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The Southworth Report: Concise Version 

 

Preamble 

I became the Chief Executive of Ramblers in February this year. The Board of Trustees 
asked me to undertake a review as part of my first one hundred days in post. This report 
outlines my insights and impressions. Being your Chief Executive is an honour; it also 
brings responsibility. Therefore the findings are my personal view and I take full 
responsibility for them.  

Reviews tend to focus on problems and not successes. I’ve tried to be straight-forward, 
even blunt, because I know that the people reading this will appreciate that naming and 
addressing problems makes us stronger. Those problems need to be set in the context of 
a track record that is second to none. It’s worth thinking about what the world was like for 
those first Ramblers and what has been achieved. Imagine a world without the right to 
roam, National Trails, and even rights of way on the Ordnance Survey maps. There is a 
great bumper sticker, which reads, “If you can read this bumper sticker thank a teacher”.  
In our case it’s, “If you enjoy walking and appreciating your surroundings thank a 
Rambler”. 

We cannot expect to thrive because people are grateful. We need to be able to deliver our 
work now and into the future, in a manner that attracts support and reaches out to new and 
potential walkers while matching the values that brought us together in association.  

Ramblers is more diverse and more extensive than it first appears. The hard work of 
thousands of people who deliver towards our mission contribute enormously to our society. 
When you meet our members out walking or on footpath maintenance and in meetings the 
energy and the fun is obvious.  

The situation we find ourselves in is complex because the world is complex and over time 
we have grown and developed to respond to a changing world.   

The challenge we face is to cut through that complexity so that the fun and achievement of 
our work in the three nations of Great Britain shines through.  

Executive Summary 

The Ramblers has a long and successful track record as an organisation. It continues to 
have many assets and a huge potential. 

Our main assets include a highly skilled volunteer base: a robust brand;1 including a clear 
root back to its original mission; a strong professional staff; and a track record of campaign 
and advocacy success. We retain a massive amount of good will from potential allies and 
targets.  

                                                 
1
 Recognising that it is a bit like the brand Marmite, loved and hated. 
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Since the financial crisis in 2009 there has been substantial progressing in addressing 
problems identified in the last decade but these problems have never been fully 
addressed. Improvements to financial and management controls have resulted in 
improvements monitoring and controlling the operations undertaken by staff. The Get 
Walking Keep Walking project in England became an exemplar of how to deliver walking 
projects and was recognised by the World Health Organisation.  It also moved Ramblers 
into a natural territory that had been left to others. The achievements of Get Walking Keep 
Walking were successfully used to obtain the English and Welsh Walking for Health 
Projects. The devolution agreements have created the potential for clarity in the 
relationship between Ramblers GB, Ramblers Cymru (RC) and Ramblers Scotland (RS) 
and the development of thriving unique entities in all three nations of Great Britain 
connected together by common values and aspiration. 

Unfortunately these reforms have come with high transaction costs, involving much conflict 
and creating a lot of personal pain for staff and volunteers alike.  

More change is inevitable because the world is constantly changing politically, 
technologically, economically and socially. The pain since 2009 seems to reflect a 
common pattern within Ramblers; of being forced to change by external circumstance. We 
have failed to develop ourselves into a proactive organisation that can perpetually evolve, 
able to avoid unnecessary risk, take opportunities and create a sustainable base for the 
future.  

This has meant that there are many people and bodies within Ramblers who operate at a 
very high level of effectiveness, but who remain as pockets of best practice rather than 
being integrated into a support and coordination system that raises best practice overall.  

To develop our potential requires us to develop a clearer picture of where we are going. 
This will allow us to build long-term change processes. We also need to improve our 
governance and overcome a culture of resistance to change, that leads to negative cycles 
of internal conflict.  

While changing activities can do some of this, we also require changes in culture and 
process to increase the participation of walkers in decision-making and to reduce the 
emotional and transaction costs of achieving change.  

Perhaps because of the largely inward nature of recent reforms the external impression 
from other Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) is that Ramblers is a ‘sleeping giant’ 
that has a tendency to be insular and is very slow to change. However as recent work on 
the anniversary of Kinder, Walking for Health and the Welsh Coastal Path have shown, we 
can continue to make an impact that goes well beyond our substantial and popular walks 
programmes.  

Summary of the main recommendations  

1. Develop a long-term shared vision for Ramblers. Do this by including members and 
non-members in conversations, not by consulting on pre-written documents.   

2. Establish frameworks, strategies and approaches that inform decision making in a 
complex world, not rigid plans. Involve volunteers and members in developing them.  
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3. Don’t spend time competing on which of the charitable objectives is the most 
important. In times of change there is strength in diversity and we are now a ‘full 
spectrum’ charity working to achieve all our charitable objectives and through a full 
range of means, including practical interventions and campaigning. 

4. Recognise that we can and will meet our objectives in many different ways. The 
emphasis on which option to use will depend on circumstance, not principle, and 
the ability to avoid becoming service-led.   

5. Enable effective responses to change by instigating an internal culture and 
operational change that moves us from ‘conflict and governance’ to ‘democracy and 
working together’. 

6. Change the staff culture to one that fosters working closely with volunteers, 
participation with members and walkers, and coordination between different parts of 
the organisation. 

7. Ensure that the Board of Trustees (BoT), the Scottish Council Executive Committee 
and the Welsh Council Executive Committee (SCEC and WCEC) are bodies able to 
operate at a strategic level, focussing on setting the path for us to follow.  

