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We Were Here, We Are Here and We Have a Future: I
Organisational Sustainability and the Australian Queer Archives

Editorial

lian Queer Archives’
i s, the Australian Queer Arc.
' nd celebrating ‘materia
|, trans and '
BTIQ#+) Australians'.' e

hives (AQuA) has been
| from the lives ar.\d
gender diverse, intersex,

About
For almost 50 year'

i a
collecting, preservnr?g ;
experiences of lesbian, g_ay, b|.sexuaG
queer Brotherboy and Slsterg,’w’l (L B

gsr;in[?l:)y na.med the Australian Gay Archives, the organisation was
Ished in Melbourne in 1978 following discussions arising from

several preceding years of Nationa

al pr l Homosexual C
organisation was renamed to the T e

he Australian Lesbian and Gay
med again to the Australjan Queer

Archives in 2020, shifts that reflec
organisation and collection.
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AQuA has had numerous homes over the years.2 In 2021, AQuA moved to
its new home at the Victorian Pride Centre, a state-government
supported and purpose-built piece of infrastructure that houses key
organisations

i e

and services for LGBTIQA+ communities.

Today, AQuA’s collection has expanded to ‘650 shelf metres holding over
400,000 items’. In addition to caring for an extensive archival collection, | =
= AQuA engages with communities through frequent exhibitions and
: events. The organisation is supported by 50 active volunteers, with more
than 100 on the waiting list keen to help out.




The title We Were Here, We Are Here and We Have a Future is a quote from
our interview with AQUA committee member Nick Henderson. It speaks to
the archive’s long-standing commitment to collecting, preserving and
making accessible the histories of LGBTIQA+ communities — histories that
have so often been ignored, erased or discarded. Through ephemera,
personal papers, publications, audio-visual records and many other
physical and digital materials, AQuA provides proof of presence across
time: that queer lives existed in the past, are lived in the present, and
deserve to be carried into the future

ity at AQuUA is
connected to what archives scholar Michelle Caswell describes as
‘representational belonging’.* By preserving and activating queer records
of and with their communities, AQuA produces ontological (‘1 am here’),
epistemological (‘we were here’) and social impacts (‘we belong here’) -
echoed in the refrain ‘We're here, we're queer. Sustaining the archive,
then, is not only about caring for collections, but about supporting the
conditions that allow people to recognise themselves in history and to -&J
locate their lives within longer trajectories of community, struggle and : |
care. In this sense, We Were Here, We Are Here and We Have a Future (2

names organisational sustainability as a form of collective continuity: the ‘: | fff |
ongoing work of affirming presence, belonging and possibility, across ;! T

generations, political climates and shifting institutional landscapes. /
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Outline of this zine: What’s inside?

Content for this zine was created during a two-hour workshop conducted
with four volunteers on 6 December 2025. Zel, one of the project’s co-
leads, guided the volunteers through three activities aimed at getting
them to think creatively about organisational sustainability.
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Next, we turned to an activity where participants considered a pre-
prepared list of keywords relating to sustainability in community
heritage organisations. Participants selected the factors and themes that
stood out to them most, then stuck these on a page and indicated how
various issues/themes are interconnected. For example, Cooper’s page
highlights autonomy, community and accessibility as the three key
concepts from which a range of other issues flow (p. 27), while Clare
emphasised the importance of tea breaks, letting go, opening up,
building trust, community engagement and inclusive practice (p. 22).

Our final activity required participants to respond to writing prompts to
elicit reflections on AQuA’s longevity and future, as well as the rewards

and costs of volunteering. Participants’ pages offer valuable advice to

other community heritage organisations, including the importance of
community engagement and building strong partnerships and

relationships within the community, as well as taking non-hierarchical
approaches to governance that involve all volunteers. They also reflect

on their hopes for the future of AQuA, such as keeping the archives

relevant to younger generations, securing appropriate storage and N
resources, and becoming more inclusive. X!



i

are excerpts from an interview
nippets of discussions that took place

Also dispersed throughout this zine
undertaken with Nick, as well as s
during the zine workshop.

