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TOWARDS A NEW ETHIC OF FRIENDS OF MUSEUMS
By WFFM President Carla Bossi-Comelli 
After nearly 9 years as President of the World Federation of Friends of Museums, I have been asked to briefly reflect on the history and purposes of our Organisation, so as to encourage the discussion of the central theme of this Congress: "The Relationships Between Museums, Friends and Volunteers".

I can only reflect on the theme from a very far vantage point, looking through the lens of a worldwide organisation which doesn’t have to deal with the daily activities that involve each Friend association in its relationship with the museum institution it “belongs to”.
I use the word “belong”  firmly believing that this is one of the key aspects of such a delicate relationship: it is a fact that “the aims, means and structure of each association are a true reflection of the concrete circumstances in which their activities are carried out”, as Luis Monreal pointed out on the occasion of World Federation’s  2nd International Congress held in Belgium in 1975.
I am sure that at the end of this Congress we will be able to recognise that the original “dependence” of Friends upon Museum Institutions has by now, at least to a certain degree, turned into a “mutual” relationship. The shift, of course, has substantially helped not only the Friends but first of all Museums and their public.
In a crucial turnaround, Friends and Professionals, having different roles and responsibilities but acting in the same world, have learned to think together, envisioning a future which today brings us all on the same page and allows us to address the same issues. 
And I would like to add, with a dash of satisfaction, that the World Federation and its members have played their significant part in bringing about such an important change.
A quick review of the history of our Organisation will illustrate the initiatives that contributed towards this evolution in the relationship between Friends and museum professionals.
The World Federation of Friends of Museums, as you know, was officially instituted in 1975 in Brussels thanks to Luis Monreal, then curator of the Frederic Marès Museum in Barcelona, and Hugues de Varine – then ICOM President – who some years earlier (in 1971) had the idea to set up a non-profit organisation to gather the existing societies of Friends around the world.
In those decades, museums, at least in Europe, were managed by governmental or local authorities and did not receive substantial funding or other forms of support from private citizens.

Bringing the various Friends of Museums to organise their efforts and collaborate with each other, would inject new life into museums and also make the Friends legitimate partners of museum institutions and their managers. 
Putting together all these societies of friends would also create the opportunity to develop a sound interaction between the experiences of the Friends and those of the museum professionals.
With this starting idea, the World Federation was conceived as a trans-national Association, a large international family (as we like to call it) open to the needs of different cultures, focused on the enrichment of Museums and the safeguard of our cultural heritage.

In its early stages our activities were based on the accomplishment of immediate objectives through a number of projects having the further “ambition” to earn relevance and visibility to the newly founded organisation. The goal was to strengthen the roles of single associations or of groups of Friends not yet organised within their context, thus encouraging the creation of national Federations around the world. 

Over a few years, single initiatives of friends of museums became part of a global experience and the World Federation soon began to appear as an easily recognisable subject in the cultural landscape.
Afterwards, WFFM’s traditional activities promoted long-term projects designed to spread an ideology-free museum culture, unconstrained by political agendas, in both Eastern Europe and Third World countries.
It was urgent to integrate new citizens coming from very different cultures, who represented minority groups but at the same time constituted important segments of contemporary society: one of the key issues was to help them share our cultural heritage while respecting their own peculiar ways of life.

Those years saw the WFFM take on projects aimed at making an ever larger public acquainted with the cultural heritage of each country, as a clear sign of integration and acceptance.
This is to be considered as an immediate answer, on our part, to the expectations of a growing number of societies insistently demanding from museums to become evidence of specific cultures, keepers of vanishing identities.
Today, the World Federation traditional projects are complemented by a whole range of new activities: 
- to promote collaboration between the organised society, entrepreneurs and governments, in order to achieve a sustainable development in which the principles of freedom and democracy prevail: it is in fact very important that these actors are made more and more aware of the importance of such “philanthropy” in their strategic decisions, both inside and outside museums; 
- to take advantage of all resources provided by modern civilization and enhance the awareness of different realities worldwide such as the cultural change introduced by mass media and information technology;
- to manage the bulk of data and information gathered by all WFFM members, in order to improve the dialogue with local governments and authorities, lobbying for the Museums at all levels.
More than thirty years after our official foundation, we can consider how far we have gone and reflect on the obstacles still to overcome. A growing number of friends societies as well as national federations have been created in different parts of the world, so that, today our Organisation represents some 2 million individual friends in 34 different countries.
Over this span of time and since its early years, the World Federation and its members have undergone an evolutionary process which has allowed them to modify and fine-tune their action plans. 
The associations of friends have been able to follow the development of museum institutions within contemporary society thanks to their participative structure and activities of cultural promotion. 
This ability to keep up-to-date with the ever-changing needs and roles of Museums, of their managers and of the public, is in fact a peculiar feature of the World Federation, a reflection of the clear identity inherent to its membership. 
Our endurance and continued growth over the years have gained the recognition of international authorities such as UNESCO and ICOM, and at the same time, that of a public made up of responsible museums-goers, often inspired to become new  friends and volunteers.
Of course certain activities have been more effective and relevant than others in the process of establishing our distinctive identity of friends worldwide and consequently earning the consideration of museum professionals.
Particularly important for the achievement of such recognised identity was the promulgation of a Code of Ethics in 1996 during our 9th Congress held in Oaxaca, Mexico. A document stating the norms of conduct that should inspire the behaviour of Friends and Volunteers of museums.
The Code constitutes a significant page of our history. It is necessary to dwell briefly on it as its contents have provided, and still provide today, appropriate instruments for a fruitful collaboration with museum professionals.