8. Use the professional expertise of the staff as the glue that allows the BoT, SCEC 
and WCEC to organise our activities in way that moves us in the direction agreed 
by our democratic bodies.  

9. Construct a campaign infrastructure to enable us to achieve long-term change 
enabling us to be proactive rather than being broadly a defensive operation. 

10. Establish clear theories and models for achieving our charitable objectives. 

11. Establish a clear business model clarifying the relationship between income and 
participation. 

12. Focus on the quality of the relationship people have with Ramblers on the 
assumption that this will secure the financial base in the long run. Don’t focus on 
membership numbers alone. 

13. Volunteers are at the heart of the Ramblers. We need to plan as if the numbers of 
members we have is directly related to the number and quality of our volunteers 
and their activities.  Implement a comprehensive support structure for the 
recruitment and development of volunteers, including measures for the health of 
groups and areas.  
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Section 1: Is Ramblers capable of responding positively to a continually changing external 
context? 

An analysis of the archive indicates that Ramblers tends to respond slowly to emerging 
patterns in the external world.   

My analysis is that Ramblers finds it very difficult to respond to a changing external 
environment because we:  

 Do not have a shared vision for how Ramblers should develop and achieve its 
mission. 

 Do not have high quality long-term strategies2 and approaches3 to help ensure that 
end result of short term business plans is the change that is needed. 

 Despite high quality individuals our Governance is outdated and becoming a liability 
not an asset.  

 There is a culture that fails to recognise the need for change and is resistant to it. 

1.1 Vision for the organisation 

There is no shared and clear long-term vision for the development of Ramblers either 
within Britain or for each of the three nations.  In turn this means that there is a weak link 
between the mission and vision and subsequent strategic and business plans.  

The impact of this is that five-year strategic plans have not been fully accepted by the 
organisation and there is conflict between them and the short-term priorities set out in 
annual business plans. The 2002 – 2007 strategic plan has yet to be implemented and I 
am constantly referred back to structures and ways of working that have not formally 
existed for a decade or more.  

I have the impression that the last strategic plan was underpinned by assumptions about 
the need to change the overall balance of work aimed at each charitable objective and 
how we met those objectives. However this doesn’t seem to have been adequately 
discussed and understood by volunteers and members. This failure increased the 
perception that the organisation has decided to turn its back on the countryside. In fact this 
can be traced back to decisions made in the early 2000’s about reducing staff policy to 
avoid duplicating the work of other organisations.  

From 2009 the organisation has been progressively more positioned as a walking 
organisation and a membership organisation, i.e. not one that balances facilitating the 
enjoyment of being outdoors with the protection of access to the countryside. This means 
that longer term volunteers who joined Ramblers when it could be described as a 
‘conservation/environmental body with a focus on walking’ fear that they have lost the 
organisation. This seems to be both an active choice and a consequence of the need to 
secure income (see section 3.1 on membership). 

                                                 
2
 Directions we want the external world to go in e.g. on Rights of Way 

3
 Directions we want our internal operations to go in e.g. Festivals 
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In addition the vision for Scotland has not been the same as for GB for about 15 years but 
I can’t see that this was ever integrated into the operations of the organisation, resulting in 
ongoing conflict between GB and RS.  

The devolution agreements further formalise the inevitable trend that England, Scotland 
and Wales will develop independent but complementary visions for how Ramblers wants 
to develop into the future.  

1.2 Strategies and approaches 

Reading the previous strategic plans has limited use in identifying strategically how 
Ramblers expects to achieve its charitable objectives. The trend in planning for charities is 
increasingly moveing away from rigid long-term plans. This reflects the difficulty of 
planning for such a changing environment (smart phones didn’t exist and the economy 
was stable when thinking was being done for the last strategy). Instead there is a move to 
creating frameworks for setting long-term strategies and approaches that can be used to 
judge how the organisation should respond. In other words they set out parameters for 
how the organisation should act in future situations and evolve rather than prescribing 
what it should do.  

We also didn’t fully implement the last two strategy documents. This means that the great 
work being done in many areas of Ramblers doesn’t appear to add up to a sense of 
Ramblers making progres. 

For example the work that we do on protecting rights of way is very effective on a case-by-
case basis. We have highly skilled staff and volunteers backed up by a healthy legal fund 
and we can challenge threats rapidly and strongly. However the failure to communicate a 
clear strategy that takes into account possible changes in Government and economic 
outlook, leads to frustration amongst volunteers over the best techniques to use, 
overworked staff and thereby reduces our campaign impact. 

Annual business plans have provided opportunities for detailed oversight of staff activities. 
You can infer from the annual business plans recognition of deep underlying problems but 
they are not designed to express long-term strategic thinking. Equally you cannot see what 
the organisation as a whole, not just staff expects to achieve.  

The absence of guiding strategies and approaches means that staff and volunteers are 
focussed on the delivery of operational systems that have been designed in isolation from 
each other and with different objectives and performance indicators. Without directions our 
systems can end up being ‘what we always do’, or take their direction from small groups of 
volunteers who, while highly experienced, do not have the authority to act on behalf of 
members.  

1.3 Governance 

“The democratic process has other advantages over and above accountability. It means 
that the organisation feels ownership and therefore motivation towards campaigns and will 
become actively and passionately involved” NCVO description of Ramblers campaign 
planning. 
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The democratic nature of Ramblers plays an important role in the external perception of 
the organisation.  

