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Frontline
"How many is too many?"

T h a t is the  q u e stio n  A L IA  E xe c u t iv e  D ire c to r  
Sue H u tley  and I posed at the 2 0 0 9  Peak Bodies 
Forum  in M ay. S in ce  2 0 0 2 , the N ational L ib rary  
o f A u stra lia  has co n ven ed  Peak Bod ies Fo rum , 
a co m in g  together o f rep resen ta tives from  the 
1 0  k e y  A u s tra lia n  lib ra ry  o rg a n isa t io n s . T h e  
purpose of the m eeting  is to identify  s ig n ifican t 
issues fa c in g  the A u s tra lia n  lib ra ry  se c to r and  
to d eve lop  a broad national agenda to address 
those issues that pa rtic ipan ts agree upon.

'H o w  m any w h at? ', you ask . The  an sw er: lib rary 
asso c ia tio n s in A u stra lia . W h en  you tell peo p le  
h o w  m any asso c ia tio n s cu rre n tly  ex ist, you w ill 
see their ja w  v is ib ly  drop. Take a look at the A L IA  
lin ks  page and I bet yo u 'll be su rprised  -  there 
a re  c u rre n t ly  5 0  an d  c o u n tin g : h t t p :/ / w w w . 
a lia .o rg .a u / lin k s/o rg a n isa t io n s .h tm l. In va riab ly  
p eo p le  ra tio n a lise  the in c lu s io n s : 'that's re a lly  
a sp e c ia l in te rest g ro u p ' o r 'th e y 're  d iffe re n t 
b e c a u s e ...' . Just as invariab ly , however, som eone 
a lw a y s  adds 'but you haven 't in c lu d e d .. . ' !  Th is 
list in c lu d es m any o rg an isations w h o  are A LIA 's 
v a lu e d  and  re sp e c t iv e  p a rtn e rs , but from  an 
outsider's p e rsp ective  there are  a lot of vo ice s . 
Is it an y  w o n d er that a p o lit ic ian  recen tly  asked 
m e, "W h o  are a ll these peop le?"

A lre ad y  I can  sense the hairs ris ing  on the back 
o f som e of your n ecks, so let m e assure you that 
this is not an A L IA  grab for power, but an appeal 
for us to und ertake  a rea lis t ic  eva lua tion  of the 
situation , to have the conversation about how  w e 
can w ork  m ore profitab ly together. The im pact of 
the eco n o m ic  c lim a te  and the resultant d ecision  
on w h e re  p e o p le  w i l l  put th e ir  m e m b e rsh ip  
d o lla r , our ageing  and  overstretched  vo lu n tee r 
b a s e , c o m b in e d  w ith  c h a n g in g  m e m b e r  
e xp e c ta tio n s , m ake  th is w e ll- t im e d . A ll o f our 
o rg an isations have in c re d ib le  expertise , loyalty, 
and g o o d w ill -  let's b u ild  on that, not lose it.

W e 're  not a lo ne  in ask ing  this question . W rit in g  
on B lu e  A v o c a d o , a w e b s ite  for the A m e ric a n  
not-fo r-p ro fit secto r, E liz a b e th  H eath  re fle c ts : 
" In  m y co m m u n ity  there  are tw o  organ isations 
w ith  nearly the sam e nam e. They have nearly  the 
sam e m ission  and  the m a jo r fun d ra is ing  even t 
for each  is a lm o st a ca rb o n  co p y  o f the other. 
Yet they w on 't ta lk  to each  other. The boards of 
each  po int to the other and say 'w e 'll cooperate 
w ith  you if yo u 'll do th ings right' (translate 'our 
w a y ') ."  h ttp :/ /w w w .b lu e a vo ca d o .o rg /p rin t/3 4 2

Sound fam iliar? Those w ho  know  my background 
w il l  d o ub tle ss  say, 'she 's ta lk in g  about p u b lic  
l ib ra r ie s '. W h ile  that m ay h ave  been  tru e  12 
m onths ago, my exposure  to the w id e r Australian  
lib ra ry  c o m m u n ity  d u rin g  m y t im e  as V ic e -  
P re s id e n t has d e m o n stra te d  that no se c to r is 
im m une . O u r pro fession  is bu ilt on cooperation  
but w e  just don't seem  to be ab le to get this right.

