The Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire & Peterborough

Minutes of the fifteenth Annual General Meeting at 12.00 hours on 9 October 2010 at West Hall, Queensbury School, Langdale Road, Dunstable, LU6 3BU
Present: Baroness Barbara Young (President), Sir Charles Chadwyck-Healey (Chairman of the Council, Margaret Goose (Vice Chairman of the Council), Richard Astle (Honorary Treasurer), David Gowing (Chairman of Conservation, Education and Community Committee), Richard Townley (Honorary Secretary), Jenna Bishop, Fiona Chesterton, and 69 members.
1.
Apologies for Absence:  Michael Allen (Vice President); David Clayton, Pat Doody, Derek Langslow, Sheila Pankhurst, Rupert Paul, Sir John Robinson, Wendy Copper, Elizabeth Lambert, Gill Lockett, Anthea Maybury, Mr and Mrs D Peacock and John Pitts.
2.
Minutes of the Meeting on 10 October 2009

The meeting was asked to approve the Minutes of the meeting as a true record.  Proposed by Charles Chadwyck-Healey, seconded by Richard Townley and approved nem con.
3.
Presentation of the Annual Report

The President presented the Annual Report.  Copies of the Annual Report had been made available to attendees through e-mail, where possible, and given out at the meeting.  A shorter, more readable version of the Report would appear in the next issue of Local Wildlife Magazine, but the report and accounts had to follow the layout as recommended by the Charities Commission.  The first page summarised the organisation of the Trust which hopefully reassured members that the Trust was a well run organisation.  Page 2 contained a summary of the work done for the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts.  BCNP Wildlife Trust was one of the most active in the national movement.  


From page 3 onward, there were highlights of the Trust’s real conservation work with the overarching aims of acquiring and managing nature reserves, gathering and using information about wildlife and influencing landowners and other people to take action for wildlife.  Current land holdings were 5,666 acres (2,293 hectares) across 126 nature reserves: the number of reserves reduced as adjacent ones were linked together, a fact difficult to announce, but good for wildlife.  The most valuable addition this year was the new land at Totternhoe, which members would see during the afternoon visit.  The freehold of Wistow Wood in Cambridgeshire had also been acquired, as a legacy, after managing the reserve for many years.  The 22-strong reserve management staff were ably helped by a couple of hundred volunteer wardens, who between them had more than several thousand years of experience.  The complement of reserves workers also now included around 430 sheep, 11 cattle and 3 Border collies.

The Trust was indebted to the Ecology Groups for the monitoring of the health of the reserves, and the Trust continued to strive to tell members more about the wildlife on sites.  Highlights of the year included breeding Avocets at Graham Water, a good year for orchids on several meadow reserves, and the hope of Cranes at the Great Fen soon.  Research into how butterflies control their temperatures and choose habitats had also been undertaken.  Members were referred to the Ecology Group and Totternhoe displays in the Hall for more information.  

The Trust had a new Development Plan which continued the commitment to bigger, better and more joined up landscape scale conservation schemes which was where conservation was heading in the 21st century.  The Trust was also a leading partner in the nationwide Wildlife Trusts Living Landscapes initiative.

The work in Bedfordshire which members had already been introduced to, was mirrored across all three counties.  In difficult times for public bodies, the Trust had been strengthening its engagement with local authorities to reinforce the idea that wildlife WAS important to people and needed looking after.

Community work to engage people to gain their support, excitement and commitment was also vital.  Part of the strength of the Trust was their activity locally which included the strongest network of Wildlife Watch Groups in the country.  Paxton Pits was also a national prize winner and had won Best New Watch Group in 2009 and, in 2010, had won Best Watch Group in the country.  


Page 7 of the report highlighted the importance of community engagement through the various groups and wildlife training workshops.  More members had been recruited this year than last, with the fall-out rate declining significantly.

Members remained the backbone of the Trust and remained loyal and generous despite the difficult current financial climate.  The Annual Report showed many reasons to be cheerful including the amount of invaluable work being done.  The President conveyed her personal thanks to staff, volunteers, Council and members for the great effort being made.  