There is substantial amount of governance with over 550 AGMs taking place within 
Ramblers. However my sense is that we are making a large assumption when we say that 
our governance creates democracy because: 

 A relatively small group of people dominate structures at Area level and 
above and we don’t have a culture of open democracy and participation i.e. 
we fail to involve members let alone walkers as relevant players in the 
success of the organisation.  

 There is too little focus on mission and strategy. The culture and conflict 
means there is a lack of trust and an over-emphasis on operational detail. 

 Some volunteers challenge the very foundation of our legal entity and 
governance positions are used to engage in battle over the charitable status 
and objectives. 

 Groups and Areas claim a local autonomy at odds with our status causing 
conflict between member expectations and local reality,  

The BoT has recognised the need for reform but has had to delay action based on more 
immediate priorities, but there is an urgent need to set the preconditions for future reform.  

The amount and the level at which oversight is undertaken seems out of step with the 
strategic role that the BoT needs to play. An analysis of the time spent on oversight v 
strategy, suggests that the BoT currently doesn’t have the time to set the strategic 
direction or embed changes thereby bringing the BoT into conflict with the volunteers. This 
perhaps also contributes to a failure to grasp the cumulative strategic or positioning 
implications of individual decisions. In turn this undermines the authority of the BoT as a 
body with staff and the General Council. 

The blurring of the lines between Trustees and the Chief Executive exacerbates this 
situation.  The failure to ensure that the Chief Executive is clearly seen to run the 
organisation on behalf of the BoT, actually reduces the ability of the BoT as a whole to 
have its decisions implemented. This is because when things go wrong the cannot clearly 
be held accountable because s/he was not given the freedom to actually run the 
operations in the first place.  

The BoT needs to be able to oversight effectively what all the activities add up as well as 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the operations. For example with the CRM system the 
BoT needs adequately oversight whether the current CRM enables staff to meet service 
level agreements and effectively manage the information flows with membership 
secretaries. As importantly the BoT needs to be able to oversight strategic gaps – is a bit 
of the ICT infrastructure that is missing because we have limited the CRM’s functionality.  

My impression is that staff feed the tendency for micro level detail thus actually reducing 
the overall control by the BoT. A streamlining of the arrangements might perversely result 
in better control. 
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Our operational structures currently grow out of our governance structures and not out of 
what is needed to achieve our mission. The current arrangements were introduced under 
previous legal structures and local government contexts. They were right for the time but 
are now outdated. The conflation between governance and operational structure is limiting 
our ability to achieve our mission, without much genuine reward in terms of democracy. 
The end result is staff and volunteers getting round the Governance structures for example 
by using ‘work-arounds’ like Flexi groups4. This will in my opinion, set up problems for the 
future.    

1.4 Culture 

“One of the most draining aspects of being a CEO is when one part of the organisation 
inaccurately complains about another part. The finger pointing and the low rumble of 
discontent are damaging to trust and morale - some of the very attributes that help to drive 
excellent performance” Nick Barrett (former Chief Eecutive of Ramblers). 

When participating in Ramblers activities the overwhelming sense I get is of friendly, 
helpful people enjoying themselves. However there is a small sub set of 
volunteers/members whose culture and behaviour is having a negative impact on 
Ramblers.  

Every organisation, especially membership organisations, will contain within it a range of 
views. Within some parts of Ramblers there appears to be a culture that equates the right 
to speak with the ability to speak without considering the impact on either individuals or the 
organisation.  There is a culture and practice of impunity for insult and defamation.  The 
culture appears to be rooted in individuals involved in some way in the governance 
structure and be overwhelmingly male. It seems to represent an emotional response to 
fear either of a lack of commitment to the mission or to societal change in general.   

In general staff exhibit a strong sense of enthusiasm for Ramblers and a commitment to 
the mission. However the culture of hostile oversight and intense criticism is creating a 
negative cycle in the relationship between staff and volunteers, reducing the ability of the 
staff and volunteers to work together in response to BoT directions (see section 4.3 on 
Trust). A further problem is that because of the ‘noise’ created by competing demands 
from volunteers ,some staff members’ work is set more by direct pressure than the 
Business Plan i.e. what the BoT directs them to do.  

1.5 Recommendations 

a) A participatory vision process: I believe that trying to develop a strategic plan similar 
to Fresh Air Firm Ground would, as the organisation stands prove to be counter productive 
(see sections on culture and governance) and unnecessary.  

In general, strategic planning tends to be designed and implemented by staff or a limited 
number of volunteers. The membership, although normally actually only those involved in 
governance, are consulted. This is usually performed in an extractive fashion.  

I propose instead a participatory process should be established, completed before the end 
of two years, to develop a shared future vision for Ramblers.  

                                                 
4
 Flexi groups are just one tool that we can use and not an alternative for a thriving network.  
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A participatory approach involves more people (members, volunteers, supporters and 
walkers) in a dialogue, using open questions through a range of approaches. Such a 
process would: 

 Help focus us externally.  

 Tap into the expertise within and beyond Ramblers. 

 Provide more ownership. 

 Create a safe space for discussion of issues where views are conflicting.  

