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LONG-TERM STRATEGIC PLAN

ECF Mission Statement

‘To promote the game of chess, in all its forms, as an attractive means of cultural and personal advancement.  To foster the highest level of achievement in the game. To make the Federation’s services and membership available to all, without restriction; and to promote equal opportunities in a positive manner.’
	The Objects of the English Chess Federation [“the Company”] are:

· To encourage the study and practice of chess in England and for the purpose of these objects England shall be deemed to include such part of North Wales as is within the jurisdiction of the Cheshire & North Wales Chess Association for so long as it shall so remain.

· To institute and maintain British Chess Championships.

· To promote national and international chess tournaments in England.

· To secure the interests of English players (being those players who are entitled to represent England under the statutes and regulations of Fédération Internationale des Echecs [FIDE] for the time being in force) in foreign chess tournaments and matches.

· To support the Braille Chess Association and other chess organisations which are members of the Company and whose jurisdiction includes England unless and until in each such case separate equivalent English organisations shall be established which are members of the Company.

· To secure the interests of English problemists in foreign tournaments and tourneys and to encourage English problem composers and solvers by instituting tournaments and tourneys and for these purposes support of the British Chess Problem Society shall be within the scope of this object unless and until a separate English Chess Problem Society shall be established which is a member of the Company.

· To arrange such contests, meetings, etc. as may be deemed desirable and provide and present trophies for competitions to suitable organisations in England.

· To provide assistance in relation to chess to British Overseas Territories and Crown Dependencies, which are not for the time being members of FIDE, if requested to do so.

· To maintain and increase a fund, known as the “Permanent Invested Fund”, to be permanently invested in the name of trustees in accordance with an approved trust deed.

· To maintain a system for Grading the results of games of chess players participating in its own competitions and in the competitions of member organisations.

· To make the Company’s services available without discrimination on grounds of colour, creed, disability, impairment, occupation, race, religious or political affiliation, or sexual orientation and to promote equal opportunities in a positive manner.



1.
INTRODUCTION

This Long-Term Strategic Plan forms a key part of the ECF business planning cycle.  Its purpose is to record the long-term strategy of the ECF and to provide the basis of the strategic choices made.
Strategy is built upon three distinct elements: (1) a thorough understanding of the current position; (2) a clear vision of the desired future; and (3) an evaluation of the possible action plans available to bridge the gap between (1) and (2).  The final result of the strategic analysis should be the selection of a realistic but ambitious plan, which takes the organisation in the desired direction while achieving the best available balance of risk and reward.

In order to assist the Board of Directors in their selection of the long-term strategy, a detailed Strategic Review was completed in August 2009 by the Strategic Planning Officer.  Whilst the review is too detailed for it to be appropriate to repeat it here, it may be helpful to summarise its contents:

· Situational Analysis (I): The Current State of Play 
· ECF (4 pages)
· The English Chess Scene (6 pages)
· Situational Analysis (II): Risks, Issues and Opportunities (6 pages)
· Long-Term Vision (3 pages)
· Strategic Analysis 

· Strategic Options (5 pages)
· Implementation Plan [indicative only] (3 pages) 

· Appendices (14 pages)
· Business Planning Cycle

· ECF Direct Member Numbers

· ECF Membership Benefits

· England’s Performance in Team Competition

· English Participation in British Championships

· Review of Chess Federation Websites

· Summary of Feedback
Following consideration of the Strategic Review, the Board has agreed a long-term strategy which is documented here.  Specifically, the following are presented for approval by ECF Council:

· Long-Term Vision – As documented in the Strategic Review, this reflects the goals of the Board, taking into account the views of member organisations and individual members who responded to the Strategic Planning Officer’s request for input.
· Strategy – This sets out a high-level summary of the preferred strategy, explaining what it entails and the reasons for its selection.  In addition, this section also includes a brief summary of the other strategic options considered and the reasons for their rejection. 
By way of background, and for information only, this Long-Term Strategic Plan concludes with an Appendix setting out the Strategic Planning Officer’s analysis of the Risks, Issues and Opportunities facing the ECF and English chess.  This is a somewhat abbreviated version of the analysis presented in the Strategic Review.

