Friends of Libraries and local government amalgamations in Australia
The following statement by Friends of Libraries Australia(FOLA) responds to enquiries about the issues for Friends of Libraries(FOL) groups when local government amalgamations result in more than one Friends group within a new council area.

Although it recognises that members of FOL groups may not agree with council amalgamations, FOLA considers that larger councils in Australia may be needed for local government sustainability, and are likely to continue to occur.

It also considers that larger councils are likely to be of long term benefit in achieving better, more accessible, public libraries for all in Australia.
This is because the experience of Australian council amalgamations to date is that larger councils have a greater capacity, resources, image, and community capacity building incentive to invest strategically and well in their new public library services. The experience is also, however, that individual public libraries which were well supported by previous smaller councils may experience short term constraints due to a perceived ‘political’ need for new councils to give priority to improving poorer libraries they have inherited. In these circumstances the role of Friends groups as the ‘voice’ of their communities about library issues is very important.
The outcome of a council amalgamation may be that the new council, and its library service, has several FOL groups supporting individual branch libraries in the service. Around Australia there are councils with several or many branch libraries in their public library service and which have one umbrella Friends of the Library group. There are others which have several groups which are not formally connected, but which may still share information about their activities and cooperate in their programs and library advocacy.
If Friends of Libraries are to have their strongest impact on supporting and improving public libraries for their communities, there are likely to be overall benefits if FOL groups in an amalgamating council work closely together to identify to their new council the importance of the public library service and why it should be a high priority in the new council’s strategic planning and funding.

FOLA therefore encourages FOL groups in amalgamating councils to convene a forum to exchange information, perspectives, and to consider the benefits of amalgamating or federating. In this context, it should be recognised that there will be some, perhaps many, users of the amalgamated library service who will use more than one library in the new service.

The benefits of a single amalgamated or federated Friends group in a new council area include

· a strong single focus for advocacy for better libraries with the  council – a message to the new council that its  library service is regarded as important enough for people to look to the broader  community good, and beyond their local library interests.

· a focus for a strong working relationship with the senior management of the library service.

· a greater awareness by all Friends of the totality of the library service and of the special needs of all users and prospective users.

· a greater pool of people and talent in the community to call on as office bearers, for ideas, and for other support and information.
· if the new FOL group incorporates, no individual legal liability and, importantly, a capacity  to apply for community and other grants  to assist the library service. The council and the library service may not have the same eligibility to apply for such grants.
FOLA also recognises that there are possible disadvantages, difficulties and costs to amalgamating or federating Friends groups. It does encourage, however, a broad and long term perspective from all Library Friends on what FOL organisational approach is most likely to result in improved public library services for all members of the community, and for the generations to follow them.