Margaret Goose proposed the formal adoption of the Annual Report which was seconded by Martin Baker.  
4.
Presentation and Adoption of the Accounts and Auditors’ Report


The Honorary Treasurer presented the Accounts and Auditors’ Report.  Copies of the Accounts and Auditors’ Report had been made available to attendees through e-mail, where possible, and given out at the meeting.  On looking back at what he had said last year, the Treasurer had offered thoughts on the current situation which had expressed considerable caution.  A significant budget deficit had been expected, with income from corporate members, grants and individuals expected to be down.  This had not been surprising and left the Trust in a good, but not great, place to weather the storm.  The anticipated deficit had not, however, materialised and the current unrestricted surplus of £139,349 gave unrestricted cash of £840,000 which would cover 3.7 months’ costs.  This was an outstanding achievement and, while one should never feel complacent, the Trust had shown through sheer hard work and professionalism, that broad appeal could be changed into support.  There had been a 3% increase in members and subscriptions, and retention rates of 87.6% showed that the Trust was getting it right for members.  There had been a significant increase in legacy income which gave a major boost to the “bottom line”.  Although it was not possible to plan for legacies, credit was due to the brand which had been created to encourage such legacies.  

Investment income was slightly down.  Fixed assets had increased from £15m to £21m; this was not due to any further acquisition, but revaluation on land at the Great Fen.  This showed a distorted picture of the finances as, while the land at the Holme Estate continued to be farmed, it was seen as an investment, but would revert to cost value once it had gone into conservation.  

The Report and Accounts highlighted that work was continuing on the foundations for a successful future with the management team actively planning to put the Trust on an even firmer financial footing.  


In summary, it had been a good year financially allowing the Trust to do the good things that it was passionate about.  The Trust was on course to be ahead of budget in the current year .  A deficit was still predicted but this would be considerably reduced.  Clearly difficult times were still ahead with the upcoming government review and the impact this may have on the disposal income of members but the Trust had in place the systems, resources and staff to grow rather than just “weather” the current climate.

The Honorary Treasurer was standing down at this AGM.  He felt that the Trust was stronger and was in a better place financially to prepare for the future.  The guiding principles of financial management remained: sound business planning which had been done through the Development Plan; strong risk management which was overseen by the Resources Committee; the maintaining of 3 months assets; and the continued commitment to balanced budgets.  If these principles were adhered to, the Trust would continue to prosper.  The Honorary Treasurer thanked all management teams and the Resources Committee for their hard work and dedication.  He added it had been an honour to serve the Trust and passed his best wishes to his successor.

Questions were invited from the floor.  


Dr Larry Stoter asked:

1. Could the Directors’ report and accounts be emailed to attending members earlier, say, 2 weeks before the AGM?

2. There is a drop in income from charitable activities in the accounts.  Is this because of one-off activity in 2008-9, or something we should be worried about?

3. There appear to be debtors of approaching £1 million:  are debts pursued speedily?

4. ‘Membership services’ appear to cost £460,000.  What does this include?   Staff numbers under ‘Membership Services’ and ‘Central and administration’ appear to have increased.  Although I am sure this is justified, I would be interested to know what this covers.
Responses from the Honorary Treasurer and Resources Director:

1. We will try to send out the report and accounts as early as possible, but are constrained by having the accounts approved by our auditors and signed off by Council. 

2. The previous year’s charitable activities included a substantial income for the Great Fen from Heritage Lottery Fund, which had to be shown under this heading.  
3. The apparently high figure for debtors at year end relates in part to grants which are claimed retrospectively each quarter, and partly to income which results from end-of-year grants from a number of funding bodies.  The actual unpaid debts during each year remain extremely small. 

4. ‘Membership Services’ now includes all the contact management for members, volunteers, donors, corporate members and grant-giving bodies.  The change is partly a transfer of staff from fund-raising to this central service. ‘Central and administration’ now covers all communications and additional financial administration, partly to deal with the £7.9 million HLF grant for Great Fen, and partly reflecting the increased reporting requirements of other grants.

There being no other questions , Richard Townley proposed the adoption of the Accounts and Auditor’s Report, which was seconded by Karen Silcock.

The President thanked the Honorary Treasurer for his close and supportive eye on the development of finances during his tenure.

5.
Appointment of Auditors


Saffery Champness were proposed as Auditors by Council, seconded by Nick Hammond.

