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Introduction
In August 2009, a detailed Strategic Review was presented to the ECF Board, leading to the production of the Long-Term Strategic Plan (LTSP) approved by Council in October of that year.  In line with common business practice, it was intended that the LTSP should reflect the ECF’s direction over a number of years.  More detailed action plans are set out in the annual Business Plan presented to Finance Council each April.
Whilst it should not be necessary to make frequent revisions to the LTSP, regular reviews are appropriate to ensure that changes in circumstances and/or the Federation’s objectives do not prompt a reconsideration of the chosen strategy.  This short paper outlines the conclusions of the latest review.
Situational analysis
In the past year, there has been one material change in the ECF’s situation.  In mid-2010, the Department for Culture Media & Sport (DCMS) announced a 25% reduction, with immediate effect, in its annual grant to the ECF, from £60,000 to £45,000.  This was due to pressure to cut costs caused by the economic recession and the new Government’s wish to reduce the UK’s budget deficit.  There has been no firm statement on further reductions in the ECF’s grant, but it is prudent planning to consider the possibility that there will be further reductions or even the loss of the entire grant. 

The likelihood of a reduction in the DCMS grant was foreseen in the Strategic Review presented to the Board in August 2009.  In Q2/2010, a review was undertaken of the Management Services function, which identified approximately £35,000 in annual cost savings for implementation in the current calendar year.  (Only 50% of the savings will be achievable during 2010/11.)
The principal gap in the planned deliverables for the current year has been the Chess for Schools (CfS) programme, which has failed to generate more than a small fraction of the hoped-for free chess sets for schools.  At the time of writing, a meeting is scheduled with Holloid Plastics to discuss the future of the project and further comment is not possible.
In other respects, the analysis of the risks and opportunities set out in the Appendix to the LTSP remains valid.  Whilst it would be possible to identify minor shifts in certain areas – for example, there have been signs that the reducing trend in congress entries has been replaced by a much more mixed picture – none of these justifies a revision of the overall strategic assessment.
Strategic Review
In October 2009, Council approved the Board’s recommended strategy, categorised as “Slow Build”.  This included:

· Short-term focus on improving the ECF’s value to members and the English chess community as a whole;

· Early prioritisation of action to improve the ECF website significantly so that it becomes a generator of value and an attraction to non-members;

· Action to address existing communication and organisational issues;

· Cost/benefit review of activities and services to create capacity for revised focus;

· Continued delivery of current range of services and activities;

· Phased support for Chess for Schools initiative based on realistic assessment of capabilities and infrastructure at each stage;

· Longer term focus on organisational change (e.g. membership scheme) once the perceived value of the ECF is enhanced;

· Preparatory work to allow medium-term investment in chess development with a greater chance of sustainable success.
The rejected strategic options were:
a) “No Change”

b) “Transfer of Operations”

c) “Retrenchment”

d) “Aggressive Growth”

The change in the ECF’s financial circumstances does not affect the reasons for rejecting options a), b) and d).  It does justify consideration of whether a ruthless cost reduction programme and a scaling back of support for international and junior chess, i.e. option c), is now appropriate.  All other things being equal, the effect of a reduced DCMS grant is to cut funding available in these areas.  The Board has taken some steps to achieve savings, such as the cancellation of the junior magazine, The Right Move, but these might fall well short of requirements.  However, although the emphasis on cost-cutting has been increased, option c) is still not recommended, because it fails to move the ECF towards its long-term goals.

The reduction in the DCMS grant does demand, however, that the ECF should manage its costs rigorously and take steps to restructure its funding so that the effects of possible further reductions in the grant could be managed.  Specifically, greater emphasis should be placed on the cost/benefit review of activities and services in the current strategy – incorporating the need to maximise efficiency savings and eliminate unnecessary tasks – and on the longer term focus on organisational change.  It is recommended that the latter aspect should be treated with greater urgency than initially envisaged.
These shifts in emphasis aside, it is considered that the “Slow Build” strategy remains the most promising means of pursuing the ECF’s long-term vision while ensuring that the Federation’s financial soundness is not further undermined.

The uncertainty over future delivery of the CfS programme may put into question its continued inclusion in the strategy, but given that the original wording insisted upon “phased support [...] based on realistic assessment of capabilities and infrastructure at each stage,” it is considered that nothing is lost by its presence in the plan.

The launch of the Certificate of Merit this year has added a potentially important new source of income to the ECF.  At this stage, demand is difficult to assess, as is the medium- to long-term profitability.  For this reason, it is not considered that the strategy needs to be amended specifically to take this into account.
Recommendations
1. It is recommended that no specific changes are made to the current Long-Term Strategic Plan at this time.

2. The recommended shifts in emphasis within the existing strategy – namely cost management and longer term organisational change – will be reflected in the actions of the Board in the current year and in the 2011/12 Business Plan.
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