ALA Can’t Wait—Library Advocacy Now!

We applaud the Executive Board’s efforts to focus the Association's efforts on three important strategic initiatives: advocacy, information policy, and leadership and d professional development. Yet, given recent history we have to ask:

How strong is the Association's commitment to dedicating resources to these initiatives during a period of budgetary retrenchment?

 All of these initiatives are crucial. Information policies reflecting ALA’s core values are—and must continue to be--one of our highest priorities. Leadership and professional development are critical. Advocacy is the most important tool we have to accomplish either of these other goals. This critical challenge ALA faces--right now –is how to advocate effectively for librarians, libraries, and library users.

Our purpose in writing is to underscore the absolute need to reinvigorate and sustain –even inspire--effective and sustained media/advocacy programs. A small Advocacy Office and uncoordinated one-year presidential “initiatives” cannot, by themselves, get the job of creating public awareness for our important goals done. Neither will individual efforts from varying units that are well intentioned but uncoordinated with a more comprehensive Association-wide effort. Success means sustained, linked, and adequately funded multi-year advocacy/media campaigns that get the message out to Americans that they need—and have a right to -- quality libraries.
 
Recently, Barbara Stripling's efforts offered ALA an incredible opportunity to press the case for libraries and librarians. As former ALA Presidents and lifelong supporters of libraries, we both immediately saw the incredible potential of the Declaration for the Right to Libraries. It could be one of our profession's most important documents-- perhaps as important as the Library Bill of Rights.

While there have been many signing ceremonies by governments, organizations and individuals endorsing the Declaration (we were particularly impressed with the Bentonville AR signing ceremony.), so far these have only scratched the surface. Where is the ongoing national signing effort-- e.g. adoption of the Declaration by every Library Board of Trustees in every community across the country? Where is the sustained, ongoing media campaign to back these initial efforts by taking this message public to garner massive nationwide support?

Barbara’s passion and commitment is inspiring, but what happens at the end of her presidency? Will the Summit scheduled in May 2014 signal the end of the Declaration? Will we now simply turn our focus on the program of the next President? That is the normal course of events in recent years. In our judgment, this would be a tremendous mistake.

To move the Association forward in lasting ways, the President must be at the epicenter of a coordinated strategic public awareness campaign. Currently they are boxed into coming up with one-year individual “initiatives” that often fall by the wayside after their year in office. It takes time, expertise, and sustained effort to communicate a message to the public. We desperately need to attract the attention of the national and social media if we are going to seize the opportunity presented by the Declaration to build the case for libraries.

These sustained campaigns have worked in the past. During Dick’s presidency, Pat and Dick worked together to focus national attention on the plight of libraries. We were convinced that ongoing media attention was crucial to garnering political and economic support. Over much opposition, a bus trip was organized from Atlanta GA (the site of the 1991 ALA Conference) to Washington DC and the White House Conference on Libraries. There were several stops in between and ALA staff and media consultants made sure that each stop attracted both national and local print, radio, and TV media.

The bus trip was only the beginning. Our work together made it remarkably seamless to build on the momentum generated during the first “Rally on Wheels”. Pat then organized a second rally—utilizing radio and other media to encourage Americans to sign paper and telephone petitions supporting full funding for libraries. The “Call for America’s Libraries: Say Yes to Your Right to Know” enlisted the participation of SLA, ARL, AALL state libraries, and ALA Chapters and other affiliates, as well as all of the ALA Divisions.

The result? More than 500,000 American has signed petitions or called a toll free number supporting full funding for libraries. These petitions were presented to the U.S. Congress and then Speaker Newt Gingrich. Federal funding, which had been zeroed out of the Federal budget, was restored.

Did the rallies and media campaigns make a difference? Yes. Media coverage increased by 200 percent. Evidence collected by ALA’s Peggy Barber, Gerald Hodges, and Linda Wallace revealed that the rallies helped many library supporters make the case for their libraries. ALA Presidents were frequent guests on National Radio and TV –invited to discuss library issues. These successes prompted other presidents including Arthur Curley, Betty Turock, Mary Somerville, Ann Symons, Mitch Freedman, Leslie Berger, and Nancy Kranich, to take up the cause for library advocacy; thus, the media campaigns and advocacy continued.

