Why European institutions should take part in international activities

Alan Hopkinson

Middlesex University

London

This presentation is aimed at cultural institutions which includes museums, libraries and archives which usually have overlapping roles. It is not aimed at national or governmental organizations such as national libraries, archives, or libraries in government ministries. They have their own specific reasons for international activities which are not covered here.

This paper aims to give reasons for participation in international activities to local government and educational sector libraries, archives and museums including private museums.

Additionally, professional organisations are mentioned as they can often be a means for individuals to get involved internationally, for example through conference attendance or through representing them at international events. Of course there are already some institutions in the UK such as the Museum Documentation Association who have developed a set of rules for documenting museum objects in association with other organisations across the Atlantic and are evidently aware of the value of international cooperation. Additionally this paper is aimed primarily at discussing the benefits of cooperation with Europe.

Funding

Funding is always going to be a problem for organisations in the UK. These days it can be cheaper to go from London to Berlin than London to Edinburgh to attend a meeting. However, management is sometimes alerted to the fact that staff are travelling abroad and their perception may be, erroneously, that any international activities are sure to be expensive or unnecessary. The Museums Libraries and Archives Commission formerly known as Resource has published a document International sources of funding for museums, archives and libraries.
 Unfortunately when I looked at the only source of funding I know about, Tempus, it was wrong. A detail about level of funding was out of date and could not be blamed but it totally omitted the Tempus to the Mediterranean Area even though it was referring to the situation in 2002 when this was definitely part of Tempus. In any case the document was published in 2003. This all goes to show how difficult is keeping track of funding sources.

Benefits to the institution

International activities raise the profile of a department. A library in a local authority, or an archive or museum in an academic institution may be regarded as we say in English as a ‘poor relation’. International activity may help to convince senior colleagues in other departments of the organisation that the department is not so insignificant. In the late 1980s I worked at the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex which, as well as being a department of the university and a research institute was also a consultancy organization working for UN agencies such as the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, International Labour Office and the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. Before me no one in the library had done any consultancies, and no one realise that the library could participate in that kind of activity. As it was, one of the academic staff who did many consultancies for the World Bank and the World Food Programme secured for me a consultancy at the World Food Programme (the wing of the UN which distributes surplus food to the countries with famine) to help set up a library as the World Food Programme staff had to use the facilities of the Food and Agricultural Organization which was a near neighbour. He negotiated this consultancy at the same rates of pay that he an economist could earn so it was good income for the library.

The organisation as a whole can benefit. Middlesex University in my case now is competing heavily with other British universities, particularly those universities like ours which are only recently founded. Our library’s involvement in TEMPUS brings the university’s name to the attention of the British Council and who knows, when next they are thinking about contacting a British University for some activity which might be remunerative to us they might think of us. Similarly, my work in the past in India led an Indian institution recently to ask me to do a videoconference in conjunction with the British Council which has the equipment there. The University has many students from India who bring in a good income so Middlesex University likes to keep its profile high there. Thus, although my activity does not bring any direct benefit to the library it could bring benefit to the institution.

Of course these activities also bring credit to the UK in general enabling people in other countries to see how we do things in the UK. In areas where the UK is ahead of other countries this will bring partners abroad positive benefits as well as raising the profile of the UK there and with their colleagues.

Visits to countries like the US, Canada, the Far East and Western Europe can demonstrate different unencumbered ways of doing the things that we do. Such visits can also stimulate new ways of thinking. Recently our University Librarian visited Singapore and saw how RFID (the replacement of barcodes in the future using wireless technology) is operating. This is only so far installed in five libraries in Britain. So when others of his staff were interested in this new technology which is only available in five libraries in the UK, he was able to urge us on in our investigations as he himself had seen this in operation. Museum technology is advancing too and small museums in the UK can get stimulation from seeing how other museums have used automation not necessarily in the countries I have just mentioned but in others. Lack of money and lack of good internet connection but availability of technical expertise meant that a country like Ukraine was doing advanced projects creating CD ROMs before Western Europe was generally using the technology.

In any case if we visit other countries from where come our customers who may be students or visitors to libraries, archives and museums, we can understand better our visitors and what their expectations will be.

Foreign travel brings opportunities for continuing professional development. In the case of TEMPUS for example, Middlesex University has received a considerable sum for travel which can be reported in the funds that the Information and Learning Resource Services (ILRS) spend on staff development when for example we need to report to the central university authorities or even to national statistics gathering agencies the efforts we put in this area.

Foreign contacts can make income generation. Middlesex University sells designs in which it holds the copyright to manufactures of silverware in Malaysia.

Knowledge transfer is a good in itself and in general makes towards a more peaceful world.

Benefits to the individual

Most of the benefits described above relate to foreign visits or consultancies. As with organizations, individuals can benefit from visiting or even having email contact with organizations in other countries. For example contact with other environments can teach a professional to evaluate his or her own organization in a different light. Visiting partners overseas can broaden one’s knowledge of a subject in common: this is particularly true of subject-based museums and archives. Visits and other forms of contact can lead to personal development; making lifelong professional and personal friendships.

Staff can of course benefit when undertaking consultancies; in the environment of a consultancy, the consultant is alone and has to decide single-handed on decisions which perhaps at home would be made by people much senior. If one is advising in an institution in an area where they currently have very little, for example a new national archive, a consultant would expect to see tangible progress through his own labours. The work may be higher profile than one would expect in the UK. A consultant might well meet senior civil servants or even politicians when he would never meet these people at home.