6.
Election of Returning Council Members


Charles Chadwyck-Healey; Fiona Chesterton, Margaret Goose, David Gowing, Tony Juniper, Derek Langslow, Sheila Pankhurst, John Robinson and John Yates were all eligible for re-election to Council and all willing to stand.  Their re-election en bloc was proposed by Karen Silcock and seconded by Bob Cornes.  The returning Council Members were elected nem con.

7.
Election of New Council Members


The President thanked the four retiring trustees for their service; Richard Astle had been an effective and prudent Treasurer, Rupert Paul had chaired the Conservation and Education Committee with enthusiasm and skill, Richard Townley had been a wise Trustee and Honorary Secretary and Pat Doody had brought to the Council the insights of a local activist and played a pivotal role in the development of the Huntingdon Local Group.  All four were to be thanked for their service to the Trust.


Council had proposed three new Trustees


Martin Baker had been warden of Lady’s Wood and Raveley Wood, on the edge of the Great Fen for many years; he was an active member of the Huntingdonshire Local Group and the Hunts Fauna and Flora Society.


Dr Jenna Bishop was a lawyer specialising in land tenure, having completed a PhD on the effects of land tenure on nature conservation and having worked for the National Trust for several years.


Karen Silcock has lived in the area for 20 years and until recently was a senior partner in the accountancy firm Deloittes where her speciality was fraud and insolvency.  She has a life-long interest in the English countryside.



Each would bring valuable skills and experience to the board of Trustees.


Council proposed the election of the new Council members en bloc, seconded by George Cottam.  The new Council members were elected nem con.
8.
Election of Honorary Secretary


Council had proposed Fiona Chesterton as Honorary Secretary to replace Richard Townley, seconded by Nigel Lingley.  The new Honorary Secretary was elected nem con.

9.
Election of Honorary Treasurer


Council had proposed Karen Silcock as Honorary Treasurer to replace Richard Astle, seconded by John Showers.  The new Honorary Treasurer was elected nem con.

10.
Election of Chairman of Conservation, Education and Community Committee


Professor David Gowing was standing for re-election.  Members should note that the title of the Committee had been changed very recently to reflect the broader remit.  Prof Gowing was proposed by Council and seconded by Bob Cornes and was elected nem con.
11.
Presentation of the Cliff Christie Award to Jeff Best


The Cliff Christie Award is a memorial to Cliff Christie, a long standing volunteer and employee of the Trust.  Cliff was warden at Pitsford Water nature reserve and was a leading Northamptonshire naturalist, which is why this award is reserved for someone who had made a contribution to natural history or conservation in the county.  


This year’s winner was Jeff Best.  As a long-standing warden, involved in all aspects of the Wildlife Trust in Northants, and in the past as one of the most active directors of NEWCO, the Trust’s consultancy, Jeff had contributed hugely to the Trust, ecologically, financially and practically.  In his academic career as a lecturer at the University of Northampton, he had inspired and guided a generation of students  -  and indeed, Chris Gerrard, who was now Director of Living Landscapes, had said that he would never have made a career in conservation without Jeff’s influence.  The depth and breadth of his ecological and historical understanding of Kings Wood had seldom been matched on any of our other reserves.  

In accepting the Award, Jeff thanked the President and added he felt he should also give an award to the Trust for the diversity of opportunities that it had given him.  He had found it a great source of benefit and thanked the Trust.

12.
Presentation of the Richenda Huxley Award to Bob Cornes


The Richenda Huxley Award was in memory of our long standing Chairman, Richenda Huxley and recognised an outstanding contribution to any aspect of the work of the Trust. 


This year, it went to Bob Cornes.  As a Trustee, and chairman of Conservation & Education Committee, Bob helped guide the Trust through some difficult and exciting times. Through his work with bats, and his contributions to Ecology Groups, Bob had added hugely to our knowledge of local wildlife, and inspired others to get involved too.  As warden for many years at Cooper’s Hill, our wonderful heathland nature reserve in Ampthill, Bedfordshire, he had helped keep the Trust grounded, and focussed on what really matters.


In accepting the Award, Bob thanked the President and added he felt he had been involved in interesting times both from a personal and Trust point of view and that he had felt he had got a great deal from the Trust and it was really nice to be able to put something back.

There being no other business, the President closed the meeting at 13.00 adding that the Trust should look forward to celebrating another successful year next year.