Once adopted, the Long-Term Strategic Plan will form the basis of a more detailed planning process, to be reflected in future annual Business Plans.  While it is accepted that plans will change to adapt to circumstances, it is not envisaged that the Long-Term Strategic Plan will require frequent revision.
2.
LONG-TERM VISION
In order to establish strategic direction, it is essential that the long-term objectives should be clear.  These may be split into two parts: the vision for English chess as a whole and the desired state of the ECF.  Since the ECF’s function is to serve the interests of English chess, it is appropriate to define the broader vision first.
The Desired Future of English Chess
With regard to international chess success, one easy, perhaps flippant answer to the question, “What should is the desired future of English chess?” is simply: the 1980s.  After a period of rapid development – the result of financial backing and the determined efforts of many individuals – English chess blossomed in the early 1980s into a boom period never before seen.  This culminated in a sequence from 1984 to 1988, during which the English men’s team came 2nd in three consecutive Olympiads.  Success continued into the first half of the 1990s, albeit – with the one shining exception of the 1997 European Team Championship (which England won) – at a slightly lower level of success.  At the amateur level, chess congresses and league competitions were better attended than now; on the other hand, there were no events to match the success of the British Land UK Chess Challenge and the 4NCL.
It would be easy to argue that, having achieved this level once, the feat could be repeated.  In practice, this is very unlikely.  The break-up of the Soviet Union led to the creation of multiple strong chess nations, where previously there was one.  For England to regain second place in the chess world would require a dramatic upsurge in the number of top-class players in the country.

With this cautionary note in mind, the following sets out a picture of English chess which would meet the goals of the ECF:
1. International success: 

a. Strength in depth sufficient to achieve top 10 finishes consistently in international team competition;

b. Well-sponsored international men’s and women’s teams;

c. At least one major star, i.e. top 10 player in the world ranking list;

d. At least two successful, strong international events in England (Hastings plus one other);

e. An increase in the number of FIDE-rated events in England.

2. Professional chess:
a. Chess should be a viable full-time profession for at least the top 10 English players;

b. A thriving British Championship, which consistently attracts more than half of the top 30 English players.
3. Junior chess:
a. A chess club in every school;

b. A suitable coach available to every school and to each strong junior who requires one;

c. A year-on-year increase in the number of junior players continuing with the game into adulthood;

d. Recognition of the educational benefits of chess for young people;

e. An enhanced image of the game that attracts and retains the interest of the young;

f. A year-on-year increase in the number and quality of juniors playing in international events.

4. Women’s chess:
a. Year-on-year increase in the number of female chess players, including a narrowing of the gap between the proportion of male and female players;

b. Chess clubs and events consistently seen as attractive to players of both sexes;

c. Increased female participation in all chess events;

d. International women’s team success to match that of the men’s team.
5. Amateur chess:
a. A year-on-year increase in the number of active, graded players;

b. A choice of congresses across the country (including an improved London congress schedule) on every weekend of the year;

c. A consistent level of chess organisation which delivers events attractive to every age group;

d. A year-on-year increase in the number of games played in local league competitions;

e. Year-on-year growth in internet, e-mail and correspondence chess;

f. Chess recognised as a health benefit for older people;

g. A well-sponsored Grand Prix which encourages participation in congresses at every level;

h. A successful, multi-level County competition.

6. Chess in general:

a. Some form of chess TV programming, accessible to strong and weak players alike;

b. Maintenance of a respected, successful chess publishing industry in the UK;
c. Lottery funding;

d. Consistent use of the benefits of charitable status;

e. An image of chess which is true to the traditions of the game and which does not suggest barriers in terms of intelligence, gender, age, class or ethnicity.