The national rallies were central, but there was also a need to prepare librarians to advocate in their own communities. Pat, working with subsequent ALA Presidents—and with help from Charles Beard, Liz Futas, Sally Reed, Kathleen Imhoff, Margo Crist and others –organized the Library Advocacy Now! training programs to help librarians and others articulate ALA’s messages. ALA’s chapters were integral to this effort, and  more than 20,000 advocates were trained and carried messages like “Libraries Change Lives,” “Kids Can’t Wait,” “Equity on the Information Highway,” and “@ your library” locally and nationwide. ALA used these messages nationally to pass the e-rate, to work for funding, to fight off outsourcing and privatization of government information functions, and to show that libraries and librarians are still relevant in the 21st Century.

Largely funded through grants and Library Champion donations, advocacy training was available in almost every state. NYLA, NJLA, TLA, GLA, FLA, CLA, as well as the Canadian Library Association and the Australian Library Association, are just a few examples of advocacy programs modeled on ALA’s efforts. The successes of the media campaigns and the advocacy training prompted ALA's plan for a multi-year Campaign for America’s Libraries and establishment of a full-time Advocacy position. In 2007, with a strong push from ALA President Carol Brey-Caiano, an actual Office for Library Advocacy was established,

While creating the office was a tacit endorsement of the importance of advocacy, this action has led to unintended consequences. Advocacy is now isolated into one small, underfunded office and is separate from the public information office. Advocacy pushes seem to fade away at the end of each President’s term. For instance, whatever happened to Mitch Freedman’s important Better Salary initiative or Camilla Alire’s excellent Front line Advocacy training? What is the focus of the Campaign for America’s Libraries now? While articulating ALA’s strategic initiatives represents an important first step, the Association needs long-term and multi-year specifics that clearly advocate for these positions. For example:

· WHY are our initiatives critical to society?
· WHAT are the goals that promote our initiatives?
· WHO is responsible for carrying out these goals?
· HOW will we accomplish these goals and how will they be funded?
•	WHEN will they be completed?

These questions need answers quickly. With specifics in place, ALA leaders can guide—and ALA can support -- the advocacy campaigns libraries and librarians need to capture the attention of the public, government, educational institutions and the business community.

A sustained and focused campaign could result in The Declaration for the Right to Libraries going viral-- becoming a magnet drawing public attention to the critical role of libraries. A Declaration campaign encompasses so much more than a short-term presidential initiative. The Declaration represents what we aspire to as a profession. It is our manifesto. It symbolizes why many of us became librarians. It defines a basic and unique American right to libraries. . As more and more people see and sign the Declaration, some might even be inspired to choose librarianship as their profession and many others will strengthen their bond with a quintessential American institution. Wouldn't such a development over time enrich ALA's future?

We are not recommending another bus rally.  There are many excellent ways to get our message out, but get it out we must! ALA's budget may be tight, but working on behalf of libraries nationwide has never been more important. Advocacy campaign funds can come from a variety of sources: Champion donations, presidential discretionary funds, ALA budgeted funds, an unrestricted account from the endowment, foundation grants—even member donations.

Tight budgets are not a new phenomenon in ALA. Both of us personally raised most of the funds used for the first rallies and media campaigns. Library Advocacy Now! was also funded mainly through grants and contributions. Our first fund raising efforts lead to the creation of the Champions. Those funds went directly to fund media campaigns on behalf of libraries and librarians. The vendors pushed us—and even the ALA Endowment Trustees thought the effort worthwhile enough to contribute seed money to those early efforts. We have no doubt that many organizations today will support a well-planned library advocacy and media campaign. For many, their business success depends on healthy libraries.

Many may ask: How can ALA afford a multi-year national media campaign on behalf of libraries, librarians, library workers, and library users?  The answer is: ALA must advocate if we are to thrive in the 21st Century.  We cannot afford not to.

Richard M. Dougherty and Patricia Glass Schuman
Past ALA past-presidents
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