W e  a ll k n o w  th e  o ld  ad ag e  th at e le p h a n ts  
h a ve  lo ng  m e m o r ie s . B e lie v e  m e lib ra r ia n s  
can  o u t-g rud ge  a p a ch y d e rm  a n y  day! T h e re  
is a p e rce p tio n  th a t so m e  o f o u r p ro fe ss io n a l 
a s so c ia t io n s  w e re  fo rm e d  b e c a u se  A L IA  had 
its eye  off the b a ll, and there is doubtless som e 
truth in this. I w o u ld  be the first to agree that, as 
aggravating as com p etition  can  be, it also  d rives

in n o vatio n  and e x c e lle n c e . H o w e v e r I b e lieve  
that it is tim e to d raw  a line  in the sand  and say 
w e  start from  here .

Th e  seven  A ustra lian  p u b lic  lib ra ry  asso c ia tio n s 
began  th is  jo u rn e y  in 2 0 0 7  w h e n , in a sp ir it  
o f c o o p e ra t io n , th ey  s ig n ed  a M e m o ra n d u m  
o f C o lla b o ra t io n . In the  in te rim , as P L A S S O C , 
they have met and w orked  tow ards shared  goals 
in c lu d in g  the fo rthcom ing  A L IA  P u b lic  L ib raries 
S u m m it. N ot a ll in the  garden  has been  rosy, 
but th e re  is a n e w  sp ir it  o f 'to g e th e r w e  can  
su cce e d '.

At its m eeting on 20  M ay 2 0 0 9 , the A L IA  Board  
e n d o rse d  a n e w  S tan d in g  C o m m itte e , w h ic h  
w il l  be c a lle d  the A L IA  N a tio n a l P artn ersh ip s 
S ta n d in g  C o m m it te e . T h is  w i l l  a d v is e  th e  
B o a rd  on  se c to ra l is su e s  a n d  fa c i l it a t e  th e  
cro ss-fe rtilisation  of ideas. If w e  are w illin g , this 
com m ittee , together w ith  the Peak Bodies Forum 
and in itia tives such  as P L A S S O C , can  g ive  us a 
focused  w ay  fo rw ard .

I b e lie ve  that the tim e to have th is d iscu ss io n  is 
now . L ik e  m an y  th ings that a re  w o rth w h ile , it 
w o n 't be easy and  it w il l in vo lve  co m p ro m ise . I 
don't pretend to know  the an sw er; that w il l ve ry  
m u ch  d epend  on yo u . W h a t I do k n o w  is that 
it w il l take  a w h ile  to get it right. Let's leave our 
egos at the door.

I'll be in terested to hear w h at you have to say.

T h is  m o n th 's  in C ite  has a fo c u s  on L ib ra ry  
T e c h n ic ia n s . A t th e  m e e t in g  o f th e  N S W  
M arke tin g  G ro u p  last w e e k , w e  d iscu sse d  the 
vario u s w ays in w h ich  L ib ra ry  and In fo rm ation  
W e e k  had been  ce le b ra te d . A s u su a l C a ro ly n  
B o u rke  from  Fa irfie ld  L ib ra ry  in S yd n ey 's  w est 
gave us a 'm ust co p y ' id ea . (M y  o w n  lib ra ry 's  
'R e ad in g  B in g o ' featured in last m onth's in C ite  
w a s  in sp ire d  b y  Fa irf ie ld ) . T h e re  th e y  m arked  
L ib ra ry  T e c h n ic ia n s  D a y  by se n d in g  the LT in 
charg e  o f each  b ranch  a hom e-baked  cak e . In 
the nam e of equity , the cooks a ll used the sam e 
re c ip e  -  w h at stars!

F lave  a happy n e w  fin a n c ia l year.

Jan
Jan Richards 

ALIA President 
jan.richards@alia.org.au
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