Native Woodlands Discussion Group

Committee Meeting

WTS, Shore Road, Perth
Tuesday 12th October 2010


Present:  Philip Gordon, Alison Averis, Coralie Mills, Jonathan Wordsworth, Steve Brown, Ruth Anderson
Apologies: Peter Quelch, Richard Thompson, Jeanette Hall
1
Minutes of last meeting 
Approved.  Matters arising dealt with below.
2
History Conference
Unfortunate clash with Sc Forestry Forum (Coralie had contacted FC to prevent such happening next year), so numbers low.  All to circulate info to contacts now.  
All

Next year seek to advertise more widely, eg RSFS, local history societies, other opportunities.  Coralie would be collating notes next year.  Margaret Richards might be standing down, hence History sub-group (Coralie, Jonathan, Mairi) to take on running of conference next year.

Coralie, Jonathan, Mairi

Jonathan had received offer of £500 from FCS for NWDG (for History Conf), though unlikely to be repeated.  

NWDG Poster for conference. 
Alison

3
Excursion 2011
Discussions proceeding with Ben Clinch (Bowlts, and ICF organiser who suggested joint meeting) and others in north.  Sites to include Alladale, Ledmore & Migdale, some aspen, more tba.  Agreed date 11-14 May if possible (now confirmed).  Try to retain theme of NW Survey and mapping/surveying issues for evening seminar (and contact Colin Edwards’ partner), but be more free with various themes in visits, including if possible demo of portable GIS/GPS working by Adele Beck.  Try to fit AGM on another evening (not first, not last?!)  Book Carbisdale.  Get outline programme and booking form out by January.
Ruth

4
Coring update
Eleven people had been trained.  Kit not yet hired out but some of those trained had definite projects in mind.  Coralie and Colin arranging event early Nov at Katrine for some practice for those who had attended workshop – to boost confidence of would-be hirers.

5
Workshops

Bryophytes workshop to be held 22-24 October and already well-booked.  Increased fees did not seem to have been off-putting.
Possible archaeology GIS/GPS workshop?  Would need indoor with computers and suitable outdoor site.  

6
Newsletter and Website

Spring Newsletter deadline 1st Feb, for circulation to members end Feb.  To include dates of NWDG events, other relevant events.  Possible articles on Steve’s recent foreign travels (where was it?); ticks/Lime disease.

Alison, All (dates), Steve, Ruth.

Hits on the website were increasing steadily.  If the documentary resource were to increase over time, might be worth doing some more on site optimisation for searchability by keywords.  Alison had already done this for site as a whole, but it was possible to list keywords of any articles held on site.

7
Membership update

There was some concern that NWDG had lost/was losing members through lapsed membership and bank account changeover hiatus.  Steve would circulate update on current numbers (paid up, lapsed, new).  Would send newsletters to new members.  Also contact all lapsed members, and all those whose standing orders had stopped.
Steve

8
Finance

Balance mid September £4807.  Books audited but no summary of accounts (from Alison Mitchell) yet.

With reference to next item, would be useful to have an update of where NWDG was cf  this time last year – is balance OK? Rising? Falling?  
Peter (but see below too)
9
Potential new admin role for NWDG
Peter hoping to stand down as Treasurer soon, and had mooted suggestion of creating a combined (and partly paid) admin role, to take on duties of both treasurer and membership secretary.  These would tie together well - all inputs to bank account dealt with by one person, and both required detailed attention and regular time commitment which was quite a lot to expect from anyone doing a voluntary stint on the committee.  Also, would be better to have someone for longer than 3 years – every changeover in either role created a big hiatus.  Meeting also noted that membership fees were almost the sole basis of NWDG funds, therefore worth putting more into maintaining and increasing membership numbers.