 Give the final product more legitimacy.  

b) A two-year business plan: To fill the gap left by a strategic plan put in place a two-
year business plan. The Business plan will take into account the devolution agreements 
and move to planning by thematic work not division.  

c) Long-term strategies: Within the Business Plan identify and develop long-term 
strategies for how we will deliver on critical parts of the mission e.g. rights of way, or 
access.  

d) Long-term approaches: Within the Business Plan identify and develop long-term 
approaches for how operational areas will be developed and integrated, E.g. festivals 
program, volunteer support, fundraising from campaigns, membership recruitment, online 
presence.  

e) Strategy for democracy: Within the Business Plan, identify the need to develop a 
strategy for improving the participation, democracy and Governance of the organisation. 
This should include how Governance bodies will be evaluated and supported through a 
process of continuous improvement. 

f) Focus the BoT on strategy: Reform to the way the BoT and individual trustees operate 
can secure the BoT’s position as a strategic body. Expect and allow the Chief Executive to 
run the organisation on behalf of the BoT and to be genuinely accountable to the BoT.  

g) Foster a new culture: Instruct the CE to work to establish a partnership with volunteers 
that allows for genuine participation within a strategic and quality framework. 

h) Build for success: Building an organisational structure based on the objectives of the 
groups in those geographical locations would increase effectiveness.  

Section 2 Positioning and external perceptions of Ramblers 

2.1 Positioning  

There is a pattern emerging within the charity/NGO sector.  In each sector there seems to 
be developing one or maybe two large charities that dominate the sector and are a ‘high 
street name’ for example Oxfam. In addition there are a whole range of smaller charities 
that thrive at a small level either by having a very specific mission or organising theory. In 
between there are many charities struggling to maintain their position against the high 
street organisations and new organisations based on different models of operating.  

Most highly known charities have multiple ways of delivering their mission from 
campaigning, advocacy and service delivery. They are less prone to the destabilisation 
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that can be brought about by external volatility because this is absorbed by having 
different skills in different parts of the organisation. 

The Ramblers shares many of the characteristics of the successful ‘high street’ charities. 
We were first, have been around for a long time, and are associated in the public’s mind 
with a core activity. There was a time when Ramblers would have been confident of its 
dominant position, but we too now have other organisations sharing parts of our mission. 
Our situation is complicated by the fact that Ramblers operates across a range of different 
sectors from environmental to the health sector.  

There appears to be conflict between the emphasis that should be placed on the different 
charitable objectives. Perhaps because of that our goal or positioning within each sector is 
not clear (see section 4.2).  

Identifying what role or position the organisation wants to have in different sectors will help 
set a context for the development of strategies, approaches and the business plan.  It will 
also help manage inevitable and positive difference between Ramblers in the three 
nations. 

2.2 Campaigning 

As a NCVO report published earlier this year concluded, “a new campaigning landscape is 
emerging, characterised by significant challenges, in which campaigners are compelled to 
rethink existing strategies to achieve social change”. 

In the last two years public campaigning in the UK has been dominated by the need to 
adapt to the changed economic climate and new Governments at the UK and Scottish 
level.  At the same time social media is speeding up and deepening trends particularly in 
the way campaigners relate to organisations.   

Despite the rapidly changing context large numbers of new people are being attracted to 
campaigning although these tend not to be from the traditional sources of activists and not 
committing to long-term relationships with a campaign or campaign organisation.  

There is no industry standard definition of advocacy or campaigning and we don’t appear 
to have one. Amnesty International defines campaigning as the “process of creating and 
mobilising public pressure in order to affect specific changes in institutional practice or 
public behaviour in order to directly benefit … “. Development sector organizations tend to 
draw a line between advocacy (research, lobbying, media,) and public campaigning 
(mobilization of supporters and other audiences to take action).   

Culturally ideas of how to achieve change within Ramblers seem to be heavily based in 
the post war consensus of social democracy that combined planning and collectivism with 
civil liberties. This legacy appears to make it difficult for us to respond effectively to political 
changes. For example, the recession has reduced the ability of the government to tax and 
redistribute for social benefit and cuts in PROW budgets in England have resulted. At that 
point we needed to decide whether to oppose cuts or maintain paths on a voluntary basis; 
an argument that is essentially between should we support the state doing this work or 
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accept its temporary demise5.  We don’t have the flexibility of worldview to allow us to 
discuss whether the localism agenda provides an opportunity for a new long-term 
arrangement. For example to answer the question: should we embed ourselves into the 
system by bidding to operate services and using new local authority powers to create new 
strategic partnership? I’m not saying we should but pointing out that how and where would 
we have such a discussion is unclear.  

Practically we tend to operate a vanguard campaigner model where individual or small 
groups of highly knowledgeable campaigners work targeting elite audiences with 
technocratic arguments. This has stood Ramblers in good stead for many years 
particularly at local and regional level. It also allowed us to take advantage of the insider 
strategy approach that most organisations took under New Labour. We need to recognise 
that across the sector the long-term legacy of that model is weak long-term public 
engagement. Ramblers did not do enough to effectively communicate our campaign 
victories to the public and this has a legacy. Also that this style does not lead to the 
integrated high profile campaigns that the BoT would like to see. 

We need to reflect more on how Ramblers develops and maintains its ability to campaign. 
Many Ramblers volunteers command a lot of soft and hard ‘power’ in their local 
communities because of their experience and expertise. However on a GB level and within 
the three nations there is an external perception that our ability to achieve has waned.  

