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North and Mid Cheshire Area


Minutes of the Annual General Meeting — 21st November 2009

Persons present

J Watkin, Penny Clarke, Bill Fraser, Christine Masson, David Brunt, Harry Faulkner, David Bratt, Geoff Hill, Judith Halman, Keith Doughty, Evelyn Kinsella, Harold Bennetton, Janice Barker, Janet Bolton, Jan Shipsides, Dave Shipsides, Sheelagh Warner, David Stearne, Harry Johnston, Andrew Galloway, Ken Hall, Norman Lidbury, Chris Leap, Mike Alldred, Jess Milligan, Gill Burn, John Burn, Rhona Povall, Eric Povall, James Cain, Eddie Broome, Alan Milligan, Brian Booth
 Speaker  Harry Mycock.

Apologies

Valerie Davies, David Richards, Vince Joyce  

1. Introductory remarks.

JW welcomed everyone to the North and Mid-Cheshire RA Area AGM. He gave a special welcome to Harry Mycock who is our Area Trustee for the Ramblers and our speaker for the meeting. 
JW spoke of the RA’s financial situation which has caused some paid members of HO staff to be made redundant. He asked for it to be made known through Harry Mycock that our Area wished them all well.
JW announced a number of resignations from the Area and Groups committees;  this included himself, Barry Smith, chairman of VR&K replaced by Alan Milligan, Robin Whittaker, footpaths Halton, replaced by Norman Lidbury, Andrew Galloway, Under 40’s chairman, replaced by David Heys, Harry Johnston, Area countryside and Jan Shipsides Area treasurer. JW thanked them all for their service to the Ramblers.
2.  Minutes of the AGM held 22nd November 2008
The minutes were agreed as a true record. John Watkin and Keith Doughty both signed a paper copy as a true record.  (KD has signed copy).
3. Matters arising from the minutes

Actions that arose at the last AGM 2008
Action 1: - Completed: JW/KD signed the minutes.

Action 2: Procedures to deal with situation when a walk leader is unable to lead at short notice. Information to go into News Letter. Completed.

Action 3: John Watkin found a sponsor for RA photo competition (Bulgarian Holidays) competition was NOT a complete success because only 20 people entered photographs. Completed

Actions arising from this year’s AGM 2009
Action 1:   To discuss at the next Area Committee Meeting, working groups combined with ‘Cheshire footpaths’ in the upkeep of our local footpaths. Put on agenda. See item 9
Action 2: Penny Clarke our Secretary to send Motion to General Council.  See item 13
4. Secretary’s report by Penny Clarke
This annual report will be published after the AGM as part of the end of year newsletter and will include the names and contact details of the area committee.
As an area we have experienced a curious administrative split with the desegregation of Cheshire as a county into two unitary authorities – Cheshire West and Chester (CWAC) and Cheshire East – Knutsford is now in Cheshire East and Vale Royal in CWAC. We of course, continue to operate as an area, but it does mean that we now have four LAs to deal with regarding footpaths etc.  
We have continued to have difficulty attracting new officers to serve on the area committee. John has been multitasking as Area Chair, Treasurer and footpaths officer, a situation which is not sustainable and has, hopefully, been resolved.  Harry Johnston has completed his first year as our Area Countryside Officer and now wishes to stand down. Janet Bolton and I continue as Area Secretary operating as a ‘job share’ with Janet handling the minutes while I handle the correspondence. As John has already mentioned there is a hugely increased use of IT to communicate between CO and Rambler Members and between members of the area committee themselves. This has had a plus in that I no longer receive a continuous supply of paper circulars from CO.  It was agreed at the last Area CM that I will routinely forward information that I receive from CO to all committee members. This is a ‘suck it and see’ approach. The hope is that people will simply delete anything irrelevant.
On behalf of us all I would like to thank David Stearne for his expertise and commitment regarding managing the area website and the IT aspect of the walks programme.  
There have been five area committee meetings this year with an average attendance of 10 people at each. The meetings have covered a range of subjects and, as a result committee members have undertaken a range of activities and tasks.  

First Aid Training – Janice Barker (VR and K rep and H&S officer) attended a course which turned out not to be suitable for our needs. Lowland Search and Rescue have been approached regarding availability and cost of their First Aid Training, as it is recognized as being more appropriate to our needs. 

Cancellation of walks at short notice – CO was contacted for advice as to best practice. There is no specific system in place so it was agreed by the committee that the current method of using the internet, telephone and emails to alert members about walk changes and cancellations is the best we can do. These ad hoc arrangements will be published in the next newsletter. See action 2 Matters arising.
The Festival of Winter Walks, which ran across the Christmas and New Year period, involved nine walks -  a total of 370 walkers with numbers in each walk ranging from 16 to 54. The  ‘Get Walking’ event in  May attracted significantly fewer walkers than last year 20+ rather than 90+ and the family walks that John organized were  something of a disaster area with very few participants in spite of all John’s promotion, planning and organization.

