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Good afternoon to all of you. First of all I want to say thank you to the staff of Eurolis, 

the Cconsortium of librarians of European Cultural Institutes who organized this 

important meeting. I want to express my special thanks to the Istituto Italiano di Cultura 

in London,  and  to its librarian Mariella Riccobono, who has been a perfect host for me in 

these special days in London. It’s a great pleasure for me to be here, on behalf of my 

Country, to take part in this professional debate on such a strategic topic for the present 

and the future of our libraries, as how librarians can work with the commercial and 

voluntary sectors to develop their services in times of economic crisis. 

  

Fifty years ago, when I was a child, in Italy there was a very famous  character in a 

commercial, called “Calimero”: he was a black chick, always crying because the world 

around him was unfair, and nobody was helping him. But he didn’t do anything to change 

that situation: he just cried. We children all loved him. Nowadays in professional literature 

in Italy the expression “the Calimero syndrome” is well established in order to point out 

the particular attitude of using up our energy for crying instead of  effecting change.  

Some of us librarians have learnt to fight against this syndrome beginning from the crucial 

question of money; others are only shedding tears. While in the past we used to grumble 

about funds cuts, reducing services and putting up with impoverishment, now at least in 

some cases we begin to be able to react, leaving our desk, tripping along and looking for 

new sources of money.  

Today on this occasion I would try to share with you the point of view of the many Italian 

librarians pushing on towards innovation. These librarians  have determined to enrich 

their professional apparatus with new strategic tools, moving from resistance to resilience. 

The logic of resistance against the crisis drives us to ask other institutions or potential 

partners (private or public) for help, with whom we would not work, if we were rich and 

hadn’t exhausted every resources. This is a reactive logic, grounded on a defensive attitude: 

we fight grimly, ready to open up to others, even to contaminate ourselves with others, 

only because we can no longer live in our splendid isolation. In this frame of mind, we see 

ourselves as poor guys reduced to begging, with hat in hand, in front of the sponsor,  who 

is like a charitable benefactor. 



At the moment this is the frame able to carry the day among the Italian librarians, used to 

cooperating neither among themselves nor least of all with other people. You have to 

consider that in our country the Library System is a non-system: many resources are 

wasted every day, because each of us does the same thing hundreds of times. We don’t 

know yet completely how to work together. So none of us is able to sketch the Italian 

situation: the nearly fifteen thousand tesserae of the Italian libraries’ mosaic share only a 

general weakness, poverty and low levels in work and success, in a social and cultural 

environment marked by a huge difference between the North and the South of the country, 

by low educational levels, low access to cultural assets and an inveterate habit of non 

reading.  

In such a variegated context, full of light and shade, beside libraries which have 

consolidated during the years an excellent level of services, we can find a library desert. 

Alongside advanced and daring experiments in space and services organization, we find 

closed libraries. Facing huge investments for new buildings at European level, we can see 

big cities ignoring the importance of libraries for quality life development.   

So we are called to move on to a new logic, the logic of resilience, which is able to form 

strategic alliances, joining forces, with no whipped-up contacts, no slapdash friendships, 

but creating networks grounded on a strong project-oriented culture, in order to reach 

common goals.  

When we begin to embrace this logic, we are able to find out that “togetherness” is the only 

way we can walk along in order to cope with the crisis. 

But we ought to be fully aware of that: if we want to win over new allies, and keep them not 

only for a single project but during the years, we must be willing to meet with others, to 

mediate, to deal with change inside ourselves and in the projects we share as well. 

Alliance frame implies the development of an unusual trend to movement.  

So we are dealing with a paradigm revolution: we move from the Tolemaic point of view, 

with the library at the centre of the universe, to the Copernican one, with the library which 

is basically one of the allies. We lose the position perceived as central: a weak and feeble 

position, where you can find only those who believe they live at the centre of the universe.      

This is a little revolution in our country. And we can begin from the smallest things. For 

example, the story of reading glasses we loan to our users as if they were books or DVDs. 

It’s quite a little story, but it’s able to teach us that the alliance with local opticians (who 

donated forty pairs of glasses to the library) is worth a lot, much more than the money 

saved, because we have built a new relationship able to create new opportunities for users 

in the present and in the future: free eye tests, eye exercise events against loss of sight with 



age, how to prevent eye disease and so on. But above all a new thread connects the library 

to a specific section of the local community, which now looks at us  not only as an 

expensive public service for a minority of readers, but also as an interesting partner to 

share new projects with. 

But we can also move towards bigger things. Our library is designed as a covered public 

square where everyone can share his daily experience with other people. Our main goal is 

to offer all the users the opportunity to have a high quality experience, not only thanks to 

good furniture, good books and good things to do, but also to proximity to works of 

contemporary art. In Italy very few people visit museums on a regular basis, so access to 

contemporary art is connected to money and social class. 

At the beginning of our library history, six years ago, we tried to share this strong idea of  

full access to contemporary art for everyone, with a private bank foundation, which paid 

four hundred and fifty thousand euros for a wonderful picture by Anselm Kiefer. As you 

can easily argue, we would not be able to reach this extraordinary goal on our own. 