The Vision for the ECF
The ECF is a means to an end, the end being the improved state of English chess (see above).  The desired vision for the organisation should, therefore, be the one which maximises the chances of achieving the broader success of the game.
This vision includes an organisation which:

· Communicates openly with its members and is trusted by them;

· Is clear about its objectives and how it spends the money it raises;

· Provides value for money to members through a combination of tangible benefits, services and investment in ensuring that chess prospers in the future;

· Is built upon a solid financial platform derived from a broad membership base and chess activity;
· Generates its own funding for its ongoing member services, leaving it free to attract and apply increased state funding to elite success and the wider development of the game;

· Follows policies reflective of the democratic wishes of the membership;

· Is structured to allow its directors and officers sufficient independence to act effectively throughout the year;

· Attracts high-quality individuals to serve as directors and officials, backed by robust succession planning;

· Operates a robust Grading system for all English players;

· Supports chess organisers and organisations throughout England in a constructive way which facilitates consistency of standards without stifling creativity and independence.

3.
STRATEGY
3.1
Selected Strategy: “SLOW BUILD” 

This strategy accepts the need for a longer timetable for achievement of the long-term vision, using the time to build a sound financial platform on the back of membership growth.  It includes:

· 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 perceived value of ECF enhanced;

· Preparatory work to allow medium-term investment in chess development with a greater chance of sustainable success.
	Analysis
(
Affordable.  Recognises the need to phase investment in line with the ECF’s financial health.

(
Prioritises investment on two specific areas designed to offer most promise of return (website; chess in schools).

(
Builds upon Holloid Plastics Chess for Schools project without exceeding the boundaries of the achievable.

(
Addresses member concerns about communication and value for money.

(
Seeks to address organisational issues in a measured way, seeking change only on the basis of a proven track record of success and delivering value, maximising chances of overcoming political obstacles;

(
Acknowledges need for improvement in efficiency and effectiveness without discarding the good work currently being delivered.

(
Takes the organisation in the direction of the long-term vision.

(
Dependent upon successful growth of the membership base.

(
Delivery of significant improvements in professional game/international chess results will be unlikely for several years.

(
Requires some up-front investment, which will reduce the ECF’s resources in the short term.


Conclusion:  Not without risk, this is nevertheless the most promising balance of financial realism and ambition.  This strategy demands significant change, but in a managed way which maximises the chances of sustainable success.  
3.2
Rejected strategic options
In selecting the preferred strategy, the Board considered and rejected four additional strategic options.  In order to enable a fuller understanding of the basis for the final choice, these rejected options are briefly summarised below, together with the reasons for their rejection.

a)
“NO CHANGE” 

This option represents the continuation of the current direction, namely:

· Delivery of existing services (including some retrenchment to reduce costs) as set out in the latest budget and Business Plan;

· Support for the Holloid Plastics Chess for Schools project in the form of the launch of a support package (book/DVD/Certificate of Merit);

· No change in organisation structure or membership options.
Reasons for rejection:  Although by definition relatively easy to implement, this is an unattractive option, which risks failure to capitalise on the significant opportunity presented by Chess for Schools in the short term and failure even to sustain the status quo in the longer term.  This option fails to address the ECF’s unsatisfactory financial position or the wider issues identified in the English chess scene.  It offers no significant progress towards achievement of the long-term vision.  At best, the situation would get no worse.  The most likely scenario is that the position would deteriorate. 
b)
“TRANSFER OF OPERATIONS” 

Under this option, the ECF would devolve responsibility for the management and development of chess as far as possible to local organisations.  The Federation would remain as a small central body, representing England in international bodies (such as FIDE) and retaining its responsibilities for the national team.
Reasons for rejection:  While this would allow greater determination of local priorities to fit local needs, too much of the ECF’s work is unsuited to a fragmented structure for this option to make financial sense.  Potential and actual economies of scale could be lost, and the current state funding from the DCMS could be jeopardised.  The most probable outcome would be that the game would shrink and be further marginalised.  It is unclear how this option would achieve consistent progress towards the long-term vision.
c)
“RETRENCHMENT” 