Training for walks leaders is ‘work in progress’. Currently, training tends to happen on an ad hoc basis with experienced leaders encouraging and supporting those who are tentative and lack skills and confidence. Past experience of ‘official’ training has not been very encouraging. The Area paid for 24 leaders to be trained, but this did not benefit the Area as they all left! There is free information on the internet for walks leaders and John has sign posted members to this resource via the Area website. Vale Royal and Knutsford Group is planning training and mentoring of prospective walks leaders particularly with a view to encouraging more people to lead on the Sunday coach walks. Leaders need to be reminded that they have a duty of care to everyone they are leading.

The Tuesday Area coach walks continue to flourish and huge thanks are due to Lucy Fitzsimmons, the coach organiser. It has been agreed that Lucy should be allowed to run the Tuesday Area coach money through the Warrington Group because she is that group’s treasurer. 

General Council – Andrew Galloway (Under 40’s Chair) and myself attended (GC) at Harper Adams UC 3rd and 4th April – both of us (GC novices!) We submitted a proposal as agreed by the Area Committee which was subsequently amended (and considerably lengthened) at conference to read:-

“This General council calls upon the Board of Trustees to investigate the feasibility of an amendment to The Highways Act or other legislation to increase the powers and/or duties of highways authorities with respect to the repair and/or replacement of stiles, gates or any other item of rights of way furniture. This would include consideration of a fixed period of time from the date that the relevant highway authority is notified in writing of the defective furniture. If deemed appropriate such a measure should then be added to the Ramblers’ shopping list.”

Brian Reader, Agenda Committee read part of the appropriate section from the blue book (The Rights of Way: a Guide to Law and Practice) – this seemed to imply that such a duty already existed and the motion was narrowly defeated by the delegates. However, the outcome of the motion itself was academic as the Board of Trustees has indicated that the feasibility of a change in the law will be added to the Ramblers’ shopping list. So all was not lost.

General Council provided a great opportunity to network with other Ramblers, Trustees and employees. Both Andrew and I felt that we were disadvantaged by the fact that neither of us had been to (GC) before so weren’t familiar with the procedures. This year (GC) was shortened to two days. There were plans to hold a members day in Sheffield at the beginning of September but this was cancelled through lack of support.

Harry Johnston attended the CO open day, Harry was given information about the Walk Magazine, Crow Acts R o W, Fund Raising,  reciprocal arrangements with OS maps, Campaigns, Finance and the Get Walking Keep Walking initiative and fed this back to Area Committee. 

The Cheshire Show – Volunteers helped to set up the stand on the Monday 22nd June and then manned it on the Tuesday and Wednesday and a huge thank you to everyone involved. We invested in an area banner and T-shirts as a one off cost to make the stall look more professional.  It was hard work but good fun and attracted lots of interest. John has submitted a report to CO about the event including mention of the quality of the materials provided. In July we had 30 new members, the highest increase ever in one month, but we do not know how many of those came as a result of the Cheshire Show, nor do we know if other areas benefitted from our efforts. For future reference – if we do this again - it would be good to have some up to date Area based photos of walkers walking and footpath inspections and issues.
A photographic competition was organized by Harry Faulkner with photos displayed on the website. Bulgarian Holidays sponsored and judged the competition and Rose Chisholm won first prize.

Constitutions – Area and group constitutions need updating in line with the Ramblers’ model constitution. Although the new Area constitution has been written for some time, members have not been given the statutory 14 days notice to enable us to vote to accept it at this AGM! So it will have to be held over until next year. I suggest that we notify all members in next summer’s Area Newsletter (or even this winter one) which will give everyone more than enough notice. Groups should now all have the template in order to rewrite their constitutions which will also have to wait until next year’s AGMs to be accepted.

Concerned Ramblers met at the end of September in Leeds. Over 100 participants, from many different areas, attended alerted by email.  Keith Doughty, Eric Povall, John Burn and Brian Booth attended from this area.  They discussed what is happening in the Ramblers, made a number of policy decisions and appointed a “Steering group” to take these decisions forward. It was agreed at our October ACM that Keith would seek guidance from the (SG) as to what they want us to do. We have received a Motion for General Council and it is for us to decide if we as an area would like this to be our motion for General Council next April. This will be discussed later at this meeting. Keith’s report from the Leeds meeting will be included in the next newsletter and will also be on the Area Website. 

Regional meetings – Ramblers CO recently organized several l 2 hour meetings at regional level to give volunteers the opportunity to voice their concerns directly to Tom Franklin (Chief Executive) and Rodney Whittaker (Chair of the Board of Trustees). I attended the one held in Birmingham last week. Tom and Rodney each gave a short presentation and then answered questions which were mostly concerned with CRM, staff moral following restructuring, campaigns and R of Way. A report of the meeting will be available in the newsletter and on the Area Website.

Next year is the 75th Anniversary of the Ramblers and there are plans to celebrate at a local, area and group level. Warrington Group has already planned a 75km walk around Warrington, 15km a week over 5 Saturdays. CO has sent out information about a Baton Walk throughout England, Wales and Scotland. Our Area Baton Walk is in April so I am assuming (rightly or wrongly) that our already planned April walks will have a ‘Baton’ Monika. I have no idea what the Baton looks like and it definitely isn’t anything that gets passed on physically from region to region, area to area. We shall wait and see. 

