational gather
ings w as held at the Antiquarian Bookshop 
of Kay C raddock  in M e lb o u rne  last year, 
w hen one of the award w inners in the Best 
of Friends A w ards w as presented to the 
A lexandra Library Jun io r Friends group. Six 
com m ittee m em bers w h o  ranged in age 
from thirteen to sixteen years represented 
the group. This Jun io r Friends group has 
c learly  m ade a difference, both to their li
brary and in the com m unity.

F r ie n d s  m o v in g  fo rw a rd
Friends of Library groups today are p rovid 
ing m any libraries w ith  new  opportunities 
by creating new  customer service strategies, 
new  w ays of m arketing services and new  
w ays of bu ild ing  links to the com m un ity . 
The Lib rary Socie ty  of N e w  South W a le s  
(the Friends' group) has been successful in 
perform ing a strategic partnership w h ich  
enhances the library to the public, to gov
ernm ent and the corporate sector.

The oldest established Friends group in 
an Austra lian  lib rary can  be found at the 
State Library of South Australia. The group

was established in 1932, and today is one 
of the most active in the country.

O ne  of the most exciting developm ents 
on the Friends scene has been the growth in 
pub lic  lib rary w ebsites, m any of w hom  
now  refer to their Friends of the Lib rary 
group. A particu la rly  good site is at 
Frankston in V ictoria . Here the library has 
seen the va lue  in a marketing strategy that 
incorporates the Friends. It is an excellent 
exam ple for other Friends —  http:// 
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During  the past ten years Friends 

groups have developed their activities and 
interests, w e ll beyond book sales and lob
bying cam paigns. A num ber of libraries 
have im plem ented  strategic plans w h ich  
incorporate Friends input, and va lue  o n 
going discussions to im prove the leve l of 
services. H igh profile groups are found in 
every State and Territory, each w ith a par
ticu lar strength, but each  have an under
standing of the com m unity they serve and 
the library they support. It is all about suc
cess through partnering.

FO LA  plans to focus on strengthening 
its Australia-w ide partnerships w ith Friends 
groups, as w e ll as lia ison w ith  overseas 
bodies such as Friends of Libraries U SA  and 
Friends of Canad ian  Libraries.

A recent report to the Library and Infor
mation Com m ission in the United Kingdom 
has recom m ended the estab lishm ent of a 
national body in that country. U n like  Aus
tralia , it appears that stakeholders in the 
Un ited  K ingdom  have realised the im por
tance of such partnering in develop ing  the 
cultural and social fabric of the nation. It is 
on ly hoped that Australia w ill eventually be 
awakened to the benefits of such bodies in 
our midst.

F O L A  cou ld  not have accom plished  
much of its present w ork  w ithout the sup
port of numerous sponsors, of note, Austral
ian Large Print A ud io  & V id eo  (Bo linda  
Publish ing) and U lverscro ft Large Print. 
Another valued  friend in the developm ent 
of F O L A  has been Dr A lan  Bundy, past 
president of A L IA  and university librarian at 
the Un ivers ity  of South Australia. W ithou t 
such ind iv idua l support and en courag e 
ment FO LA  could not have undertaken the 
task of cu ltiva ting  the growth of Friends 
groups throughout the country.

D a n ie l  F e rg u s o n  fo u n d e d  F O L A  in  1 9 9 4 .  
h ie  is th e  e x e c u t iv e  o f f ic e r  a n d  h as  b e e n  
in v o lv e d  in  F r ie n d s  a c t iv i t ie s  fo r  o v e r  
tw e n ty  y e a rs .
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