Meeting approved of the proposed combined role, with caveats re how to pay for it long term, how much to pay, and whether it should be honorarium or contract
.  To inform this, it would be useful to have a projection of what NWDG could afford sustainably.  
Peter (but still look below!)
Discussed the potential to increase membership fees to support new admin role – was £20 good value for 2 newsletters and the option of various events (which most members did not attend)?  Probably, yes, but there was a general feeling of reluctance to increase fees in the immediate future, although could revisit this in future if necessary.  Easier to increase membership income in the first instance by recouping lost members, and expanding membership.
Tasks for combined admin role:
The combined admin task could be seen as having 2 parts: 1. getting all systems up to date and working well (ie Alison’s blitz) (which are shown in task list below in red) and 2. the on-going management/maintenance of those systems on annual and continuing basis (green).  

· Create new membership multi-singing-and-dancing database but keep it simple!  Name, email, telephone, address, occupation/employer (maybe), date joined, paying how (SO or cheque), date of payments, contacted how (email or post), other relevant info?
· Sort members’ egroup or members’ email addresses.  Argument in favour of egroup was that one email goes to all – ease for those whose ISPs limit the number of addressees per email, and all members thereby have access to all members.  In which case all members with email addresses should be added to the egroup willy nilly; non-e members would have separate check box on new super-duper membership database which said they needed things by post).  Argument against egroup was to save the bother of putting all on egroup and maintaining that as an extra part of the aforementioned database – just keep email addresses.  Whichever method agreed, keep this up to date.
· Follow up all lost or lapsed members.  Contact and hopefully regain many/most/all lapsed members.  Follow up lost History members too.
· Sort standing orders and encourage more/most/all to pay that way.  Correlate standing orders and fees by cheque with financial recording.

· Annual follow up to keep existing members on-board, catch lapsers early on.

· Recruit new members (annual contact/advertising with universities, colleges, agencies, research institutions, rangers organisations, NGOs, other woodland/forestry orgs, woody events, etc etc etc.  Produce posters, send email updates about events, etc. Other ad hoc opportunities to recruit new members).

· Create simple financial recording process and electronic accounts system, based on Peter’s systems, and potentially in dialogue with Alison Mitchell, correlated with membership d-base.  
· Keep financial records and accounting up to date, produce brief financial reports for committee meetings, fuller report to AGM, get accounts audited timeously.

· Take payments for attendance at NWDG events. Liaise with organisers of events (history conference, excursion, workshops, other) to take charge of invoicing, receiving, receipting and accounting for attendance fees.
· Potentially identify opportunities and undertake funding applications for NWDG.

Person specification:

· Meticulous and organised
· Good finance head
· With sufficient free time to commit to say half day? one day? two days per month? on regular basis 
· Flexible to respond to busier times as necessary – ie to adjust workload according to demands of NWDG calendar.
· Ideally a member of NWDG (general preference for someone who knows the organisation and how it works, and is committed to it.  And commitment would be particularly important if being offered honorarium not contract).  But might have to trade off between this and other bullet points.
· On-line and adept with email/access/excel.

· Willing to attend all committee meetings, and preferably excursion and/or conference.  (And could be offered free attendance at event/s each year as part of honorarium).

· Willing/likely to remain happily in post for goodish long term – more than 3 years if possible.
Meeting discussed advantages of letting a self-employed contract (good clear formal arrangement, ability to terminate if not working well, could (and should) include 3- or 6-month trial period).  Query as to whether NWDG/committee could easily/would want to become an employer.  Query also as to affordability.

Or honorarium?  Depending on true scale of the task, might only be looking for someone to do a day a month? day-and-a-half? on average over the year, so maybe 12-18 days per annum.  (This applies particularly if we followed Alison’s suggestion).  If offering free attendance at events, plus honorarium of say £1000-1500 (£10 an hour for 8-12 hours per month), might suit dedicated, loving, committed and slightly under-occupied NWDG person…. Noted that world of native woodlands may be fuller of slightly under-employed people in coming days, who would not sneeze at opportunity of extra £1000 or £1500.
Also discussed whether this was a role which could be filled by existing committee member.  Possibly yes, but caution about concentration of committee roles into too few hands – issue of democracy for membership, and strength of committee (like NWs) is in diversity.  This links to question of whether committee is sufficiently authorised to take this decision on behalf of membership, or should firm up on the idea then put it to members for approval.  
Recognising that Peter wanting to stand down as Treasurer, committee hoped he would stay till AGM (Peter??), by which time action on this would be well in hand.  Alison offered to do short term stint as Treasurer if necessary.

