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General Council 2010
Update on 2009 Motions
 [1] South Downs National Park

This Council thanks the Government most warmly for announcing its intention to confirm the designation of the South Downs National Park, and to include the Western Weald and the market towns of Midhurst, Petworth, Petersfield, Lewes and Ditchling. 

Council resolves to campaign for the best possible new National Park Authority, to ensure that the area is given maximum protection so that it is preserved for future generations to enjoy.

Action taken:
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The Order to create the Park was signed by the Secretary of State in Autumn 2009.  The Ramblers continued to be an active member of the South Downs Campaign, with national and area level seats on the Campaign’s Executive Committee, until its recent winding-up.  It responded to a consultation on the structure of the National Park Authority.  We responded positively to the consultations on additional areas to the Park as well as working hard with the South Downs Society (SDS) to help it to become the National Park Society once the Park Authority is set up in 2011. 

The South Downs Campaign has been replaced by the South Downs Network, which is involving both Sussex and Hampshire Areas, both of which are represented.  We are pressing for the National Park Authority to take on board all Rights of Way functions within its borders.

[2] Rights of way improvement plans

In view of the general lack of progress in the implementation of the Rights of Way Improvement Plans (RoWIPs) in England, this General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees, to authorise a major campaign to persuade DEFRA to remedy this situation through the provision of structured funding for action plans, incentives for landowner cooperation and a system of appraising progress on the opening of new routes on the ground.
Action taken:

Our ROWIP Campaign (entitled “From Paper to People and Places”) was launched.  An agreed campaign plan is in place for the next 12 months, setting out our objectives and actions.  Amongst these is the creation of a consortium of concerned local authorities who support the Ramblers’ call for increased and sustained funding for rights of way improvement work.  We have built strong relationships with Natural England (who will act as our advocate at future ministerial meetings on the subject); the Local Government Association (LGA) (which is helping us to reach all English local authority Chief Executives and relevant cabinet portfolio holders to gain their support); and the Institute of Public Rights of Way and Access Management (IPROW) (which raised this issue as its national conference in September) as well as giving us space in its membership magazine to raise the campaign’s profile with rights of way officers.  Communications were sent to all local authorities as well as to national park authorities in mid September, and expressions of support continue to be received.  We will be working with the consortium to take the campaign forward over the coming months, with the added threat to Rights of Way budgets from the effects of the recession on local authorities.
[3] Health

General Council welcomes the progress being made in England, Scotland and Wales in promoting walking as a key ingredient in the promotion of healthy lifestyles.  Not only has walking been recognised as possibly the perfect form of physical exercise in helping to combat obesity and related illnesses, it also bring significant benefits to social and emotional health.

General Council does, however, have concerns that the level of funding to promote and facilitate walking, from both public and private sectors, is not sufficient to meet the health needs of the British public or to take advantage of the opportunities available in the next few years to establish the UK as a leading force in the worldwide need to promote walking as an integral part of health policy.

General Council therefore calls for the following action:

a. for the governments in Cardiff, Edinburgh and Westminster to reassess the public funding currently committed to the promotion and facilitation of walking and to increase such funding in order to achieve public health objectives at national and local levels;

b. for private sector interests, including grant awarding bodies, to recognise the enormous benefits that could flow from a sustained effort to increase walking by the population as a whole and to adjust their priorities for funding to reflect these needs as necessary.

c. for private sector interests to recognise and act upon the huge opportunity that UK organisations have in promoting walking along with other forms of physical activity as a result of three major events in the next few years and to note that the juxtaposition of these events is a once in a lifetime opportunity for promoting healthy lifestyles amongst UK citizens and to set examples for the rest of the world.  These events are:

• the celebrations, in 2010, of the 75th anniversary of the founding of the Ramblers;

• the 2012 Olympic Games, in London;

• the 2014 Commonwealth Games, in Glasgow

d. for Ramblers staff and volunteers to (1) monitor progress in all three countries in persuading public and private interests to invest more resources in the promotion and facilitation of walking, consistent with the above opportunities, and to report progress to the General Council 2010; (2) conduct a campaign to promote the value of walking for health improvement amongst the public and the usefulness of membership of the Ramblers in helping to achieve this; (3) highlight the link between an accessible, welcoming and user-friendly public path network and the ability of large numbers of people to use the network so as to feel healthier.

Action taken:

We have been working on building a strong relationship with the Department of Health (DoH).  We have run a pilot family walking programme in Barrow in Furness, paid for through a £90k fund from the DoH.  The programme has been assessed for its effectiveness in encouraging families to walk by Oxford University, with a very positive conclusion.  We have ambitions for the family walking programme to be rolled out nationally, and are working closely with the DoH on potential for this.  We have also worked closely with the DoH’s Change4Life campaign team on child-friendly walking materials (to encourage children to see the fun in walking), and will be involved later this year in the switch of the focus of Change4Life to middle-aged adults; we are members of the DoH’s Walking Panel.