I believe that there are obvious and some ignored reasons that we have lost this edge. Of 
course we reduced capacity and undermined our campaign infrastructure (see section 
3.1). Equally we have not recognised that our ability to achieve change comes not just 
from our campaign volunteers, staff or members. It comes from the number of people we 
represent and provide services to. Our future campaigners are unlikely to come from the 
current pool of environmental or conservation activists. Young walkers will increasingly be 
the offspring of populations who have different values to those that motivate current 
volunteers and members. For example, get Walking Keep Walking in Birmingham is 
crucial to our long-term success as a campaigning organisation because it raises our 
profile with audiences we are unlikely to reach any other way and enables us to 
legitimately campaign on their behalf. The National Trust campaign against the NPPF was 
not successful because of the nature of its arguments but because it threatened to 
mobilise millions of voters.  

2.3 Recommendations  

a) Positioning Exercise: Undertake with Senior Management Team (SMT) a positioning 
exercise that can be used to inform and direct the business plan. 

b) Theories of Change: Instruct the CE to foster thinking within the organization about 
theories of change; and the way in which Ramblers can achieve its mission through 
campaigning in combination with other methods. 

c) Campaign strategies: Instruct the CE to develop integrated public campaign strategies 
that contribute to the sustainability of the organisation. 

                                                 
5
 This is also why our service delivery projects were so controversial  
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Section 3: Capacity and allocation of resources within Ramblers  

The Kipling Report has looked in more detail at the financial systems in operation before 
the financial problems of 2009. It is extremely positive that financial accountability and 
planning has been substantially improved since 2009. The ability to interrogate the figures 
is more than sufficient for an organisation of Ramblers’ size. The overall efficiency of the 
operation seems to have improved immeasurably since 2009 and is still improving 
particularly through the automation of some processes. 

Ideally we would want, as a starting point, to stabilize income and then return to pre 2009 
income levels. The main concern remains unrestricted income where the underlying 
financial position remains weak. Our service delivery fundraising is excellent but not 
targeted enough.  

Our current business model seems to be: 

 Raise the vast majority of our unallocated income from membership fees.  

 Complement that with small amounts of unallocated non-membership income.  

 Obtain funding for service delivery activities (e.g. walking promotion, footpath 
maintenance) as and where opportunities arise. 

3.1 Membership:  

The primary source of income is from membership and membership levels are being 
maintained via discounting. As we have faced membership decline more emphasis has 
been placed on getting and keeping members and diversifying income from member 
related activities. It is understandable that we are conflating our goal of a stabilised and 
increasing income with membership numbers.  

There is an inexorable logic involved in being a membership organisation. Design the 
organisation around what current members want, attract more like them and provide as 
many benefits as possible.  

However there is conflict between that logic dictated by being a membership organisation 
like the National Trust who has volunteers and being either a volunteer led or campaign 
organisation. Ramblers’ history suggests an organisation with members not an 
organisation that exists merely for its members.  

Diagram Number 1 below shows the impact within Ramblers of the increased emphasis on 
membership numbers on current volunteers. Essentially the more we do to make 
ourselves more attractive to the people most likely to become members, the worse we 
make it internally with the volunteer base we rely on to deliver the mission to members and 
beyond.  
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Diagram 1 Negative membership circle  

 

 

My analysis of the membership surveys is that we have three challenges ahead:  

We need to recruit more people as members who are not joining us only for our led walks 
program. This means we need to look at people who are currently supporting us or 
engaging with us around campaigns, advocacy, footpath maintenance etc and find ways to 
gradually draw them into a long-term financial relationship with us. This means thinking 
about a supporter journey where membership is the end result of a journey with us, and 
not the first step to supporting us. It means we need to target people to support us in the 
full spectrum of our work and not just those who match current members. It also means we 
have to actually change the perceptions of Ramblers (what experts call the Brand) not just 
the visual identity. If we are clear what we are as an organisation, and organise ourselves 
in way that attracts people they will support us to achieve all our objectives not just walking 
itself.  

Membership needs to be repositioned as the best way for people to support our work long-
term. As such they should get rewarded. The rewards are: 1) diverse and high quality 
activities such as walks that match their expectations, 2) the ability to set the direction of 
Ramblers through our democracy, 3) the ability to get satisfaction and enjoyment through  
volunteering and campaigning, and 4) financial benefits such as discounts. 

We need to improve retention by improving the quality of the relationship that members 
have with Ramblers by supporting the quality of the work done by volunteers at a local and 
area level. There is far too much disparity between what people expect and then find. This 
in part is about diversifying the walks programmes but also encouraging as far as possible 
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that groups work on the full range of our mission. (See section 4.4 on how a supportive 
structure for doing this can be developed).  

We need to improve retention by increasing and diversifying the interactions that members 
have with Ramblers. This will mean supporting volunteers more, integrating the staff 
interactions with members and those of the group, diversifying the ‘asks’ on members to 
include volunteering and campaigning opportunities.    

It is a difficult balancing act between trying to address underlying issues such as retention, 
whilst shoring up the membership in the short term. My belief is that membership is an 
outcome of a successful organisation.  

So far the emphasis has been on staff refilling the leaky bucket not mending the holes. 
And I think they have been doing a great job within the parameters set for them but if 
membership was currently rising we would not be doing the same activities as we are now.  
I suspect that the mending process might mean that we continue to have a membership 
loss for the next two years. We need to debate this.  

We have made the right decision to focus on revamping the website and introducing online 
direct debits.  