Zelmarie Cantillon
Sarah Baker

" https:
2Fora mo

sto V/ ry :
tt S: ueerarc Ives.or .au CO“eCth S

ueerarchives.org.ay about-us

4 Caswell, M, Cifor, M & Ramirez, MH, 2016, ““To suddgnly discover ypurself .

existing”: uncovering the impact of community archlyes', Thg American ASFhIVIst,

vol. 79, no. 1, pp. 56-81; Caswell, M, Migoni, A{-\, Geraci, N & Cifor, M, 2017, “To be

able to imagine otherwise”: community archives and the importance of -
representation’, Archives and Records, vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 5-26. 7( i



Nick: We were here, we are here and we have a future. A lot of
parts of community don’t have access to their histories. We have
been working since the early portion of the movement to ensure
that those histories are preserved and accessible into the future.
For so many in community, irrespective of the current political
climates, they won’t always have access to that. We don’t have
family structures in the way that were passed down necessarily.
Some do, some don’t. This knowledge, and if people want to
access the histories of their community, it is here. And it’s
available, it’s accessible and it’s important. If we didn’t do it for
ourselves, by ourselves for community, first and foremost, then it
wouldn’t be as accessible. A lot of this stuff would have been
thrown out over the years. It is, I think, incredibly important for
people to understand their place in the world and for people to
feel like they have a community and a history. And it’s also really
cool stuff. We've got from dildo moulds to punk leather jackets to
- you know, whatever that is. There’s really great stuff.

Nick: We have beautiful, complex, messy lives and | want all of
that to be preserved. Well, not all, | mean - calm down. Maybe af

selection. = -
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i t community orgs
Nick: Often, there’s this kind of ld;\tl::;)t:ir:vyir"cga\\'vorked Eoik
= the.re are professional orgs \/f/ho‘do
way. This is the kind of thmg | find |s’
he professional orgs justdon’t
e’s a lot. That sense of always

f those institutions have

don’t do thingsina professio
| for 25 years, | can absolut'e|y say,
not do things in a professional i
often quite funny between the tw<:‘.

talk about all their mistakes, and ther
— being an authority in cor‘\t
no authority in a community space.

ext, is—most 0

Nick: I've seen correspondence from, say, the State Library of New
South Wales where they’ve explicitly denigrated us as an
organisation because we’re community and claim that ‘we’re not
sustainable, we’re not permanent; we don’t do things properly’, et
cetera, et cetera. I've seen them do it to multiple orgs as well. | was
literally at a panel not so long ago, which had the Women’s Art
Register, they were celebrating their 50th anniversary this year, and
[a curator at a State-level heritage organisation], who is the same

| person who denigrated us, kind of was like, ‘Oh, well are you looking

| to permanently preserve your collection any time?’ As though they
haven’t been doing that for 50 years.
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Nick: I think there’s absolutely a role to improve
sustainability and we’ve got a strategic plan.
We’ve got now notable savings, in terms of assets,
we will continue to move towards the sort of
sustainability that we want. The collection is now
700 shelf meters of material. We have additional
storage off site, we have managed storage and
self-managed storage, and for us, it’s never going
to decrease. ... We have 50 active volunteers and
we have 100 on the waiting list.

Nick: Having sustainability from housing to
volunteers to everything is really important for

us to have that reflection as we get to this
point.










Cooper: We've [Cooper and Cody] just joined though. Our first meeting is
today. ...

Zel: What made you want to join the committee?

Cooper: | mean, | guess | just really love being involved in AQuA. | wanted
to get more involved. ... | knew that Cody was joining and it felt like a good
time to get involved, like the people who would be on it. I'd maybe in the
past thought | would be a bit of an outlier ... But then it felt like a good time,
seeing who else was on there. Maybe the way it has the potential to be in
the next few years. ...

Cody: | really enjoy volunteering and | enjoy that process, but | always like
trying to push it to the other fucking level and be like, what else can | do?
Because | just love projects. | love doing stuff. ... if there's some way to
make something slightly different or slightly better, like how can | get in so |
can help and do it? For better or for worse.

Cooper: I'm a bit the same. | can’t help being like, ‘let’s do this!’ ...

Cody: I'm interested to see what we can... Like, obviously, we can do
anything to a certain extent, but I'm interested to see in a good way how far
we can push that. What can be done.