We are working with a number of partners on the physical activity and walking agenda within the Physical Activity Alliance (PAA) and the Outdoor Health Forum (OHF).  Through these channels we have contributed to the Government’s national consultation on physical activity.  We have attended a national consultation feedback event with the DoH.  We are also in conversations with the Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA) and the London Organising Committee for the Olympic Games (LOCOG) regarding funding for walking programmes. 

In a major policy speech made by Andy Burnham, the Health Secretary, in which he has made it clear that he wants to ensure that during the next decade the UK moves from being 21st in Europe to 4th as far as physical activity goes.  In his policy speech, the Health Secretary identified walking as being a key cornerstone in the Government strategy.

Ramblers Cymru has been working to secure funding from the Welsh Assembly Government’s ‘Let’s Walk Cymru’ programme and have recently secured £20K for walking programmes.  These will be delivered in Carmarthenshire, Newport, Cardiff, and Blaenau Gwent.  Ramblers Scotland continues to work on both the Homecoming and the Glasgow Commonwealth Games themes, both of which have a strong health message.  The creation of a two-year project fundraising post specifically for Wales and Scotland provides an opportunity.
[4] Definitive statement

General Council is concerned about problems arising as a result of discrepancies between the Definitive Statement and the Definitive Map and instructs the Board of Trustees to campaign for a change to the rights of way legislation to provide a more cost effective and less time consuming solution to the problem.

Action taken:

Natural England’s Stakeholder Working Group (SWG), sat throughout most of the year and has now delivered its report to Natural England.  This will shortly be considered by the Natural England Board, after which it will be delivered to the Secretary of State.  With the general election, it is unlikely that there will be quick action from Government.  In this circumstance it was not considered appropriate to launch an active campaign on this particular piece of definitive map work.  However a Ramblers member of staff sat on that Group and they report that the anomalies issue had been discussed and that the need to address it features in the SWG report to the Secretary of State later this year.  Whatever the outcome of Natural England’s recommendations to the Secretary of State, Ramblers will include this matter in its own list of legislative changes required, and a means of achieving a suitable change in legislation will be sought whenever the opportunity arises.

[9] Work priorities

General Council strongly disagrees with the significantly reduced priority assigned to the protection of Rights of Way in circular 08/83.

General Council therefore calls on the Board of Trustees to reconsider the policy implications of circular 08/83 and to instruct the Chief Executive to draw up an operational plan for the organisation that properly and expressly priorities all RA objectives, said plan to be submitted to General Council 2010.

After a full debate the amended motion was lost.  There were 54 votes in favour of the motion and 57 against, with 6 abstentions.

Action taken:

Although this motion was lost, it was only narrowly so, and the Board has therefore listened to all the points made and wishes to respond.  Since General Council a number of discussions and meetings have been held with volunteers working on walking environment issues.  Telephone conversations have been held with all Area Footpath Secretaries, and the Chair and Chief Executive met with 250 volunteers, during eleven regional and national meetings, many of whom were footpath volunteers.  These followed on from the further explanation of the new structure offered in the circular ‘Walking Environment News’, which has been produced monthly since October 2009.  A number of concerns have been addressed, and the 2009/10 Business Plan establishes the priorities for walking environment matters more clearly.  We continue to support volunteers working on rights of way, and rights of way projects form a substantial part of our work for the current year’s activities - for example, the RoWIP Campaign entitled ‘From Paper to People and Places’ (see Motion 2), the planned Manifesto for the Walking Environment, casework support with the intention that 500 paths are unblocked, opened, or properly recorded, and a programme of volunteer induction and training.
Most of the time, we can achieve more if we work collaboratively with local authorities to protect and improve rights of way.  We are giving volunteers advice on how to approach rights of way cases differently so as to avoid unnecesary expensive legal fees, if other options exist.  But the threat of legal action as a last resort is an important one to have.  The money set aside for potential legal and national casework in the current year, at £133,000, is greater than that spent in each of the past three years.

At the beginning of 2010, our new footpath management system, CAMS (Countryside Access Management System) went live and is now being used by staff.  This will help us with our casework support, as well as national campaigning, and is a measure of our continued commitment to public path work.
So far this year, training has been provided for 48 walking environment volunteers (such as footpath, countryside and access secretaries) – about 20 people at a refresher course in Essex, and about 28 at an induction course held in Gloucestershire.  Another two training events are planned this year.
[10] Membership system

The General Council notes the significant problems over the past 18 months with the Association’s membership system, and the inadequacy of the service provided to Area and Group Membership Secretaries, and therefore instructs the Board of Trustees to report back to Areas and Groups on:

a. fitness for purpose of the operation of the membership system as a whole, including the involvement of volunteers;

b. the accuracy of current membership records;

c. how RA Central Office proposes to restore relations with volunteers, in particular Area and Group Membership Secretaries;

d. lessons to be learnt for future major changes in RA’s systems that impact on the work of volunteers, including involvement of, and consultation with, volunteers.

This Council, further strongly recommends that the Board of Trustees and management of the RA should concentrate on resolving problems with the system and membership records before starting any new initiatives affecting volunteers and members.