The priority under this option is to arrest the erosion in the ECF’s finances.  It places the rebuilding of the Federation’s reserves over the maintenance or development of existing activities and services.  As such, this strategy would include:

· A ruthless cost/benefit analysis of office activity with a view to cost reduction by eliminating tasks;

· Scaling back of support for international and junior chess sufficient to achieve a financial surplus (assuming decline in graded games and member numbers);

· No new investment (i.e. minimal follow-up to the Chess for Schools project).
Reasons for rejection:  Not so much a strategy as an admission of defeat.  Despite the reduced ambition entailed in this option, it is by no means certain that it would prove viable if major funding sources were lost due to the narrow scope of the ECF’s surviving activities.  Without certainty of achieving its financial objective, the rationale for the strategy effectively disappears.  This option would present a high risk that the Chess for Schools initiative would be squandered.  Reduced investment in Junior and International chess could jeopardise DCMS funding.  Almost by definition, this strategy makes no effort to address current issues and offers no progress towards the long-term vision.
d)
“AGGRESSIVE GROWTH” 

This option envisages a vigorous campaign to invest in and promote chess in England, including such actions as:

· Increased prize fund and appearance money in British Championship;

· Launch of new chess tournaments, perhaps as part of a financially attractive Grand Prix;

· Investment in expansion of commercial activities via enhanced website;

· Increased investment in England team at international events and in junior chess development.
Reasons for rejection:  This might be an attractive option if funding were not a barrier (although even if it were not, the ECF is arguably not in a position to launch such a programme of growth).  As matters stand, funding is an insurmountable obstacle.  This strategy also fails to address the existing organisation issues and relationship with members.
APPENDIX: Risks, Issues and Opportunities
1.
ECF

1.1
Organisation and Governance
· The reliance upon unpaid volunteers for much of the ECF’s work greatly reduces costs but creates several risks: 

· Difficulty finding new/replacement officers and directors (e.g. Finance Director; Manager ICT);

· Succession planning (currently being addressed in part through the nomination of Alternate Directors) is problematic;

· Directors and officers have insufficient time available for ECF work;

· Lack of levers with which to motivate directors and officers and to raise standards.

· The relative infrequency of face-to-face contact between Board members may result in sub-optimal teamwork.

· The composition of the Council is broadly akin to the Annual General Meeting in other organisations.  The decisions taken by Council, however, are at a level normally made by an Executive Board.  There is a mismatch between the nature of the decision-making body and the relatively fine detail of the decisions it is sometimes asked to take.  The frequency of Council meetings also suggests confusion between high-level oversight and management. 

· The fact that much decision-making occurs at the six-monthly Council meeting creates the risk that the Board is unable to respond promptly to opportunities which arise in the interim.

· Only a small minority of English chess-players are ECF members.  There is therefore considerable opportunity for growth.

· By the same token, there is currently a risk that ECF may be seen as unrepresentative.  The fact that Direct Members do not have a vote on the major issues affecting the Federation is likely to exacerbate this risk.

· There are indications that members feel detached from the organisation, which leads many to question the value of membership.  In an economic downturn, this creates the serious risk that member numbers will drop sharply, as players review their expenditure priorities.

· There is a clear perception among Northern counties that the ECF is biased in favour of the South.  Whether based on truth or not, this has a detrimental effect upon the development of the game nationwide and on the financial position of the ECF.  It needs to be addressed as a matter of priority.

· The opportunity of seeking the financial benefits of charitable status remains.

1.2
Current Activities
· The ECF does not communicate its activities and achievements clearly enough.  Members (and potential members) too often misunderstand how their money is used, most often in the case of Game Fee, which is widely believed to be solely a charge for grading games.

· Top players consider that they receive insufficient support from the ECF.  Conversely, the average player typically believes that the ECF spends too much money on supporting England’s international players and juniors.

