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The Power of Partnerships in the National Year of Reading

Sue McKerracher, Australian Library and Information Association

Introduction
At the round table in Perth, around this time last year, I was pleased to be able to deliver an interim report about the National Year of Reading 2012.
This initiative, driven by Australian libraries, was a campaign to encourage people to discover and rediscover the joy of reading. Our goal was to encourage a reading culture in every home, school and community.
Today, I can tell you how the National Year of Reading unfolded, talk about the power of partnerships, share with you how success was achieved (in case you can use our experiences to support your own projects), and to talk a little about the future.

How the National Year of Reading unfolded 
A few months into the campaign, we were confident that we would achieve our target of 2,000 events nationally, promoting reading for pleasure. In fact, we far exceeded our original expectations. The campaign was phenomenally successful.
The National Year of Reading in the UK received some $6million-worth of government funding, but we achieved as much, if not more, with $1.4 million from the federal government. This helped us leverage $5.6 million-worth of in-kind support and $26-million worth of free media coverage, providing a return on investment of $20 for every $1 invested.
Instead of 2,000 events, there were 4,000 events, with somewhere in the region of 200,000 participants. 
We attracted had more than 100 well known ambassadors, from every state and territory. As well as having much loved actor William McInnes as our patron, the campaign was launched by the Prime Minister in February 2012 and our closing event in November was presided over by the Governor General.
So, what kind of events were involved?
At a national level, we took Alison Lester’s book Are We There Yet? as the theme for our activities for families and young children.  We toured the original artwork to venues in each state and territory, and there were competitions and other events involving schools and community groups.  Vision Australia produced a fantastic Braille version of the book, which accompanied the exhibition.
For teens, we worked with the State Library of Victoria’s Centre for Youth Literature, Good Reading magazine and Madman Entertainment to run the Read This! Prize, encouraging young people to recommend books to their friends, through the use of film, audio, poetry and song.
For adults, we ran the Our Story campaign with ABC’s First Tuesday Book Club, to identify eight books, one for each state and territory, which together provide an insight into the Australian experience.  
We have produced two Adult Learners’ Week competitions with Writing Australia and the Tasmanian Writers’ Organisation, called It’s Never Too Late … To Learn To Read, each of which produced inspirational fictional and real life stories of people discovering reading later in life.
The Reading Hour, on 25 August, was a major initiative, in partnership with ABC Radio, the Melbourne Writers Festival, The Big Issue, The Walt Disney Co and Scholastic.  
We placed writers-in-residence across Australia and we held a Festival of Indigenous Reading Writing and Storytelling in Alice Springs, with the Institute for Aboriginal Development.
The power of partnerships

Already I’ve mentioned a dozen partnerships, and that’s only skimming the surface.

My Language and the Little Big Book Club, relaunched their Wilbur children’s picture book and DVD in 13 languages. Disney Publishing and Dymocks bookshops held magical storytelling parties in 10 capital city stores. The First Tuesday Book Club asked viewers to vote for the 10 Aussie books you must read before you die. Scholastics ran its Read More in May promotion. Metricon Homes ran a book promotion for home buyers and its own employees.
Then there were all the community events – Canberra’s longest hand-knitted bookmark and its first Readers’ Festival. A 24-hour reading marathon in regional NSW and a year of book-related exhibitions at the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney. 
A state-wide Dads Read campaign in Queensland and the announcement of Australia’s first children’s laureates, Alison and Boori Monty Pryor, in Adelaide. Book Crossing was a big initiative in Tasmania – it’s an international project, where readers “release” their books by leaving them at a Book Crossing station, and they can then follow their journey, as they pass from reader to reader.  
In Victoria, the City of Melbourne turned one of its lanes into Literature Lane, a fitting tribute to both the National Year of Reading and the city’s status as a UNESCO City of Literature.  
In Western Australia, the year started and finished with the Love2read outdoor reading cafe in the cultural precinct, and the State Library of WA created the Laundry Reads initiative with Dependable Laundry Solutions, placing pre loved library books in 20 laundromats around Perth.