Action taken:
Although problems remain, there has been significant progress over the past year.  This has been helped by the decision to invest additional resources in IT expertise.  We are also grateful for the help of the Membership Forum – a sounding board of membership secretaries which has been giving feedback.
· The membership services team has been restructured, with additional resources and skills, and a new manager, Iain Johnston, has been recruited.

· With the help of volunteers, a large number of member records have been corrected, particularly concerning problems with payment plans (4,000 records) and joint records (45,000).

· A successful update of the CRM software took place.  This has improved its functionality and the support that we can receive from the suppliers.

· Mailing extractions (for example, for Walk Magazine) now take place with a high degree of accuracy.

· All ‘changes to addresses’ notifications to members are now up to date.

· Gift aid claims are being submitted monthly (previously quarterly), helping cash flow.

· Automatic bulk uploads of new web joiner information (rather than their information being re-typed).  This has reduced the processing time for this type of joiner by c50%, thus freeing resources for other processing work.

· Accurate monthly updates to membership secretaries (joiners, leavers, etc) have been in place since December.  Work is currently progressing on full membership lists for Areas and Groups.

· Accurate membership data now being produced, for both Areas/Groups, and also at a national level. 

· Problems with member label runs for membership secretaries (with some members being printed more than once) have been fixed.

· Resumption of mailings for lapsed members, to encourage them to re-join, began in November/December.  These had been suspended whilst we sorted out the integrity of the data.  These will now take place quarterly.

· A schedule of IT work, showing order of priority, has been posted on the volunteers section of the website.  This ties in with our Business Plan.  We are so far on track.
Specific problems that remain:

· Having achieved a 10 working day turnaround for membership processing in the Autumn, this fell back during December and January.  There were numerous causes for this: the Christmas holiday period leading to a bulge in staff leave, the postal strike leading to a concertina-effect for applications, a large number of gift memberships (which take longer to process), a large lapsed member mailing.  The focus is now on getting back to within 10 working days.  Staff will also learn lessons from this for next year.

· Membership reports.  Monthly updates are now available.  Full membership lists (sortable by computer software) will be available shortly (either February or March).  Data files for mailing labels are timetabled to be available after that.

· Members ‘not in group’/affliated groups – the old ‘Group 97/98’ for members not in groups and affliated groups is being restored.

· Confidence of membership secretaries.  We understand that it will take a considerable time to rebuild the confidence and trust of membership secretaries.  We regret the difficulties that there have been.

During the coming year, we will be commissioning a report into what went wrong and what lessons can be learnt, so that we can minimise the likelihood of a similar breakdown happening again.

[11] Members day

General Council welcomes efforts to engage all members of the Ramblers’ Association more in the Association’s life, activities, and campaigning.  It notes that a Members’ Day is planned for Autumn 2009, on a pilot basis with this aim in mind.  It calls on the Board of Trustees to ensure that the day is attractively programmed, with a full range of workshops, presentations and activities of interest to members across our age range in order to make the day one of real value.

It calls on Areas and Groups strongly to encourage members to attend.

It requests the Board of Trustees subsequently to assess the experience of the day carefully in order to decide whether this innovation should be maintained and developed.

Action taken:

The work that needed to be done in order to deliver Members’ Day was carried forward and there was a positive line-up of workshops, presentations, and interesting activities, and the marketing of the event was thorough.  However the numbers of people who had signed up to the event by late July was poor.  As a result of this the Campaigns and Marketing Sub-Committee recommended to officers that the event be cancelled.  Because the event was being organised on a very small budget, this did not result in much lost expenditure.  The commitment to wider member engagement remains, and we shall review this and consider the wider issue of member engagement over the coming months.

The special national and regional meetings, with the Chair and Chief Executive, have been useful forums for engaging with volunteers.  We would hope to build on these during the next year.
Update on outstanding 2008 motion
Discount on Direct Debit Membership

This General Council requests the Board of Trustees to give a membership fee discount to all members paying by direct debit.  This discount should be at least £1 on any class of membership and should be implemented as soon as practicable.

Action as at GC09:

No specific action taken on this motion, because of the ongoing focus on ensuring the CRM system functions properly.  The Board of Trustees has discussed monthly direct debits, which partly responds to an earlier GC motion on direct debits.  The Board is also proposing changes to the M&As at this year’s General Council to enable payment by instalments and more flexibility in payment rates.  However, the priority is to make sure that the current membership system is working adequately.  Further changes will be considered once we are assured of this.

Update on Action:

The focus has remained on fixing the immediate problems.  Scheduled for later this year is development of paperless direct debits (making it easier for people to ‘switch’ to direct debits) and possible monthly payment plans, which are used in many other charities.  Encouraging payment by direct debit is important, as it reduces costs and membership ‘churn’.  We are discussing with, among others, Surrey Area (which proposed this motion) on the best way to incentivise direct debit payment.  This will be considered for inclusion in the 2010/11 business plan, alongside other ways to maximise membership numbers and income.
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