How to collaborate

Not all international activity means travel indeed most does not. But contacts made while travelling or contacts made at professional or trade exhibitions and conferences can be kept alive by email.

There are many ways in which contacts can be maintained. For example the loan of rare books, archives or museum exhibits for exhibitions or other occasions, particularly between institutions covering a similar subject area.

Even if the above is not relevant or appropriate, organizations can help each other by the exchange of information such as documented procedures. You can help each other by exchanging information about how you treat your users (rules and regulations) or by exchanging manuals of practice. If you use the same library automation system you can exchange documentation and help each other with add-on programs and reports. At Middlesex University we have exchanged documentation with Thammasat University in Bangkok who also use the DYNIX Horizon library automation system. We have learnt from them because their supplier had different approaches to particular problems which we had been trying to solve.

Secondment of staff of course does involve travelling. The secondment may be for a few days or a few months. Clear benefits can be gained by looking in depth at the operations of another library, archive or museum. Of course we do this in the UK very occasionally but the attraction and benefits of doing it in another country are much greater.

Consultancies of course can bring in revenue for an organisation which undertakes them. Though projects like Tempus do not bring in revenue to universities, they can give staff the chance to practice and gain experience so that they could do the same if an opportunity arose for them to work in a similar way in the future for agencies like the United Nations which do pay for work done in international activities.

Selling products is another form of cooperation. If your partner is a similar kind of institution with the facility of a shop it might be possible to promote and sell each other’s goods.

International working groups are another way for individuals to lead their organizations to further contacts in international activities.

In the cultural world today there are many advances in technology. Many of these require training for their use and implementation which can be expensive. However, if organisations can get together and hold joint training courses they may be able to pool their resources and afford trainers with better expertise which may make it worthwhile to travel to another country for the training. Therefore implementing new features of technology jointly can be a useful exercise, and more prestigious so attracting better trainers.

While on the subject of training, organisations can run international courses, either at home or even abroad where costs to run a course may be lower.

Additionally, attendance at conferences can provide beneficial exchange of experience as can international working groups. These are open only to specialists or national representatives but even though that is the case there may not always be enough volunteers to do the work. In the UK the British Standards Institution obtains special grants from the Government’s Department of Trade and Industry for travel to these international working groups to make sure that the UK’s interests are represented in international standards working groups.

Challenges

This international activity described is not without its challenges. In many activities a team of partners is needed, for example in activities like the Tempus program. It is not always easy to find such a team. Even if you only need one partner that might be difficult.

If you have the idea of a project, you may feel the need to find funding for some elements such as for the administration of the project or the travel. Although there are funding bodies which can support international activity they have strict terms of reference and rules for the projects and activities that they can support and your project may not always fit into them.

Of course any such activities have to fit into the aims and objectives of your own organization. A local authority museum may have difficulty in convincing the politicians that foreign cooperation is going to benefit the local users of the museum. Additionally, in a small organization or a small unit in a larger organization, it may be difficult to allocate the time to the kinds of activity to which we have referred. Only if you can get a fee-paying consultancy could you employ replacement staff to cover for those who are participating in international work.

Even assuming that an activity takes place, it is important to bear in mind that to make the most of an international activity you should take some trouble to draw conclusions from it and disseminate to other colleagues (in your organization and in your own country) the experiences you have gained. This is not easy. On returning home there will be a backlog of work awaiting you and it takes a great deal of effort to spend some time writing it up so that the experience can be of real benefit to yourself and to others.

Again assuming you have managed to participate in a project there are still problems. Partners may have different expectations. For example, a partner may wish to collaborate with a European institution for prestige but may not want any tangible benefits from a project such as those which might imply change of working practices which would be troublesome to implement. On the other hand funding may have been given by an agency such as the European Union on the understanding that procedures will be modified as a result of the experience gained.

Even if the funding is gained for a project it may be difficult to find volunteers who are willing to travel particularly if the journey is long or difficult.

This leads naturally into other challenges relating to personnel. You will often need people who are adaptable and resourceful. They will need to work with a minimum of supervision. Of course you need people who are willing. You need also people with good health. It is awkward if you have a week’s work in a foreign country but most of the time you are too ill to work but the project’s funds have nonetheless been spent on travel.. Additionally you need people whose personal lives are free from problems. In a foreign activity it can be embarrassing and financially difficult if an individual cannot travel when arranged. You can always have problems with the people visited and you may have to be resourceful if the person who you are supposed to meet and who is supposed to organize your time is not available because of illness or unexpected circumstances. Finally some environments are more difficult than others, in terms of danger or even just in terms of greater cultural difficulties. These are often of personal taste: a week in Tokyo might be annoying to some and a week in Saudi Arabia to others. Some encounters may just be difficult because they have not been negotiated properly in advance and the visited might feel the visit is imposed on them.

Conclusion

International activities of all kinds can be interesting and challenging. Opportunities do not often arise and when they do they must be held on to. They are immensely useful for staff development and for the promotion of the visitor’s institution. I hope this paper has given the reasons why European institutions should take part in international activities.

� International sources of funding for museums, archives and libraries. London, Cultural Heritage Consortium, for Resource: the Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries, 2003 (now called Museums, Libraries and Archives Council)





