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European Botanical and Horticultural Libraries was initiated in 1994 and has become very successful as an informal linking mechanism between botanical librarians across Europe, with its annual conference providing an opportunity for face-to-face interaction which has contributed significantly to the success of the list server – it is easier to ask favours/stupid questions of people you actually know!
However the library world has moved on over the past 12 years; management of many collections has changed, libraries have merged and many of the founder members are nearing retirement or have retired, and not always been replaced. It seems appropriate now to review the operation of EBHL to ensure its continued success and grow its membership.

The roles of EBHL

A key role of subject groups such as this is to provide opportunities for those new to the subject area to understand more about it, the scope of its resources, its readership and the networks which link its practitioners. This is a professional development role.

Another task is to provide a route for document supply for ‘difficult’ material not readily available through normal channels, and potentially to allow for subject specialisation between participants on a national, regional or indeed global level. This is a collection development role.
Cross-sectoral groups which encompass collections with varying funding sources can act as useful bargaining groups in arranging consortial deals with, for example, electronic journal publishers. This is a purchasing role.

Another role, for which the need does unfortunately occasionally arise, is to raise awareness and support for collections which are in danger of break-up or closure. International pressure may be taken more seriously than that from local users, and the international importance of collections is not always recognised by funders. This is a campaigning role.

Finally, but importantly, professional groups can provide individual support through personal contact, developing friendships and offering encouragement when we may be tempted to abandon the struggle! They can also provide opportunities for travel to places, libraries and gardens we might not otherwise see. This is (in addition to professional development) a social role.

No doubt members can think of many other roles, but this as it stands seems a good enough package to be worth sustaining and developing.

So what are the threats to our future?

1. A declining membership: we must encourage ‘new blood’ as others retire.

2. Increasing demands of the ‘day job’ for most members limit the time they can devote to professional activities
3. A dilution of subject expertise and awareness as collections are managed as part of larger units, perhaps with less understanding of their value
4. Changing expectations of our users, who increasingly expect everything to be on-line and therefore see less need for maintaining libraries – and librarians
5. Ever-reducing funding, which may curtail involvement in professional activities.
6. Organising an annual conference, though rewarding, is burdensome and can be costly to the host institution.
To counteract these threats we need:
1. Improved marketing to areas that may not know about us.

2. A structure that allows maximum involvement for minimum investment of time and money.

3. A programme that is easy to ‘sell’ to line managers as beneficial to the host institution (and not just a librarians’ social club, valuable as that might be).
4. A support system for conference organisers that minimises effort and cost to the host institution.
5. Mechanisms for interfacing with users, not just librarians, that will make them value the network and therefore encourage their librarian’s involvement.
We might achieve these goals by:

1. Extending membership to related subject areas: agriculture, forestry, ecology, biodiversity, environmental studies etc. – particularly to areas currently experiencing growth and attracting funding.

2. Extending membership to a wider geographical area; while North America is well served by CBHL there is no equivalent for other parts of the world, where collections used by European researchers may be under threat from lack of funding and professional services.
3. Including training events within our programme which focus on transferable skills, which the participant can pass on to other staff in the host institution.
4. Forming a conference organising committee that can assist with procedures, publicity, programme planning etc, and ensure that lessons learnt at each meeting inform and simplify future planning 
5. Seeking opportunities to participate in scientific conferences, talking to users rather than librarians, organising seminars on information-related topics of current interest e.g. plagiarism, open access publishing, institutional depositories, digital archiving, etc.
6. Developing a web presence aimed at end users, linked from sites end-users use.
In the short term, we might begin to enable these actions by:
1. Modifying the name of the group to indicate widened subject and geographical scope: e.g. changing ‘European’ to ‘Environmental’: this would retain the same acronym
2. Forming small ‘task forces’ to take forward particular initiatives, e.g.:

a. publicity (printed and web)

b. ‘local’ events aimed at those in a particular country/region/language group, e.g. training courses

c. conference planning: e.g. a group to plan topics/locations for some years ahead, and perhaps separate groups for each individual conference to include the hosts and some of those who have hosted before and know the problems

d. a group to monitor forthcoming scientific conference we might participate in; participation could be very simple, e.g. distribution of leaflets in delegate packs, or more active, e.g. running a seminar session or poster display

e. developing our web presence and services that could be offered online

f. investigate opportunities for saving money through consortial deals etc


These groups would report to the EBHL Board, and would help develop a body of 
knowledgeable members from whom future officers could be elected.
We invite EBHL to consider these suggestions and comment on them at the Madrid meeting or by e-mail before the meeting for those unable to be present.  Members will be invited to vote on proposals agreed, so that those which are approved can be taken forward promptly.