3.2 Unallocated non-membership income: The external context for the fundraising 
activities is mixed. Nearly all charities report a weakening of the return on investment of 
direct marketing and newspapers advertising, but direct debits income has remained 
strong, as has overall giving.  

 A lot of these activities such as appeals are based around our campaigning but are 
not yet fully integrated.  

 We have started to try online fundraising and will need to explore more fundraising 
directly through campaign activities. Apart from Ramblers Holiday Charitable Trust 
(RHCT6) we have almost no grant funding for campaign work. 

 We do not have an approach that provides clarity as to what is expected to be paid 
for from unallocated funds and what can be grant funded, as potential additional 
activities. This is clearer in RC and RS – see the Business Plan proposal for how to 
integrate this into our planning.  

3.3 Service delivery funding: Our project management is excellent and now we have a 
very strong track record of project funding, allowing us to be confident in our ability to bid 
for and operate service delivery projects.  At the same time public sector cuts and localism 
means that the opportunities will only increase. The downside is that: 

 An increasing large number of activities towards the charitable objectives are only 
based on project funding and we need to ensure that they are appropriately 
integrated with other streams of activities.  

                                                 
6
 Thank you.  
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 The role of service delivery in meeting the charitable objectives is still 
unclear/contested and needs to be well managed to avoid being service delivery 
led.  

 We need to clarify what activities should be paid for from unallocated and what 
activities will only happen if project funding is available  

3.4 Volunteer base: 

The Ramblers rely on an estimated 16,000 volunteers for the delivery of the majority of its 
mission. The quality of many of these volunteers appears to be exceptional. Every day you 
can join in with Ramblers work and have a great time. The membership survey indicates 
that some interactions between members and volunteers are not so great. We have an 
urgent need for more volunteers across all areas of our mission and in particular beyond 
our led walks programs. I suspect that we could ‘find the work for’ another 10,000 
volunteers.  

The importance of volunteers is not accurately reflected in the way the organisation 
operates or in resource allocation.  

 The absence of a comprehensive recruitment and development strategy makes it 
difficult to ensure that we can guarantee enough volunteers for the different aspects 
of the mission, e.g. campaigning, health walks. 

 The absence of a comprehensive support structure for volunteers means that 
Ramblers has limited ability to reward the decision to volunteer with the support, 
tools and leadership to make it a great experience. 

 The absence of a comprehensive support structure makes it difficult to set quality 
standards and police inappropriate or dangerous behaviour. 

 Many of our volunteers are under-utilised. We have highly qualified (ex) 
professionals running small local operations. Much of their excess energy and 
ability is sucked into governance instead of being used to support other parts of the 
volunteer network. 

 We do not adequately involve volunteers in the development of strategies and 
approaches.  

 Our communications with volunteers is weak and difficult because staff members 
are not seen to be operating proactively on behalf of the BoT, but are seen as an 
extractive resource for autonomous volunteers.  

 The skills in our governance bodies, including the BoT, are not harnessed as well 
as they could be to help inform the development of operations.  

3.5 Allocation of Resources 

The organisation is still identifying the implications of the 2009 financial problems and 
related allocations.  
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The recommendations in this report indicate the need for reallocating resources into 
addressing the long-term problems that Ramblers is facing rather than temporary fixes.  

Three areas that need additional resources are: 

 We do not spend enough on volunteer support. E.g. we spend less than for 
example the Samaritans who spend an average of £100 per annum to train a 
volunteer. 

 Internal Communications needs resourcing as part of a culture change in the 
relationship between staff and volunteers. 

 Campaign Infrastructure needs to be developed further through investments in ICT. 

 We need more staff ‘on the ground’ supporting groups and areas. 

3.6 Recommendations 

a) Business model: Establish a clear business model clarifying the relationship between 
income and participation. 

b) Supporter Journey: Focus on the journey from supporter to member on the 
assumption that this will secure the financial base in the long run, rather than a focus on 
membership numbers alone. 

c) Relationship between volunteers and members: Plan as if the numbers of members 
we have is directly related to the number and quality of our volunteers and their activities 
and implement a comprehensive support structure for the recruitment and development of 
volunteers, including measures for the health of groups and areas. 

d) Member retention: Instruct the CE to continue work on the supporter journey and 
member retention with the aim of increasing the numbers of people who support Ramblers 
and eventually become members. 

e) Volunteer support: Instruct the CE to develop a comprehensive support structure for 
volunteers which includes peer to peer support 

f) Health of groups: Instruct the CE to devise a system for the monitoring of the health of 
groups and areas so that the support structure for volunteers can be targeted effectively  

g) Resource allocation: Instruct the CE that the Business Plan should allocate resources 
with an emphasis on solving long-term problems  

Section 4.0 Executing the will of the Board of Trustees?  

4.1 The boundaries of the organisation are not clear. 

The recent controversy about the decision regarding holiday companies made it clear that 
the boundaries of what constitutes Ramblers are unclear.  The BoT and staff are legally 
obliged to work on behalf of the legal entity that is Ramblers.  
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However it is clear that for many this legal construct is not what they consider to be the 
Ramblers.  This reduces the BoT’s legitimacy and makes it difficult for the staff to claim to 
be working on behalf of Ramblers when trying to implement BoT decisions. In particular: 

 Boundaries to entities created as a result of outside pressure are seen to be 
artificial and to be worked around. 