· There is an opportunity for the ECF to demonstrate value through an extension of its activities, e.g. the organisation of member-only congresses (possibly as part of a funded Grand Prix – for which sponsorship was obtained in the past) or the provision of coaching events to affiliated clubs and other organisations.  
1.3
Funding
· Lack of funding is the most significant practical constraint on the ECF’s progress.  Reserves are already materially below the minimum considered appropriate.  At the rate of loss seen in 2007-9, the ECF’s general reserve would be exhausted within four years.

· Each of the ECF’s sources of finance is at risk to some degree:

· The economic situation is placing considerable pressure on Government spending.  The DCMS grant has not increased in recent years and is not expected to do in the foreseeable future.  Although inflation is relatively low, this is still slowly eroding the value of the grant.  

· Dissatisfaction with the rapid rise in Game Fee may lead to an increase in ‘opting-out’, as events or organisations choose not to register with the ECF.  Falling numbers in games played may also reduce income from this source.

· If the membership trend reported by the NCCU is reflected in the ECF’s Direct Member numbers, this will also reduce income.  

· In the case of both Game Fee and Direct Membership, the financial benefit of increases is likely to be offset in whole or in part by reduction in volumes as a result of disaffection.

· Sponsorship remains hard to find, although there have been some successes in recent years.

· Experience overseas would suggest that mandatory membership (e.g. through affiliation schemes) offer a more reliable and substantial financial platform.  However, the ECF’s experience indicates that this would prove politically difficult to implement, even if Council approval could be obtained.

· The pricing and positioning of the Direct Membership scheme is inconsistent.  There is a risk that income is being adversely affected through incorrect pricing or unclear promotion.  If it is intended that the Full Membership category should incorporate an element of patronage, this should be made explicit.  This may in turn prompt a review of the voting rights that Full Membership might provide.  A review of Membership benefits to enhance the package’s attractiveness or its financial viability would be justified.

· The opportunity to appeal actively for bequests from chess enthusiasts appears to have been under-exploited.  To succeed, this would need to be combined with clearer communication of the ECF’s activities, i.e. how the funds would be used.

· In some countries (and, in the past, occasionally in English chess), funds have been raised by direct appeal for donations.  This is feasible when a specific objective is mind, such as sending a team to the Olympiad, which gives potential donors clarity about the cause they might be choosing to support.

· The opportunity to obtain the benefits of charitable status remains unexploited.

· The proportion of the ECF’s income spent on “administration” (which is how the activity of the ECF office is commonly classified) is subject to challenge.  In percentage terms, it is comparable with similarly sized charitable organisations, but central costs are often difficult to defend.  Possible actions:

· Initiate a review of the office activities and working practices to identify potential efficiency savings and/or work which could be done differently or not at all;

· Enhance the ECF’s on-line capability so that manual tasks could be automated, e.g. membership fee collection;

· Allocate an appropriate proportion of office cost, based on time/activity, to the specific Directorships set out in the ECF accounts reported to Council.  This would have the benefit of making the true financial cost of each service clear and would significantly reduce the apparent cost of simple ‘administration’;

· A mandatory membership affiliation scheme would significantly reduce the cost of collecting and administering the current mixture of Game Fee and Membership schemes.

1.4
Communications 
· There is a lack of IT expertise in the organisation.  This affects the day-to-day operations of the ECF office and the design and management of the website.

· The ECF website is, in effect, its ‘shop window’.  It is both a demonstration of value for existing members and other users and a hook with which to attract potential new members.  As it stands, the website is functional without coming close to meeting its potential.

· A comparison with other chess federation websites suggests a number of opportunities to improve the ECF’s online presence (detailed in the Strategic Review)
· The English Chess Forum was previously linked prominently to the ECF site.  The link remains, but now it is only accessible from the Grading section and is far from obvious to the visitor.  Regardless of the validity of the rationale for removing/de-emphasizing the link to the Forum, the absence of an on-line communications channel on the ECF site is a serious weakness.  There is an opportunity to correct this, albeit in a suitable form (moderation; legal caveats).

