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It has been another interesting 12 months from a governance perspective.  Various changes to the rules have been implemented or proposed:

(1)
The Articles of Association were amended in April to create a “triumvirate”, with the post of Non-Executive Chairman being added to those of President and Chief Executive.  Complementary changes to the Bye Laws are proposed at the present meeting.  It is ironic that after all this work there is no candidate for the position of Non-Executive Chairman at the present meeting.

(2)
A further change to the Articles is proposed at the present meeting to enable the Board to take majority decisions by e-mail.  This seems to be an entirely reasonable proposal to improve the efficiency with which the Board conducts business.
(3)
A change to the Procedural Bye Laws is proposed at the present meeting to avoid the need to circulate hard copy of a candidate’s statement.
Both (2) and (3) reflect the changing way in which matters tend to be dealt with.  It is important that the need for the rules to develop over time is recognised, and that these are treated as a framework which needs to be fine tuned continually rather than as an encumbrance to progress.  The one thing that the Governance Committee will not abide is the rules being left unchanged but knowingly not complied with!  (3) contributes towards the reduction in the size of physical Council mailings.  The shift to publishing Council papers on the website for all to see is an important step towards openness, and also reduces costs.  Logically the next stage is to move to the electronic mailing of Council papers.  I suggested that this area be investigated in my report last year.  As no progress has been made (indeed the membership application form for an organisation does not even ask for an e-mail address) I am planning to step beyond the normal scope of my responsibilities and be pro-active in working with the Office to try to bring this about.
It is important that everybody is aware of the rules as they currently stand.  While the Memorandum and Articles, Bye Laws and Regulations can be individually downloaded from the website, it is desirable that there should be a Handbook of Rules bringing everything together in one place.  A ‘beta’ version of this has been prepared, and the first official version will be issued following the Council meeting.  Over time this can be expanded to incorporate guidance material.

The appointment of Gareth Caller as Finance Director addressed one of the main concerns that I highlighted in last year’s report.  It is disappointing that there is not yet a volunteer to take over from Mike Adams as Chairman of the Finance Committee, as I think that this Committee represents an important part of the checks and balances within the ECF.

The matter which is probably most concerning me at present is the need for decisions to be taken at the most appropriate level.  A given decision might be taken by:

(a)
Council.

(b)
The Board.

(c)
An individual Director.

(d)
An Officer appointed by a Director.

(e)
The ECF Office Staff.

In some cases the appropriate level is self-evident (e.g. changes to the Articles and Bye Laws can only be approved by Council, and changes to Regulations have to be agreed by the Board).  In other areas it seems much more hit and miss.  Based on the sheer volume of communications that I am copied into as a member of the Board circulation list, far too much of a detailed nature is still coming in the direction of the Board, when it should be concerning itself with matters of a more strategic nature.  However, there is a delicate balancing act to perform.  Directors and Officers need a degree of autonomy to be able to get on with their jobs.  However, there have to be safeguards so that, for example, an Officer does not take a key decision without reference to the relevant Director, since it will be the Director who is blamed if something goes wrong as a result.  It is important that there are clear lines of responsibility, and that areas of particular sensitivity are identified and addressed (e.g. the adequate review of documents published by the Federation before they are issued).  A key challenge to the incoming Chief Executive will be getting the balance right.
Clear, prompt and effective communications are also extremely important.  Considerable progress has been made with the website in the last twelve months.  However, it is disappointing that the publication of summaries of Board meetings has fallen into arrears, and that at the date of this report the most recent summary relates to the November 2009 meeting.  Going forward, the Board should make a commitment to publish summaries within a defined period.  Unofficial lines of communication can also be of great value.  Just two years ago Council passed a resolution with only two votes against (both from members of the Governance Committee) that the ECF should sever all links with the English Chess Forum.  Times change, and several directors now post regularly on the Forum.  This willingness to engage in open debate can, in my view, only be to the benefit of the Federation.
I have continued to benefit from the support and advice of Richard Haddrell, Andrew Leadbetter and John Paines as the other members of the Committee, and am delighted that they all wished to stand for re-election.  I had been dubious a few months ago as to whether I would be in a position to offer to continue as Chairman, but following the death of my mother in June I find that I once again have both the time and the energy to tackle the role.
John Philpott, Chairman of the Governance Committee