Woodland Trust Scotland might be able to offer use of hot desk in Perth for the admin role.

Phil
Action all committee – PLEASE RESPOND TO THESE QUESTIONS
1. Peter to produce projections of what NWDG could sustainably afford, at current (paying) membership numbers, and with say increases of 25, 50, 75 members.  
2. Referring to the 2 parts of the task (getting things up to date, then the on-going management), are we:
a. dealing with all of part 1 ourselves first? 

b. doing some of part 1 (Alison offering to sort membership and mailing lists) then getting new person to take on the rest?
c. looking for someone to take on the whole thing, recognising that there would be a busy 3 months at start doing part 1 (when we might pay them £10 an hour, or a bigger honorarium), before moving into the calmer waters of part 2? 
3. If doing some of part 1 ourselves, are we paying at £10 an hour for it?  
4. Are we looking for new admin person outwith the current committee?

5. Are we going to let contract or offer honorarium?  If contract, any implications for NWDG becoming employer?
6. How are we going to find that person (if not on committee)?

7. Do we need to run our decision in front of members for approval?

8. Does one of us need to take charge of this process, and if so who?

9. Have I missed anything out?

My tuppence worth on the above:
Forgive my adding these thoughts in here (and they are not part of the minute), but I might as well answer the questions myself to start ball rolling, and thought it would be more useful to you here than in separate email.

1. Can I suggest if Peter is to produce these projections we should offer him £10 an hour to do so?

2. I’m in favour of 2b.  Delighted with Alison’s offer (and presuming Steve will be too?).  But think it would be useful for new admin person to develop/dovetail accounting and membership systems themself with Peter/Alison/Alison Mitchell.  Thus might offer some additional cash at start of job to get new system up and running. 
3. I vote we should pay Alison and Peter for additional work on projections and sorting membership lists.  Whilst I share Alison’s concern about us spending big money on this new role, I don’t agree that the muddle is our fault.  The system (or lack of it) is the product of busy people working for nothing or small honoraria, numerous changeovers, and faff with BACS and standing orders.  But it can also be linked with NWDG’s increased activity (History conference, more workshops, coring) and our efforts to improve efficiency (egroup, new telephone banking arrangements).

4. On the whole I think better (if possible) to get new blood into committee than one of us take this role on.  Would feel uncomfortable about concentration of roles within smallish committee – issues of accountability and eggs in few baskets.  Plus sides are new energy, new voice, new ideas.  Maybe we wont be able to find someone, but would prefer to try.
5. Prefer honorarium to contract, though do agree it needs to feel like a real commitment for whoever takes it on.  As stated, could pay £10 an hour in first 3 months up to a limited figure, for getting all systems at go.
6. Yes - advertise to membership and maybe more widely, though might be worth direct approach first to any likely names we can think of.

7. My feeling is that the more money this is going to cost (especially the long term figure), the more there is a reason to consult rather than go ahead with the decision.  So answer depends on a) NWDG funds projections, b) whether we agree contract or honorarium and at what rate, and c) how much we can tidy it all up in advance.
8. Suggest let’s keep the ball rolling now between us – agree on what steps we are taking, and see whether someone needs to take the lead later on.  But will need to keep the momentum up, especially to release poor Peter (and Steve?) from their unwelcome burdens.
�  But also see email from Alison (13/10).  Her alternative suggestion was a blitz on tidying things up now (do that ourselves), and establishing a good admin system, then reconsider what would need doing in the long term, and whether paid role would be necessary.  
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