 Bodies other than the BoT claim a legitimate role in deciding what the work of 
Ramblers should be. 

 Some Groups claim an autonomy that doesn’t legally exist nor is reflected in staff 
targets or expectations by General Council. 

4.2 There is conflict over basics  

Every organisation has a range of views within it and a loud and on-going debate is often a 
sign of a healthy organisation. However there are a number of issues where there is 
conflict over the basics of the organisation. More importantly there is no clear direction for 
staff and volunteers as to what the current agreed position is.  

Almost every activity the BoT wants can be received negatively by volunteers and be 
contested. Staff and BoT are also constantly addressing demands to implement cures for 
Ramblers problems that are expressions of a different strategic analysis. We tend to argue 
over the activity and not discuss as an organisation and either agree or dismiss.  

The conflict between being a volunteer and a membership organisation has been 
discussed above.   

Charity v campaign organisation 

There is an ongoing conflict with volunteers who want Ramblers to cease being a charity 
because they perceived conflict between being a charity and being a campaigning 
organisation. 

The arguments are diverse but centre around a belief that:  

 We should not be undertaking activities towards our promotion objective with 
people who are currently not able to access walking itself without some form of local 
infrastructure, because this will either 1) distract staff and volunteers from our core 
work i.e. campaigning or 2) reduces people's desire to become members;  

 We should not be undertaking activities towards our promotion objective with 
people who are currently not able to access walking itself without some form of local 
infrastructure because they are predominantly urban and Ramblers should focus on 
countryside protection.  

As a campaigner I have worked with this context for years.  For this review I also have 
checked with two separate legal firms. There is no conflict between the campaigning we 
want to do and being a charitable organisation. It limits but does not preclude one tactical 
option, civil disobedience.  
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However that misses the point that this argument is not about the legal construct. In 
essence it’s about which of the charitable objectives are more important than others and 
whether one form of achieving change, campaigning, should take precedent over another. 
We are already doing work across all our charitable objectives and we should not choose;  

My analysis is that campaigning and other forms of achieving change can be 
complementary. Stopping work on access to the countryside would mean abandoning our 
core values and our mission. At the same time, promoting a local infrastructure for 
accessing walking seems to speak to the original mission of the Ramblers. 

That said, organisations do tend to struggle to incorporate campaigning and other activity 
streams particularly service delivery. This is generally because campaigning is not 
understood by the organisation and it is inherently a high-risk activity. Given our 
background we should be more than capable of handling campaigning and other activities. 
Organisations such as Oxfam have shown that being a 'full spectrum' organisation can 
provide additional strength to an organisation (See section 2.2) Our challenge is to 
manage the service delivery to ensure it doesn’t limit other forms of achieving the mission, 
such as campaigning. 

National v local  

Despite the legal status changing many years ago the residual culture of the way the 
Ramblers came together continues to mean that there is a strong drive to autonomy at the 
local and area level.  

This means that groups and areas are effectively choosing which parts of the mission they 
participate in. And why not: we are reliant on the good will of volunteers, they geneally 
know best what will work in a local area and we would never consider forcing people to do 
anything they did not want to. However that autonomy cannot come at the expense of the 
mission or other members or volunteers. It cannot be acceptable for a group or area to say 
that they no longer want to participate in aspects of the mission AND not allow new or 
different members to carry out that work in their geographical area.  

There is a residual belief that the BoT should not be steering the whole organisation but 
providing a staff body that groups and areas, as independent bodies can get services from 
(see section on staff). 

4.2 Devolution 

The devolution agreements clearly helped stabilise a very difficult situation and provide 
some clarification in the nature of the relationship between Ramblers GB and RC and RS. 
However like the devolution agreements within Government they fail to establish a true 
and lasting constitutional settlement. The exact nature of the relationship between 
Ramblers GB and the three national identities remains un-quantified causing problems for 
“Britain’s Walking Charity’. In particular England is now under represented and lacks a 
voice relying on the GB BoT alone to act in its interests.  
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4.3 Lack of trust in staff  

There is an immense level of shared respect between individual staff members and 
volunteers. There is also a deep level of distrust of staff by some volunteers, particularly 
senior staff.  This distrust increases the further away you get from campaigning suggesting 
that the distrust in part relates to the perception of how staff are responsible for delivering 
change.  

The scale and nature of criticism and questioning that staff have to deal with is getting in 
the way of staff delivering BoT decisions. For example one week I alone had sufficient 
correspondence to cover two days. Operational systems can be used to manage this but 
to a degree some teams have already retreated into a protective bubble and feel under 
siege from detailed, forensic and hostile questioning.  

The lack of trust is made worse by a weak political antenna amongst the senior 
management team who are trying to find their collective voice and by poor internal 
communications.  

4.4 Recommendations  

a) Use participatory vision process and long-term strategies and approaches to 
debate and decide on underlying issues: We need to develop the proper processes for 
engaging in meaningful debate where ideas and prejudices can be challenged and judged.  

b) Culture of partnership and participation: Consultation within a culture where there 
has not been an acceptance that staff cannot be directed by each area or group (or 
individual volunteer!) is resulting only in conflict. Volunteers are left believing staff (and by 
extension the BoT) doesn’t listen and staff members are left trying to deal with conflicting 
views. Instruct the CE to include in the Business Plan the development of a culture of 
partnership and partnership where the views of the many are heard and mediated to 
identify the best solution for the organisation. 

