Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter

Annual Report 2009-2010

After a banner year of programming and activism, Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter, is facing a time of change.  The chapter hasn’t changed, but the library system we cherish is going to be a more austere place in the coming year.  Reductions in library hours, staff and collections will also mean cutbacks in programs – both those run by the librarians and those run by FOL-B.  The challenge will be to see how we redefine ourselves –- we can’t and shouldn’t be trying to gloss over what patrons will understand as a new age for our library, but at the same time, we will be called upon and must respond.

At this time, it’s great to celebrate all that the past year has been to Bethesda.

Seasonal Programming

Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter continued in the past year to initiate and support programming on a seasonal basis.  These programs are designed to attract patrons to a short or one-time event and especially to draw out people who aren’t library “regulars.”  All of our programs are linked to the community or to the library collection, so we are not only working on gathering audiences that cross ages and backgrounds, but also encouraging that range of people to check out books!

Summer Reading 2009:  The  year began with Summer Reading 2009, a program led by Bethesda’s librarians which featured four FOL-B sponsored programs including the Maryland Science Center and Reptiles Alive!

Chicago Day:  Bethesda Library was jammed for a day in October celebrating the city of Chicago.—from its history, news days, architecture, baseball and its wonderful food.  Our day’s speakers included Mark Plotkin, David Broder, Scott Simon, Frank Joseph, Clarence Page,  Paul Dickson, Palooma Bolasny Eliot Greene and Bill Costanza.  This fantastic program resulted from the hard work of our volunteers Larry Adler and Frank Joseph.

Fall Non-Fiction Author Series:  In its 3rd  year, our fall non-fiction author series featured  Robert Samuelson, Bradley Graham, John Harwood, Howard Gleckman, Philip Dine, 

Library Lovers Month/African American History Month:  Our February celebrations included Kinderman, with a show about figures in Black History, author Rosemary Reed on African-American fashion designers, a piano recital from the Adult Student Music Forum and a full afternoon of strings, jazz and song from B-CC High School students.

Victorian Jubilee: A three-part program, with 2 talks and a play, followed by tea, was a huge success in late May 2010.

Our amazing speakers for the FOL-initiated programs donated their time to support Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter, representing what might have been tens of thousands of dollars in speaking fees.  We also received donated refreshments and food from Morton’s of Chicago, Pizzeria Uno, Honest Tea and  Quartermaine’s Coffee.  Our program expenses for the year totaled $2,473 or 11% of the year’s expenses.

Ongoing Programming

Every month, and even every week, we have volunteer-led FOL-B library programs.  These programs draw a group of people to the library as a small community – and they come back as our steadfast patrons who are reluctant to miss a meeting.   Our English Conversation Cllubs have been meeting since 2003 and during the course of this past year, 1,623 seats were filled by eager learners of English as a second language.  Volunteers Lesley-Alicia Delahunty and Carmela Cosans lead our groups, assisted by many great volunteer table leaders.

French Literature, now in its  5th year, continues to charm and enlighten a dedicated group who read and discuss books in French under the guidance of volunteer Madeleine Hage.  Volunteer Marilyn Schiff handles the administration of the group and book acquisitions.

Classics in Context, now in its 4th year, took on a year of reading about women and discussing the ins and outs of life for women featured in great works written long ago.  Led by Michael Bevel, the devoted members of this discussion group will follow Mike wherever he takes them.

Expenses for the materials for the Conversation Clubs totaled $1100 or 5% of the expenses for the year.

Staff Support & Materials Purchases

Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter, has supported staff needs by hosting appreciation/holiday parties, providing spring water for drinking and the occasional basket of fruit or flowers.  We pay the dues for the Bethesda Library to be a member of our Chamber of Commerce and support its outreach into our community.

We have also purchased new shelving for improved displays in the children’s area and closet shelving to improve the organization of library space.  While their needs are infrequent at this point, we happily support the ongong success of the teen programming at Bethesda Library, which been recognized far and wide as a huge success.

Perhaps most surprising are monthly book purchases which we undertake in order to fill gaps in the library collections.   Surprising, because most of these purchases are well-loved classic or vital books that have left our shelves (damaged or lost) and haven’t been replaced.  Titles that FOL-B has supplied in the past year include The Catcher in the Rye, Yertle the Turtle, Herzog, The Best and The Brightest, Gone With the Wind, Encyclopedia Brown and many more.

Our staff support and materials purchases amounted to 21% of our total expenses for $4,455 for the year.

Advocacy

This year the Friends, in coordination with its Library Advisory Committee counterparts (we do wear both hats at times) disseminated information about the library budget to its supporters.  At budget hearings and town meetings, library advocates spoke with great passion in favor of keeping our library from the worst of budget cuts.  In spite of this effort, which took place county-wide, the reality of the budget cuts is that they are deep and will be painful.  

FOL Booksale

Our ongoing booksale provides the Friends of the Library, Bethesda Chapter with close to 40% of its annual income or $7,411 in the past year.  The donations from our community include popular books, classics and, occasionally, rare or unusual collections.  Books that are deemed especially valuable are sent to a local auction house where we have been able to obtain far more of their value than the few dollars they might bring on our book carts.

Membership and Publications

FOL-Bethesda membership has been holding at a steady level for many years now; what we have done this past year, in an effort to cut costs, is to clean our mailing list of members from years past who no longer donate to support the Friends.  Membership income provided 46% of our annual income or $8,888 in the past year.  In addition, donations were received from the Edgemoor Citizens Assocation and by Chicago Day attendees; these donations totaled $1,117 or about 6% of the total income for the year.

Our expenses for membership mailings and our newsletter were 30% of our total expenses for the year, or $$6512.  With the initiation of an electronic version of our newsletter and our cleaner mailing list, we hope to reduce expenses for printing in the coming year.

Conclusion

What makes Bethesda unique is a puzzle that we get asked about frequently.  How is it that Bethesda can do what it does so well?  The answer has three parts – the first is our amazing community.  We are fortunate to be in an urban setting where we have a large population living and working nearby and public transportation comes right to our door.  Our library patrons devour our books (sometimes literally!),  embrace the library and our circulation numbers reflect a highly active community, even though our physical branch is not nearly as large as other libraries with similar statistics.   When we come up with program ideas, most of the time, Bethesda Library patrons are eager to participate.  They support us with their memberships, their donations, their book purchases and their attendance at our programs.

The second key element is that we have a group of volunteers who stick with us for years on end and throw themselves into volunteering like it’s a full time job.  Not just for one program or event, but every week or every month, our committed volunteers are there running our Conversation Clubs, book discussions and our booksale.  And if that wasn’t enough, they initiate new programs and create new ways of doing things to make their programs even better. – no asking, they just do it on their own.  It would be impossible for us to exist without their amazing dedication and steadfast determination to see that whatever we do, we do it 100%.

Finally, underlying it all is that the library system has an amazing collection of talent running its branches, its information services and its programs.   While every library in MCPL is staffed by a team of experts, each library has its own personality.   Maybe our library has a little bit of “Silent Library” in it – a show on MTV that features people doing zany antics and stifling their laughter while librarians and patrons look sternly upon them for making too much noise.  As our Bethesda staff takes its business very seriously and does its job to near perfection, we know they are laughing inside and sharing the joy we all have at our library.

These strengths will enable FOL to help the Bethesda Library weather current and future austerity measures without undue negative impact on the quality of library programs and services.

