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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT

There is a detailed report on the ECF’s activities in the year to April 2011 in the Achievement Report against Business Plan, included in the AGM papers.  This report will concentrate on developments since April and broader organisational matters. 
Looking back on the statement that I published when seeking election a year ago, a number of themes were emphasised.  I should like to take a few moments to review this and assess the progress made.

· Vision & Strategy – The Achievement Report sets out progress against the ECF’s strategic objectives.  The long-term vision of what we should like to achieve remains essentially unchanged, and some useful progress has been made.  Inevitably, one finishes the year wishing that more had been done.  Funding questions have had an even greater prominence than expected, and this has in turn affected the time that I have had available to focus on other issues.  Funding is also a major driver in the main change in the previously agreed strategy, namely the priority to be given to the achievement of charitable status.

· Trust & Transparency – There has been encouraging progress in this area.  The ECF has shown a much-increased willingness to engage in dialogue with players and organisers (on the English Chess Forum, for example), and the website continues to develop as a valuable source of news and information about the ECF and chess in England.  I believe that the ECF has demonstrated a willingness to acknowledge its mistakes (e.g. the procedural errors at the 2010 AGM concerning the election of one of the non-executive director candidates) and to consult with players and organisers (most obviously in the development of the funding proposals).  In the end, trust and transparency are for others to judge, but the feedback from players and organisers with whom I have spoken has been positive.

· Customer Service – Improving customer service has received less of my attention than I should have wished, largely because the immediate need to secure the ECF’s financial position has tended to dominate.  However, we have sought to improve the quality of the services provided – the ChessMoves newsletter is a good example – and responsiveness to queries and complaints is, I believe, more consistently at a satisfactory standard.  
· Finances – The work on the ECF’s future funding and the implementation of cost-saving measures have been extensively documented elsewhere, so I shall not repeat myself here.  The substantial efforts to date notwithstanding, this is self-evidently a work in progress.

· Organisational Matters – The ECF is in the midst of significant change, the extent of which will depend upon the wishes of Council over the coming months.  The Federation’s paid office staff shrank from five to three people, based in Battle.  The Board has changed considerably during the last two years.  If Council confirms the necessary amendments to the Articles and Byelaws, the ECF will make significant strides towards becoming a membership organisation in September 2012.

During 2011, I consulted with David Anderton and a small group of external experts in law and accountancy on the possibility of the ECF’s obtaining charitable status.  In the process, the ECF responded to the Charity Commission’s consultation paper on the subject of promoting amateur sport as a charitable goal.  The benefits of charitable status relate to fundraising, including the potential for attracting sponsorship and legacies and the possibility of benefiting from gift aid on donations and, subject to confirmation, membership subscriptions.  Whilst the Board is strongly in favour of pursuing charitable status as soon as possible, it is a complex issue.  Firstly, charitable status is only possible if the organisation’s aims are exclusively charitable, which means that those aspects of the ECF’s work which relate to professional chess would have to be handled by a separate legal entity.  This in turn leads to the question of how the two potential organisations would interrelate and, significantly, how the non-charity would be funded.  Further investigations are underway to try to confirm that membership subscriptions would be eligible for gift aid.  Given these outstanding points, it has not been possible to finalise proposals to present to Council at this AGM.  This is regrettable, but it remains the intention to pursue this in 2012.
One of the questions raised by the potential split into two separate organisations, one charitable, the other not, is constitutional change.  Consideration of this is also an obvious corollary to the proposed introduction of a universal membership scheme.  In my consultation paper issued in the first half of this year, I commented on the possibility of moving towards a system of ‘one member, one vote’ (OMOV).   Few of the respondents to the consultation paper commented on this aspect and it was decided not to present proposals for major change in this direction at this AGM.  This is not to say that the Board and I do not believe that constitutional change may be appropriate under a membership scheme; rather, it is the recognition that OMOV would be an enormous change with significant complexities (not least the practicalities of organising an AGM with potential attendance ranging from the current level to hundreds or thousands of individual members).  

It is intended to address the question of constitutional change in the coming year, but I hope that Council will understand and accept the practical reasons for not doing so immediately.  The fact that the membership scheme would not be implemented until September 2012, with the first AGM when something approaching full individual membership might be in place not occurring until October 2013, means that there is some time to consult, debate and shape appropriate proposals.
Finally under this heading, I should like to comment on the ECF’s volunteers.  The Federation has a critical dependency on a sufficient supply of capable volunteers, and I am, as always, profoundly grateful to everyone who offers their services.  Vacancies, however, remain.  We have not been successful in filling a number of important roles, including Chairman of the Finance Committee, Minutes Secretary and Strategic Planning Officer, and other gaps may appear if candidates do not step forward to replace those stepping down at the AGM.  To a degree, longstanding vacancies may indicate some satisfaction with the efforts of those who are doubling (or tripling) up in order to cover the unoccupied roles, but this is not a healthy state of affairs and places constraints on what the ECF can achieve.
The 2011 AGM will mark the departure of two longstanding executives, Director of Junior Chess & Education, Peter Purland, and Director of Marketing (and many roles before that), Stewart Reuben.  Both men have dedicated their time and energy serving the Federation, and I should like to record my personal thanks to Peter and Stewart for their tremendous contribution to the cause.  Both have a depth of experience and expertise which has been invaluable to me during my brief time with the ECF and I have benefited many times from their wise counsel.  We are in their debt and they will be missed.
Andrew Farthing,

Chief Executive
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