Zel: That's great. | suppose you've got ideas, too, about what you'd want to
see happening into the future and things?

Cody: Yeah, totally. But it's interesting having that thought and having that
idea and then seeing what it looks like now. And then is your idea still
valid? Because you don't know how things are working until you're in it. So
I'm really interested to just suss it out.

Zel: Totally. And not saying this is you, but sometimes you can be, like,
critical from the outside, or you can think, oh, why doesn't it work this way?
And then once you get into it, you're like, oh wait, there's all these moving
parts.

Cody: Yeah, totally. There's no point of staying up thinking, oh, they didn’t
do this. Go do it. Shut up and do it.
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queer histories, radical futures toolkit:
htth://bihistory.com/ZOZ5/05/23/gueer—histories—radicat—futu|'es~a‘
tooLkit—for—archivists—community-memory—makers/

Handbook df .

21:\1 DIk
JUN

Invisible Histories project resources, including:
https://invisiblehistory.org/archiving/

Digital Transgender Archive policies:
htth://www‘diqitaLtransgenderarchivenet/about/policies

J Uﬂqmeuoﬁ

NYIgS31/Av

Homosaurus: https://homosaurus.org/

Tt 5://commonslibrary.org/act\vist—archnvmg—

Commons Library:
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Cooper: Do we have oral histories from volunteers, talking about
being here? ... Because we should do that.

Clare: Good 50th anniversary project. ..

Cooper: | love that idea.

Clare: | did informally interview [founding member] Liz Ross, and it
was amazing. It was not a proper oral history, but it was just to get
some [information] — because she was going to be part of [an]
event that Gary [was organising] —and we had Mark Riley, and
Helen [Pausacker]. And | Joved talking to Liz Ross about the early |
days.ltwasgreat... s 2 AR R

= g Zel: Is it in the archive?

Clare: | don't think it is yet. ...

Gary: There certainly aren’t too many, if any, Cooper. For Graham
Carbery, there were two, one of those is specifically about his role
in the archives. But can't think of too many others.

Clare: A good 50th anniversary poject.

Zel: Now you're in charge of the planning subcommittee. You'll s
have to — what's the corporate speak? —circle back on that one

RPN N



Zel: So when an organisation or institution reaches out to you
to do a partnership, how do you determine if that’s going to be
mutually beneficial? How is that beneficial to the archive?

Nick: Often it is — initially, it’s understanding the — how do I
SSEN describe it? The conceptual framework and ethics of the I
| project and then, looking at whether it’s a community-based or —
. an institutional project. If it’s unfunded community-based
. project, we'll do all of the work for free. If it’s got funding - so
particularly, recently, there’s a lot of film projects and they’re
— like, “We don’t have much money” and I'm like, “But I've just

. looked it up and you've received over $100,000 in
g development funding.” Interesting. That often happens.
= Increasingly. People want to pull a swifty when it comes to that
stuff. We charge. We have a base rate and it’s the same as the
mainstream institutions.
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Nick: It’s really easy to get here, but people have — there’s a lot of
people I talk to and they’re like, “Oh, I haven’t even been there to the
[Victorian] Pride Centre.” We’ve been here four, four and a half

years. We’re a founding tenant, we helped with the design of the
building, et cetera. But for some, it’s just too far away. A lot of the
locus of community events, in the sense of parties or spaces, has
shifted further north. So, it’s like, “It’s not in Brunswick or Preston?”
It’s really not that far.

7]
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Nick: We have h
ad a long ter
Gary’ e ) m handover
diffgrz atdmm'Strat'Ve roles], kind of facilita’i:r?cess i
Nt aspect of that and to an extant somg e:ch
’ €what

" Nick: We decided to use some funds towards volunteer

coordinators to upskill us, our broader documentation
standards, everything else. And hopefully get to a certain
point. But we don’t have the funds to keep them on at the
same level. We increased the days per week at the

beginning to slide off, to hopefully manage that in a
particular way.

