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Area Conference cancelled

There were so few bookings for the autumn regional meeting at Bushey Museum that it had to be cancelled. A great shame as the two venues are of considerable interest. I appreciate the long distances to be covered getting to meetings in either the east or west of the region but is that the main reason for the poor take-up? Perhaps the programme was not enticing enough. I would really welcome your thoughts. The Friends of Bushey’s Chairman says that if any BAFM member or group wish to visit they would be most welcome.
BAFM 43rd Annual Conference and AGM 1 October 2016 at Ironbridge Gorge Museum
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A longer version of this report will appear in the next BAFM Journal. We started on Friday evening with dinner at the Valley Hotel with a slide presentation of the region and were introduced to Daniel Jessop the winner of the new BAFM travel bursary. 

On Saturday 1 October we met at Coalbrookdale Museum of Iron. Our Chairman Bernard Rostron read a message from our President Dame Rosemary Butler who was unable to attend. Our first speaker was Sir Neil Cossons who referred to the need to consider who are our successors and that we must embrace new media, look at our museum’s tripadvisor profile (do we get good or poor remarks) and that Friends must have an open mind. 

The first Keynote speaker was David de Haan, a former Director at Ironbridge, who talked about


Marketing. With examples on screen he advised that photos of people should be featured on leaflets rather than museum treasures and put the name at the top of the front cover. People must join Friends to support their museum not to get in cheap, but newsletters, discounts and events were important elements of the package. David asked whether we included the value of volunteer activity in our annual report – one of my own hobby horses. While Gift Aid was valuable extra income the benefits has to be limited to meet HMR&C rules.

The second Keynote speaker was Tony Berry from the National Trust. They are aware that volunteers – room guides etc. – are getting older and the next generation need a different kind of involvement. They do not want to be tied down but look for personal development. Not daunted by light rain we split into groups for guided tours including the Old Furnace before a delicious lunch.

Next came our 43rd Annual General Meeting. Bernard Rostron referred to the many changes BAFM has made in recent years: Strategic Development Group (SDG), a new web site, the e newsletter, legal adviser, Travel Bursary and new insurance benefits. A revised Handbook for Friends was at the printers. The Consultant’s report funded by the Arts Council of England was being implemented.

A new Chairman Dr Alison Hems was elected as were first vice Chairman Alex Walker and second vice Chairman Georgia Vossou. Proposals were approved including modest subscriptions increases with the exception of the proposal for a new Life Membership category which was sent back to the Strategic Development Group. 

Anne Stobo introduced Daniel Jessop who had won the new Bursary Award funded by a generous anonymous donation. Bernard presented the Newsletter Awards to the Friends of various museums including our region’s Costume & Textile Association in Norwich: congratulations!

I made a presentation to Bernard of an engraved glass vase reminding members that he had taken over as Chairman shortly after the AGM two years ago when Mike Fayle had been taken ill. With his wife Beryl’s support so much had happened since then. He was leaving BAFM in a far stronger position. They were themselves more than fully involved as Chairmen of two of the museums in their area that had closed just the previous day due to Lancashire County Council cuts. They were hoping to find a way to rescue these historic museums.

Barry le Jeune from Friends of London Transport Museum introduced next year’s conference to be held on Saturday 30 September at LTM. The theme for the day will be Museums, Members and Friends: a harmonious relationship? Those of us who were at the Conference and AGM at LTM a few years ago will know we are in for an excellent event at a fascinating location. Put the date in your forward planner now!

Katie Foster, a marketing and tourism consultant with vast experience in our sector, was the final Keynote speaker. We need to see things from other people’s point of view with different messages for different audiences – even the tone of voice is crucial. We must embrace new media and also befriend our funders: tea and cake always helps! 

Finally, we went into three break-out groups. 1) How can you find out more about the Friends and their motivation? Perhaps use Survey Monkey questionnaires but with no more than ten clear questions. Make use of the old data you have on file. Personal enquiries through chatty telephone calling to members may produce the best information as to what they want and be a useful way to keep in contact. 2) The challenge of Friends or Membership schemes. It is not clear exactly what the difference is and there are lots of varying models. Some Friends groups have been seen as a challenging irritant to their museum. 3) How to attract younger members. Social media is crucial as is contact with schools and teachers. Find out what schools are studying. There are family learning opportunities such as ‘Dads and Lads’. Being able to offer a venue, possibly free of charge, can bring new people to the museum. 

We ended a thought-provoking day with rousing remarks from the incoming Chairman Dr Alison Hems. She looks forward to helping deliver change. 

The hospitable Friends of Ironbridge provided an excellent buffet and drinks clearly demonstrating how and why they are such a success. They have recently received the Queen’s Award for Voluntary Service. I noticed in their Quarterly magazine that their fundraising - which has reached over £1 million - even has a ‘Pig Club’ whose members fund the purchase of pigs for Blist Hill Open Air Museum. It seems that money is raised by selling bacon and pork to their members – does this imply that they eat their exhibits! 

Those of us who were able to stay over until Sunday enjoyed bright sunshine for a coach tour of Ironbridge starting at the iconic bridge itself (see photo above). David de Haan was a brilliant leader. At the Toll House he told us that when he visited, Prince Charles had to be loaned money so he could pay the Toll to walk over the bridge. Was there was a hidden message from the Quaker founders in the toll rates listed with Royalty not excused payment?  Then on to the Jackman Tile Museum and the 50 acre open air museum at Blist Hill. This was an excellent Conference. Those members who were unable to attend missed so many treats. 
BAFM Conference 30 September 2017

As mentioned above, this will be a one day event at London Transport Museum. Members in our region should be able to attend as a day trip. There will be optional visits on Sunday 1st October. Watch out for further information.
Social Media

There were many mentions of Social Media at the Ironbridge Conference particularly when we were discussing how to attract new and younger members. I am certainly no expert and have avoided getting involved myself at a personal level but my limited knowledge is that: Twitter is good to connect with supporters and broadcast news to the public but you would need to moderate any general messages. Instagram could be useful to circulate images of beautiful objects from the collection or a building. Facebook is a way of posting news and keeping in contact. There are other social media platforms too, such as pinterest, flickr and youtube all serving different purposes.
Many museums now have dedicated social media experts you could talk to, so take advice. 

Before you contact them work out who you are trying to contact: younger/new audiences?
What is your budget and how much time could you allocate.
and a vacancy

This is my second period of three years serving as co-ordinator for the eastern region. The next AGM will see my retirement from BAFM. This means that I need to find a successor - or our six counties will not have a voice at national level. If you or a colleague might be interested in finding out about what is involved please do contact me for a chat.