For the first time “through this Code, friends and volunteers of museums decided to establish those principles that inspire their collaboration and express their hopes towards the institutions in which they serve". This commitment, as stated in the “Introduction”, can explain why the World Federation Code has had, since its promulgation, such a positive influence on our relationship with the institutions we intend to support. 

It is also well known that our “Code of Ethics for Friends and Volunteers of Museums” has been formally welcomed by ICOM: in 2001, two articles recognising the role of Friends and promoting joint action with museum professionals, have been included in the ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums. The two articles, as amended in the updated version of the ICOM Code in 2004, suggest that museum institutions adopt a written policy on volunteer work so as to promote a positive relationship between volunteers and members of the museum profession. 
This must be considered a further step forward in the development of our relationship. 
The history of our Code is the history of a long, hard work carried out by the team specially appointed to issue, in the form of a deontological code, a set of principles to regulate the activities of Friends and Volunteers supporting museum institutions.

To such basic principles each member formally needs to comply when acting on behalf of his/her association. 
This Document collects the guidelines that organise the rights and duties of Friends and Volunteers as regards the respect of collections, museum professionals and public, three subjects to which the text accords the same importance – it shouldn’t be forgotten that the ultimate “raison d’être” of Museums is the public they represent.
This body of rules is not aimed to change the Friends’ area of activity: it is intended to establish patterns of interaction between individuals or groups of individuals, to help co-ordinate already existing behaviours within each association or group of volunteers.

In this perspective, our Code encourages individuals to exercise their own skills to the maximum degree, at the same time making shared projects more feasible.

The Code, therefore, plays a dual function of communication and co-ordination:
- a Function of Communication, as the Code serves to better identify our area of intervention, setting its limits, and recognising development opportunities.

- a Function of Co-ordination, as it enables us to find points of intersection with others’ activities and identify the Friends’ appropriate terms of co-operation with the professionals of museum institutions. 

The dual value of our Code is unquestionable: it’s been years now since the document has provided our Organisation and its members with a tool to re-assess our activities, helping Friends and Volunteers of Museums to better recognise their identity and at the same time project their image outwards.

Since its promulgation, institutions have increasingly started to identify and recognise Friends and Volunteers as a legitimate subject, in view of a new “mutual” collaboration in the life of museums.

This is why I have chosen to speak about this crucial document: the Code of Ethics has, in fact, significantly contributed towards a recognised professionalization of Friends and Volunteers of Museums, who are now much more properly equipped to carry out their tasks.
In a time when volunteer activity is increasingly seen as a concrete answer to the growing needs of museum professionals, let me invite you, on behalf of the World Federation, to rediscover our own Code of Ethics, through which individuals and associations can reflect on their roles and identity, as we did in 1996 in Oaxaca, unveiling the actual value of Friends in partnership with Museums, both public and private.
It is the lesson of the Code that needs to direct the World Federation activities in the years to come, preserving – and possibly increasing – that “open manner” and “spirit of co-operation” which turned our Federation into a legitimate partner of museum institutions and a recognised representative of the hundreds of thousands of visitors who, every day, crowd museum rooms around the world.

My wish is, therefore, to reaffirm an ethics for the future of volunteerism, stressing the need to disseminate and nourish a code of values and a moral sense - which are the essence of the work of any non-profit organisation.
Thank you for your attention, and best wishes for a fruitful debate in the next days.
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