· Feedback received during the preparation of this report indicated that there have been instances when approaches to the ECF, including expressions of interest in advertised vacancies and offers of assistance, have been ignored (not even acknowledged).  While such cases may be rare, their impact is disproportionately large, and the risk is that negative word-of-mouth spreads as reports of such behaviour are passed on.

· There is insufficient attention paid in communications to the impact of silence in the face of delays.  When a scheduled or expected item (e.g. a press release or the publication of the British Championship details) is delayed, it is essential to acknowledge the delay as soon as possible, with as clear an explanation as possible.  The risk that the ECF takes with its current approach is that silence will be filled with negative speculation.  In some cases in the recent past, this has happened to such an extent that the eventual statement is simply not believed.

2.
THE ENGLISH CHESS SCENE
This Strategic Plan is centred on the ECF.  For this reason, the previous section, relating to risks, issues and opportunities within the Federation, was necessarily detailed.  It would be possible to analyse the issues facing the wider English chess scene in similar detail, but this would stretch the scope of the Plan beyond the practicable.  The following is, therefore, only a brief summary of the major points.  It attempts to focus particularly on those aspects which the ECF could most promisingly seek to influence.

1. The success of the British Land UK Chess Challenge (BLCC) has created a widespread awareness of the game among schoolchildren.  Currently, the vast majority of these children abandon the game in the later years of secondary education or soon thereafter.  Few of the junior players join the ECF.  The BLCC is happy to operate independently and, given its success, is right to do so.  There could be an opportunity for the ECF to seek a means of making a stronger connection to the BLCC to the benefit of the competition, the players and, ultimately, the Federation.  (It is understood that past approaches have been rejected.)
2. The pool of active adult chess-players is slowly diminishing.  This needs to be addressed.

a. Developing chess in schools is the most obvious means of increasing the ‘pool’.  The Holloid Plastics scheme provides an unprecedented opportunity to place chess on schools’ agenda.  The quality and effectiveness of the follow-up stages, most notably the availability of suitable coaches and club organisers, are critical to the exploitation of the opportunity.  There is a material risk that the project’s success will be undermined by inadequate follow-up.

b. Consideration needs to be given to the challenge of maintaining the interest of young and middle-aged adults in the game.  Identifying family- and work-friendly mechanisms for playing the game are essential.

c. Similarly, work could be done to understand better what draws people back to the game.  Experience suggests that it is not exclusively the result of retirement.  The better this is understood, the better the ECF can develop ways of increasing or accelerating the flow of returning players.  Part of the challenge is to ensure that clubs, congresses and the ECF website are as welcoming as possible.

d. The opportunity to increase take-up of chess among older people is also considerable.  Scientific research on the benefits of mental activity (particularly of a non-repetitive nature such as chess) in reducing the likelihood and impact of conditions such as Alzheimer’s is currently thin but positive.  There is scope to package the game in a way that makes it attractive to this market.

e. The very large number of Internet chess participants is another potential market.  Appropriately promoted, the attractions of face-to-face chess could draw many more people into the chess club and congress circuit.  Even if this were not successful among some demographic groups, it could sow essential ‘seeds’ for a later interest in the face-to-face game.

3. The declining numbers at chess congresses present a risk to the game and to the financial position of the ECF.  Some congresses are notably more successful in attracting and retaining players than others.  There is an opportunity to use a combination of the Grading Database and congress information to develop a robust understanding of the critical success factors for a congress.  This in turn could be applied in an added-value service from the ECF, sharing this research with congress organisers so that they can make the most of their events.  

4. There is an opportunity to be creative in the organisation of chess events, offering ancillary attractions to draw and retain players of all ages.  It is an obvious but critical point that there is no value in seeking to bring more people into the game if the ‘product’ is dull and unattractive.  It is not a question of finding one thing to please everyone but rather of offering a menu of attractions to appeal to a range of tastes.

5. The poor financial rewards for the would-be professional player create the risk that England will continue to decline as a global chess force.  Addressing this is self-evidently very difficult.  Funding is a key priority, and this needs to be built up first.  In the interim, there is a risk that without selective prioritisation the decline of English results will accelerate.
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