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The business of libraries
M

y fam ily  com es from  a long line of 
'P e n n s y lv a n ia  D u tc h ' —  not 
D u tch  at a ll, but a c tu a lly  G e rm an  
—  a s im p le  c o r ru p t io n  o f the  G e rm a n  

w o rd  fo r G e rm a n  D e u s tch . In a n y  case , 
the b reed  is k n o w n  for the ir fruga lity , and  
lo v e  o f a d o lla r . T h is  b ack g ro u n d  (a lo n g  
w ith  e ight years spent in p riva te  en terprise) 
has lead  m e on  a constan t search  for a d d i
t io n a l w a y s  to fund  th e  lib ra ry  s e rv ic e  I 
m a n a g e  —  in c lu d in g  a v a r ie ty  o f p ro fit 
m ak ing  ac t iv it ie s .

Lib raries, e s p ec ia lly  p u b lic  lib raries ( in 
c lu d in g  a c a d e m ic  lib ra r ie s ) a re  in a 
u n iq u e ly  p o o r p o s itio n  to a c tu a l ly  ra ise  
large am o u n ts  o f in d ep en d en t in co m e.

T h is  is a resu lt o f a n u m b er o f facto rs  
in c lu d in g  the  lo c a t io n  o f o u r s e rv ic e  
po ints, the layo u t o f those se rv ice  po ints, 
and  at the root o f it a ll, ou r basic  ethos and  
a im .

M o s t lib ra r ie s  a re  not lo ca te d  in the  
best c o m m e rc ia l lo c a t io n . M u c h  as w e  
m ay  regret th is , it m eans  tha t a w-ell-lo- 
ca ted  a c a d e m ic  o r sch oo l lib ra ry  w ill  be 
found  in the cen tre  o f a cam p us , a sp ec ia l 
lib ra ry  n ear its in terna l cus tom ers , and  a 
p u b lic  l ib ra ry  in a lo c a t io n  w h ic h  w i l l  
m in im ise  the cost o f es tab lishm en t.

T h e  la y o u t o f o u r best s e rv ic e  p o in ts  
a im s to g ive  th ings a w a y  as q u ick ly , ea s ily  
and  e ff ic ie n tly  as possib le . Books , seria ls, 
w o rks ta tio n s  —  w h a te v e r  fo rm at in fo rm a 
tion  co m es  in it is o ffered  as ex p ed itio u s ly  
as p o ss ib le . S a le s  are a lm o st a lw a y s  se c 
o n d a ry .

In sp ite  o f these  c a v ea ts , w e  do  h av e  
so m e o p p o r tu n it ie s  to in c rea s e  o u r in 
com e-ra is ing  oppo rtu n itie s . L ib raries  h ave  
a p a r t ic u la r ly  good  p ro file  in the c o m m u 
n ity . M u c h  as w e  c o l le c t iv e ly  b em o an  
m e d ia  s te reo typ e s  o f o u r p ro fess io n  as 
g rey-ha ired , long-skirted sp insters, w e  are 
g e n e ra lly  p e rc e iv e d  as p ro v id in g  a c o m 
m u n ity  se rv ice  o f g reat v a lu e .

W ith in  the  p u b lic  lib ra ry  sphere , it is

not unusua l to h ave  m ore than  e ig h ty  per 
cen t o f the  c o m m u n ity  ( in c lu d in g  m an y  
non-users) p leased  to see tax d o lla rs  spent 
on the loca l lib rary . W h e n  a section  o f the 
a c a d e m ic  c o m m u n ity  rises up to pro test 
cuts in se ria ls  or m o n o g rap h  ex p en d itu re  
they  are re a lly  ta lk ing  abou t d e fen d ing  the 
lib ra ry  budget.

The ch a llen g e  is to take this p h ilo so p h i
ca l support and  turn it into a p ra c t ica l re 
a lity . T h is  c a n  be d o n e  in a n u m b e r of 
w ays . The U n iv e rs ity  o f M e lb o u rn e  L ib rary  
has fu n d ed  a large  part o f th e ir  'B e t te r  
Ba il lieu P ro je c t ' w ith  the generous support 
o f the Ian Po tte r Fo u n d a tio n , the W i l l ia m  
B u ck lan d  Fo un d a tio n  and  others. R M !T  L i
b ra ries  h av e  accessed  a p a rtn e rsh ip  p ro 
g ram  w ith  FHewlett P a ck a rd  to su p p ort a 
so p h is t ic a te d  n e tw o rk e d  p rin t in g  o p e ra 
tio n . T h e  S ta te  L ib ra r ie s  o f V ic to r ia  and  
N e w  So u th  W a le s  h a v e  fu n d ed  m a jo r 
p ro jects  w ith  the ass is tance  o f sponsors.

N o n e  of these h ave  supported  the co re  
business o f the  lib ra ry  to a huge extent. A ll 
h ave  added  va lu e  to the lib rary  ex p erience  
o f th e ir  users, and  a llo w e d  the lib ra ry  to 
p ro v id e  s e rv ice s  not o th e rw is e  p o ss ib le . 
The com m o n  them e to all o f these ventures 
is that they a ll add va lu e  to the ex isting  in 
frastructure. T h ey  h ave  a ll been successfu l, 
not just because  they bring in co m e into the 
lib rary , but b ecause  they  en co u rag e  the li
b ra ry  to w o rk  in p a rtn e rsh ip  w ith  others, 
and  a llo w  'o u ts id e rs ' an o p p o rtu n ity  to d i
re c tly  support a s e rv ice  in w h ic h  th e y  b e 
lie ve .

C a n  s ig n ifican t am ou nts  o f in co m e  be 
ra ised  by a lib ra ry  th rough  'b us in ess ' v e n 
tures? P ro b a b ly  not. O n  the o ther hand , I 
do  b e lie v e  that lib ra r ie s  can  e n r ich  the 
se rv ices  w h ic h  they  offer to the ir co n stitu 
e n c y , and  in c re a s e  the  le ve l o f su pport 
w h ic h  they re ce ive  through a sens itive  and 
w e ll a im ed  series o f program s to both raise 
funds and  to  se ll s e rv ic e  and  p ro d uc ts  
w h ic h  are  a p p ro p r ia te  and  b u ild  on  the 
strengths of the  o rgan isation . u

4 e f t A p ril 1999