If we had tried to set up and run all these events ourselves, there is no way we could have achieved a fraction of what our partners managed to do. At the centre, our project team comprised one full timer and three part-timers, 2.5 full time equivalent staff. We had $1.4 million to work with – if we just look at the events, that would have given us $350 per activity.
The power of partnerships:

· Took us to places we couldn’t have reached ourselves

· It gave us capacity that we didn’t have

· It introduced us to new networks

· It stretched our funding and gave us exponential returns on the cash invested.
Partners introduced new partners. They became National Year of Reading champions, friends and ambassadors. We started with libraries and authors, we expanded through publishers, booksellers, literacy organisations, celebrities, politicians, the traditional media (radio, TV, magazines and newspapers), and social media – including hundreds of people who blogged about the National Year of Reading.

How success was achieved
Partnerships ensured our success – and this was all part of our strategy. When we were setting up the campaign, a library colleague spoke to us about crowd-sourcing. He said, what you need to do is create a framework, filling in enough of the outline to make it real and tangible – but don’t complete it, leave a gap for other people to fill.

So, we created the look and feel of the National Year of Reading and we planned several national activities – Are We There Yet?, Read This, Our Story, Writers in the Workplace, The Reading Hour. Then we invited partners to take the National Year of Reading and make it their own.
There was an element of risk about handing over our logo and our vision to other people to interpret, but it worked out just fine – and people’s creativity was incredible, their ideas far more amazing than anything we could have come up with.

Commercial partners were often suspicious when we first approached them. They are wary of not-for-profits seeing them only as a cheque book. They welcomed our approach which was along the lines of: “we don’t want a cash donation, instead we’d like you to contribute something that’s easy and cheap for you to do, but we’d find hard and expensive”. That’s how come Disney produced an animated advertisement for The Reading Hour and ran it for free on Disney Junior. That’s something like $0.5 million-worth of value.
The future

Throughout the National Year of Reading, we talked about reading being for everyone, no matter what their circumstances, and we said that it didn’t matter what people read or what format they chose – print or electronic. 

Of course, during the year, ebooks showed phenomenal growth. According to the Association of American Publishers
 ebooks now account for 23% of trade publishing revenues in the US.

The interactivity of ebooks offers exciting possibilities, not least to people with print disabilities, but we have some concerns about how Australian writers might fare in the global market. 

We are developing the National Year of Reading Love2read flower brand into a symbol that represents readers and writers united to promote “Australia, a nation of readers”. Implicit in this is the notion of Australian content for Australian readers.

However, the global ebook market is dominated by American producers. If you have a Kindle reading device, you are locked into Amazon, an American company. If you have an iPad, you are locked into the iTunes store, with limited Australian content. It is the same with Google Play Books.

Through Love2read, we will be raising awareness of the need to support home grown writers in a book industry that is increasingly international. If we don’t do this, we risk making it even more difficult for Australian writers to earn a living and ultimately losing our unique Australian voice.
That’s talking about access to Australian content in general terms, but there is also the issue of access to content for people with print disabilities.

It’s reckoned that every year, 2.2 million books are published, more than 570,000 of them in English
. Based on Google Books estimates there are around 130 million books in total
.
Bookshare, “the world’s largest online library for individuals with print disabilities” states with pride that it has over 58,000 books for readers in Australia, and yet that’s a tiny fraction of the books available for the general reading public.
Over morning tea at the last roundtable, I joined a group of people talking about how frustrating it was to have such a limited choice. 

We have an opportunity with ebooks to increase the number of books available, but there are so many issues to address, including Australian content, copyright, publishers being willing to make ebooks available to libraries for elending, making self-published books more widely available, and so on.

I am here representing the Australian Library and Information Association, with 5,500 members in public, school, university, TAFE and special libraries. We would love to join with you and help put the power of partnerships to work to increase the availability of books in accessible formats; to maximise the opportunities presented by digital technologies, and to ensure that all readers can find works by favourite Australian authors.
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