Nick: For a large time, we've essentially been- a comnjii:'tee
of management as opposed to a board. That kind of - it's
not a significant tension, per se, but 1 think as we have
' brought on staff - so we currently have 0.8 st‘aff. Perhaps a
touch more just with the bookkeeper, l?ut their work is
fairly limited in that sense. Over time, In terms of that —|-k
there's been slight shifts towards, 1 guess, more board-like
' structures as opposed to a somewhat un-reconstructed
1 1970s collectivist model.

B i 9\
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4, X “’(d‘ :
Nick: A lot of things I think are just time based,
and one of the things I think for any community
archive is time. We understand and we manage time

a bit differently, it's different from a gallery
or a museum, it’'s not singular object focused.
We're relational, we're networked, and a lot of
that just does take a bit of time.
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7

Nick: I think we engage the community pretty well. We are very
much embedded in community in different ways, in a whole host of
different ways. For example, there’s queer history Facebook groups
around Australia called Lost Gay Sydney, Lost Gay Melbourne, et
. cetera. That has been a way for us to do cataloguing. To engage
' community, to understand items better, to find out things, but also
' to connect. To say, “On this day 30 years ago, this club opened.
. Here’s the flyer from the opening and photos from the community
. press.” All of these things that we can go — it engages community, it
. provides connection, and for a lot of people, particularly as they get
| older and disconnected from community in different ways — and
communities change in a lot of ways, a lot of venues have closed —
| it’s an opportunity for people to reconnect and to share those
memories in different ways. People go, “Here’s something from my
collection, would you be interested?” That happens all the time.
- | Constantly. I probably do 2.5 acquisitions a week. “

~ Nick: In the long term, looking at everything, we need to look at —
~ we manage that in that way now, but moving into the future and just
~ seeing the costs of storage, we can calculate the costs per box per
| shelf meterage for each site. We need to be really conscious, given
. the volume of material, how we manage what we manage and just
- also the costs associated time-wise with trying to manage small

- amounts of deaccessioning or anything like that, which is probably

© more than it’s worth, if you know what I mean. 8 76
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Zel: - So what would you say are AQuA’s top priorities over the
next five years to maintain sustainable operations?

Nick: Let me pull up our actual strategic plan, which is very close to
final form, because that means that I will actually be accurate when I
talk to this.

Zel: That’s interesting that you have an organisational sustainability
component.

Nick: Absolutely. We're really conscious, we’re coming up to our
50t anniversary, looking at sustainability, whether it’s knowledge
transfer, whether it’s financial sustainability. ... [the strategic plan’s
top priorities for success by 2030 [are]: 1) preserve the collection, ...
2) have a searchable online catalogue, 3) increase reading room
access, 4) expand the diversity of the collection, 5) have engaged
members, volunteers and researchers, and 6) have a sustainable
income.

Nick: So working through [the strategic plan] and seeing it as a
narrative is part of that. Seeing it as a way to communicate. For us, I
think practically, the goals are pretty similar to the previous ones,
but I think that it is stronger in that sense, we tried to go back to first
principles in the sense of understanding why we were talking about
vision, mission and various things. Trying to communicate that as a
broader narrative associated with the Archives. I think particularly
as we move towards looking at — supporting fundraising as we go to
our 50% is something as well. I think part of it, it’s — some of these
things that help over time, like we didn’t use to calculate volunteer
hours, so we do now.
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Ze!: On ascale of 1 to 10, 1 being low and 10 being high, how
resilient would you say that the archive is?

Nick: I think pretty high. Somewhere between 7 and 8. I think we are
very resilient as an organisation. I think we have managed change
pretty well. We did our long-term change with longer volunteers.
Our name change, which we took two years to do, and as you can
imagine, changing a name with a community where the names have a
lot of power and tension, I think we did that very well. There’s a few
people on committee who do a lot of work, including myself; if
we’re all thrown under a bus, yeah, that could be tricky.
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Thank you to the volunteers of AQUA who engaged with this research.
Your willingness to share experiences and offer your views on the
sector’s organisational sustainability are central to creating a zine series
that captures viable futures for community heritage organisations.

Some images used throughout the zine were provided courtesy of AQuA
(p. 6, top; p- 9, 23). Others were taken by Zel during fieldwork or sourced

from databases of public domain images.
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