Report on the Ramblers Association General Council 2015 
(80th Anniversary) held at Robinson College, Cambridge on Saturday 28th and Sunday 29th March. 

Please see also page 4 of this report for details from Ramblers Central Office on links to General Council and update on Ramblers Governance.

Two members of the East Cheshire Ramblers Group Committee attended General Council (GC), Colin Finlayson - Treasurer, and John Edwards - Chairman.  We were there as representatives from the Cheshire East Area and, as such, were Voting Members of GC (as distinct from Visitor members or Affiliates).

Jonathan Kipling, Chairman of the Board of Trustees, was ill and so the proceedings were Chaired enthusiastically, if a little nervously, by Naseem Akhtar as Vice-Chair. I thought she was a great ambassador for the Organisation and she spoke compellingly of the way in which the Ramblers had changed and improved the life and health of many from her community in Birmingham.

The first Session of GC handled the administrative business: approving minutes, reviewing the progress in implementing Resolutions passed at previous GCs. The Treasurer, Robert Peel, reported on the strengthened Financial position and the improved Controls and Audits. The Agenda Committee Chair, Brian Reader, explained how the Agenda items had been formed and developed in consultation with Areas and, together with Benedict Southworth, Chief Executive, he proved to be the expert guide on GC procedures, Articles of Association and precedents.

Finally Benedict gave a review of the year's achievements and looked back over the whole 80 year development of the RA.

The rest of the time was devoted to the major areas of business: 

1. Elections to the Board of Trustees.

2. Proposal for a change in the methods of voting for Election of Trustees.
3. "Vision and Strategic Framework 2015 - 2025."
4. Revised "Proposals for a new Governance Structure for the Ramblers."
5. Volunteer led Fringe Events.

Taking each of these in turn:

1. Elections to the Board of Trustees.
This took much more time than scheduled because there was a heated debate on how the nominations for two candidates had been disallowed due to some irregularities. However, overall I thought that the candidate vetting process was robust: they had given a written account of their record and future ambitions for the RA; appeared together on the stage to make their individual statements and answer questions under time constraints. I was impressed by the two younger women, who were the best candidates, and duly elected as Trustees together with Des Garrahan the newly elected Chairman.  It is a good sign for the future that the organisation is attracting such able representatives from a new generation. 

The method of counting votes was cumbersome and time consuming - more efficient methods were proposed for 2016!

2. Proposal to change the method of voting for the Election of Trustees.
The current method is that GC elects the Trustees as described above. The proposal is to change this to allow the whole RA membership "One member one vote".  
This proposal from the Board clearly did not have sufficient support from GC to be worth while putting to a formal vote. Delegates were not convinced that giving all members a vote would actually improve the process or, indeed, increase the exercise of "democratic rights."  Experience of organisations, like the National Trust, who employ this method, is that the percentage of members who exercise their voting rights is minimal, often less than 4%. The feeling of GC was that it is better for candidates to come before the delegates at GC and be subject to scrutiny there.  This topic will come back to GC in 2016.
3. Vision and Strategic Framework 2015 - 2025

You will recall that this was the subject of consultation by the membership in autumn 2014. It was passed unanimously by GC.

4. Revised "Proposals for a new Governance Structure for the Ramblers."
This document had apparently appeared on the RA website 2 weeks prior to GC but it had not been included in any of the GC papers, briefing notes or notifications. Breakout groups were asked to debate it now. Once again there was an adverse reaction to the way in which Central Office (CO) seeks to introduce such important documents. Delegates could not understand how they were being asked to discuss a proposal they had not been able to review with their Areas and Groups. 

Although this document states:

 "Our members understanding of, and support for, Area structures appears limited and there is decreasing participation in organisational structures beyond the Group level..."

the Board and CO persists in saying that: 

"we believe that the Area structure is necessary in England for co-ordination of our activities and support of our members activities and Groups."

    The statistics show:

19% of Area positions are vacant

180 members hold 2 Area positions (e.g. Chair and Secretary) because of lack of interest from other members.

4 of the 59 Areas have no Chair and 3 have no secretary.

I heard little in support for this belief among the membership that Areas are a valued organisational level. Only a handful of Areas - The Lake District, Highlands and Islands, and a major metropolitan Area like Manchester & High Peak spoke of the benefit for their particular circumstances.  Other Areas like the Isle of Wight seemed to combine the functions of Area and Group in one body.
Pages 9 & 10 of the "new Governance Structure" paper are attached for reference.

One can gain the impression, in reading through the "revised Governance Structure" proposals, that there is a general move to lessen the authority of GC by, for example, the 'one member one vote' proposal; election of 3 Independent Trustees by existing Member Trustees; Board candidates vetted by a Search Committee;  Area Co-Ordinators (Chairs by any other name) who "report to the Chief Executive" will automatically attend GC;  and, oddly, while GC will no longer elect Trustees it will be able to remove them.  It does seems like a deal of complexity is being driven into the organisation.

5.  Volunteer led Fringe Events.
1) Donate a Gate. Isle of Wight Area success in raising funds to replace Stiles with gates.

2) Successful Walking Festivals. Kent manages these.
3) The Big Pathwatch. It becomes apparent that this is more an exercise in generating publicity and involving current members, and especially potential members, in reporting on the condition of paths in their locality rather than obtaining the deep and comprehensive data which our formally constituted Footpath Committees and their Inspectors could bring to bear.  Certainly worth doing but it is important to be clear about the different roles and objectives. Some Groups voiced concern that the production of any performance league tables, from this gathering of 'populist' data, on Council Public Rights of Way Officers could upset the current effective working relationship which Footpath Committees have built with their local authority over many years.
4) Recruiting and attracting Volunteers. Report from the "Volunteer Sounding Board" initiative.

5) Gender Awareness in the Ramblers. Presentation.

6) Young Walkers. Success of the "Hike Norfolk" young members Group and in London the "Capital Walkers". 
General Council in 2016 will be held at York University on, I understand, Saturday 26th and Sunday 27th March.
Report prepared by John Edwards

10th April 2015.

Also on the RA website in the Volunteer Zone/Volunteer toolkits you can find:
"General Council 2015: 

An informal report from GC2015 in Cambridge, March 28/29". This has been produced pending publication of the draft formal minutes which I understand may take some time to appear. 
Finally, you may have seen the revised "Proposals for a new Governance Structure for the Ramblers" published "to form the basis of a consultation with members during 2015." If not here is the link:

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/about-us/our-future/governance-consultation.aspx 
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