Section 5: The next two years: suggested approach  

5.1 Structure of approach 

1. Develop a two-year business plan.  

2. Base this plan on an interim positioning exercise and further discussion of the Chief 
Executive Review.   

3. Agree a working definition of what Ramblers is to provide the basis for discussion of 
strategies and approaches during the business plan period. 

4. Use the period of the business plan to undertake a participatory visioning exercise 
that looks beyond the boundaries of Ramblers to include walkers and other people 
who enjoy the outdoors.  

5. Agree and implement a democracy strategy that has a long-term goal of reforming 
the culture, governance and democratic processes of Ramblers to ensure that the 
results of the visioning process can be implemented. 
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6. Commit to operate as effective primary strategic body of Ramblers with a fully 
functioning chief executive who will run the organisation on your behalf.  

7. Instruct the Chief Executive to develop a culture of partnership and participation 
between staff and volunteers, members and supporters.  

5.2 Draft working definition7 

The Ramblers exists to protect and defend the outdoors and the interests of all who 
enjoy them particularly, but not exclusively, walkers.  

We work on behalf of and for all walkers and potential walkers of all generations. We 
protect the places people want to go walking and their ability to do so. We benefit all 
current walkers by guarding the paths and access that walkers rely on. We also help 
develop the infrastructure for people to start and continue walking throughout their life.  

To facilitate that we are a charity with the following charitable objectives 

a) The provision and protection of footpaths and other ways over which the public have a 
right of way or access on foot, including the prevention of obstruction of public rights of 
way 

 b) The protection and enhancement for the benefit of the public of the beauty of the 

countryside and other areas by such lawful means as the trustees think fit, including by 

encouraging the provision, preservation and extension of public access to land on foot 

 c) The provision of facilities for the organising of open-air recreational activities and in 

particular rambling and mountaineering with the object of improving the conditions of life 

for the persons for whom the facilities are intended, namely the public at large, and in the 

interests of social welfare (including health). 

 d) Advancing the education of the public in subjects relating to access to, and the 

preservation and conservation of, the countryside and of the health benefits of outdoor 

recreational pursuits. 

We achieve those objectives by a variety of means including campaigning, advocacy, 
education and practical work.  

Most of the work to meet our objectives is undertaken by volunteers. It that sense, we are 
a volunteer led organisation. We have a professional staff that work in collaboratively 
partnership with volunteers to recruit, support and coordinate volunteers.  

A wide range of people, who undertake activities for us, support our work. Our work is 
primarily funded by members (people who have made a long-term commitment to 
Ramblers). Members are able to access walk programmes and a range of other benefits.  

                                                 
7
 Not a polished public definition but able to be used internally to clarify our boundaries and what 

we are about. 
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We encourage all supporters to become members. We encourage all members to become 
volunteers.    

The BoT with reference to the other democratic bodies of Ramblers sets the strategic 
direction of Ramblers. Staff, in partnership, with volunteers, supporters and members 
implements its will.   

Final Comment 

The focus of this review is the long-term challenges that face us. The situation we find 
ourselves in is complex and is not the result on any one person or bodies actions. 
Underneath the complexity and concern lies the good will and hard work of thousands of 
people who deliver towards the mission and, generally, have a great time doing so.  

Since starting I have discovered a movement that is more diverse, more extensive and 
frankly a lot more fun than I expected. Meeting members out walking or on footpath 
maintenance and in meetings has been wonderful. The challenge we face is to bring that 
sense of fun and achievement to our work in the three nations; to achieve vibrancy, 
sustainability and impact.  

Addendum 

This review was presented to the Board of Trustees for consideration. After looking at the 
review they decided that a concise version should be made available to all members. The 
unapproved minutes of the meeting that discussed the report are available. 

In summary they agreed.  

 There will be a period of further reflection and feedback. Staff and the Board of 
Trustees are both spending time examining the implications of the review. For 
example, the BoT will include in its meetings discussions on the strategic issues 
identified in this report. They have already changed the way they run meetings to 
accommodate this. The minutes of BoT meetings will now be more explanatory and 
an unapproved version will be available within three weeks of each meeting so you 
will be able to follow these discussions as they occur.  

 The staff will use the review as a background document in the development of a 
two-year business plan including the working definition. The BoT will approve this 
plan in September. Because the plan will include action to address many of the 
concerns identified in this review particularly better volunteer support, improved 
infrastructure for campaigning, and better communications the plan will not be 
consulted on8.  

 By the end of the two-year business plan we will have brought a new vision to the 
General Council for approval. That vision will be developed in a participatory way 
with members and non-members.  

                                                 
8
 For example, while undertaking the review I looked at all the comments on the previous Business 

Plan. The intention is to spend time working with volunteers on the how not consulting on the what.  

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/Volunteer/Board+of+Trustees+Published+Minutes
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The Chairman Jonathan Kipling and I are holding a series of meetings with members and 
volunteers to hear from members and discuss what we do next. For more information and 
to book a place please look on our website.  

If you would like to feedback directly please email benedict.southworth@ramblers.org.uk. 
All comments will be read by the Chief Executive. Please put “Review Feedback” into the 
subject heading of your email or the top left hand corner of the envelope.  

Benedict Southworth  

July 2012 

 

 

http://www.ramblers.org.uk/Volunteer/News/Special+National+and+Regional+Meetings+2012+-+Book+your+place
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