Another small thing: the alliance with the city theatre. Theatre is one of our direct 

competitors in public funds access, but we were able to transform it into a good ally, 

looking into the opportunities for cooperation. We had never done anything similar before. 

Now we offer effective reading suggestions to our users in order to encourage people to go 

to see a play for the first time and begin to prefer theatre to other free time habits. In 

return, we receive for every show two free tickets, which every week we offer as a special 

prize to our users who have attended adult education courses inside the library, or have 

borrowed more than 5 books or something similar. 

Another bigger thing: the alliance with the US Embassy in Rome, which spent about fifty 

thousand dollars last January in order to create inside our library a new-generation 

American Corner, an Innovation Centre devoted to offering young people the opportunity 

to progress from simple users and consumers of technology to masters and creators of new 

digital objects. We have scheduled a ribbon of events, classes, workshops in recent  months 

and for the next year, for people of all ages, interested in increasing and expanding their 

skills: creating something “innovative and personal” with a 3D printer, or assembling a 

robot with Arduino or Lego equipment, or making a video, a picture, a digital book. Our 

goal for the next year is to create new apps for smart phones and tablets about books, to 

foster reading habits.  

Our life is made up of small and big things. And all these things together every day build  

our own credibility, our brand. 



At the moment the whole activity segment devoted to long life learning in the library is full 

of offers and plans carried out by adult allies, who bring a dowry of their personal and 

professional skills, placing them at users’ disposal, so that the library can act as a driving 

force, increasing opportunities for everyone in the local community. Psychologists and 

family counsellors  lead seminars and meetings on interpersonal relations in the family 

and at work, on parenting, and on other topics connected to daily life. Retired teachers, 

still full of energy, give lectures on autobiographical writing; local thriller and mystery 

writers share their passion with courses for beginners on reading and writing mystery 

novels; foreign language schools (above all schools of English) offer reading entertainment 

events for families, and so on. 

Not to mention some newly-weds, who now include new books for the library in their 

wedding list, instead of stem glasses. 

Or students of the local agricultural college which use the library garden as a classroom, 

take care of our plants and trees, leaving something personal, creating an emotional 

relationship with the library which is something quite different from simply saving money.  

Hundreds of people can say they are or have been contributors to library services and 

opportunities, holders of a little section of the library portfolio: which is something quite 

different from being simple users. 

The leading evident event when allies’ strength becomes manifest is the Annual White 

Night, on April the 23rd, the library’s birthday. During the evening till the early morning 

many citizens give the library their birthday presents, which are events offered to the 

public: a play, a lecture, a music concert, a reading program for kids, a Ruzzle or Scrabble 

tournament, and so on, all focused on a new topic chosen by the library every year. During 

this long night the San Giorgio library becomes like a Pleasure Island with at least 50 

different events and programs for 3-6 thousand people, while the library invests no more 

than 1 thousand euros on food for everyone. 

Among all these library activists, the most passionate fans of the library are the “Friends of 

San Giorgio Library”, a powerful private association with about 3 hundred members, who 

take care of many additional services, such as reading groups, games of chess, home book 

delivery for senior citizens who are not self-sufficient, a little branch library inside the 

main city mall, flea market with used or donated books, whose proceeds buy new ones. 

We are not able to imagine how the life of the library would be, if suddenly all those people 

disappeared; we certainly were for sure poor, needy, unhappy, sterile. Nor are we able to 

imagine how their life would be without the library.  



Just last April, some days before the birthday, the library tried to imagine this terrible 

situation, drawing up our first social balance sheet,  to evaluate  the social impact of our 

services and demonstrate to our stakeholders the importance of the library to the 

community and the extent of public and private investment on it.  

In Italy we cannot yet rely on a settled habit of measuring the library social impact. So we 

have tried to arrange a first set of indicators able to let us begin a new story. The story of a 

library which costs very much indeed, but the lack of it would cost the community much 

more.  

Economic evalutation based on only of a handful of outputs has shown that our library can 

create a ROI of about 3: the cost to the local government 3 times as many opportunities for 

the community.  

We published our Report on the library website for exchanging views and fostering 

professional discussion of this strategic topic. But we have not yet begun to count the value 

of all these precious alliances, which create a special social richness, not only because they 

cut very significant operating costs for real services offered to people, but above all because 

they nourish a new habit of community and help to successfully overcome the economic 

crisis in a spirit of inclusion, all together, and not one against the other. 

So, how does the librarian change his traditional attitudes, when a library is strictly 

connected with its community? He doesn’t resemble his ancient colleague focused on the 

life of books. He is above all a relationship manager, a connector of people, a blender for 

skills and needs, a facilitator of the supply-demand meeting in culture, information and 

free time leisure. 

It’s a new role, and it’s not easy to perform it. It’s not easy to guide and manage all the 

human factors you have to deal with. Sometimes you can be guided, as a sailing boat, when 

the wind is the master of the game. 

But I think that this way could offer an effective solution to our problems. Of course I don’t 

think for a moment it could be the only way: we are called to find the mixture  of different 

strategies that works best in our own town and community. 

The story I have told is about a little town, maybe unknown to anyone here, where a new 

library performed a little miracle. As librarian I am so proud to be part of the story, and be 

here to share it with you. Thank you.    

         