Finally, on a seasonal note – you will know from your Ramblers’ membership card that Cotswold Outdoor have a promotional/sponsorship connection with the Ramblers.  What you may not know is that they are holding exclusive Christmas shopping evenings with mulled wine and mince pies just for Ramblers’ members – to be held on 25th November 6-9pm.

5. Area Constitution
See Secretary’s report above. In order for the meeting to agree the constitution it needs 14 days notice. Therefore it will be held over until next year’s AGM 2010.

6. Treasurer’s Report by John Watkin

The auditor for the Area accounts this year was Marcia Watson.

The committee was able to save on costs by moving the publishing of the walk’s programme brochure to a new printer, thus saving about £600 over the year.  The News Letter is to be printed in black and white only; the new reduced price for printing is £250. John felt the News Letter was important because it kept those members who do not walk, well informed on local RA matters.
JW warned that with our present balance of over £3,000, HO will probably cut our budget by £1,000 in 2011.

We are to lose sponsorship from Bulgarian Holidays and Majorca Holidays because they have not received any business from RA members. This means that we must find new sponsors.

JW stated that on the RA Budget list we were 43rd. This means that by other Area’s standards we do not request a large amount for our budget each year.

Q: A question from the floor asked as Scotland and Wales are devolved from the English RA why are they funded by HO?

A: Harry Mycock answered this.  Because the RA is the British RA and is funded by central office, in spite of S and W’s being devolved.
	
	
	2008
	
	2009

	Coaches
	
	
	
	

	
	Balance 1st Oct 
	245.50
	
	246.50

	
	Surplus/(Deficit) - year to date
	-44.00
	
	-2.00

	
	Creditors/(debitors)
	
	
	

	
	Closing Balance
	201.50
	
	244.50

	
	
	
	
	

	Area Operations
	
	
	
	

	
	Balance at 1st Oct
	1028.37
	
	2829.76

	
	Surplus/(Deficit) - year to date
	1801.39
	
	52.01

	
	Creditors/(debitors)
	
	
	

	
	Closing Balance
	2829.76
	
	2881.77

	
	
	
	
	

	
	Total Closing Balance
	3031.26
	
	3126.27

	
	
	
	
	

	
	Current Account
	3521.85
	
	3126.27

	
	Cheques Issued not on statement
	-445.59
	
	

	
	Credits not on bank statement
	
	
	

	
	Creditors
	-45.00
	
	

	
	Debitors
	
	
	

	
	Area Funds at 30th Sept
	3031.26
	
	3126.27

	
	
	
	
	


7. Membership report by Harold Bennetton

There was a small increase in members during 2009 of 11, small but welcome. We recruited 167 members, but 122 people allowed their membership to lapse.
The new HO computer system appears to have settled down, but there are still some minor problems with monthly reports.

There were a number of problems last December 2008 and January 2009 when members had problems renewing their membership, but there have been no complaints since.
8. Access report by Keith Doughty

Little to report as the footpaths and access to them are very good in this area. 

Warrington is now included in coastal access because of the tidal Mersey river that runs through it.

9. Footpath and Countryside report by John Watkin & Harry Johnston
JW: 7th September 2009 – North and Mid Cheshire Footpaths Access and Countryside Sub-committee met at the Leigh Arms, Knutsford. 
It is probable that Warrington will join the local access forum – it has more boundaries with this than with Cheshire.

Survey of paths – Warrington 75% of paths is easy to use. 
Cheshire West and Chester RoW committee wants a British Standard for stiles and gates. 
There is concern over ‘white roads’5% of these roads could be affected in Cheshire. JW explained to the meeting that white roads are paths on farmers’ land that do not have right of way status, but link existing footpaths. These roads in theory could be gated by the farmer.
The RA is against gating orders; however Halton residents are for them as they see them as protecting their properties from vandals. The Halton Ramblers Group support the residents in this, as long as public footpaths are not involved.
Although the local footpaths are in good order at present JW has concerns that because of the financial climate Councils could be forced into cost cutting and not repairing or clearing footpaths. He suggests that perhaps the RA should take on this work, by setting up working groups to keep checks on the local paths.  There is an action set up for this to be discussed at the next Area Committee Meeting. See item 3 Matters arising.
It was mentioned from the floor that all the footpaths have grid references that can be accessed on the internet for those members who wish to check the footpaths near to where they live.  Christine Masson said she could put this information in the News Letter with a link.

Another concern was regarding problems with barbed wire on footpaths. It was suggested that the council should be informed, either through the RA or directly.

HJ: Pickmere – Planning application for Caravan Park has been refused planning permission, appeal in process.

Weaver Valley Park – No funding.

Warrington – Sankey Valley Park – This area forms part of a major footpath system needs to have maintenance budget built into development programme.
Warrington Local Development – Opportunity to create an open network of footpath/cycle ways connecting all the natural features. Needs maintenance provision.

Bickerton Wind Farm – Visited the site reported to the committee who decided not to object.

Warrington – Victoria Park Development – Visited the site, two concerns, keep open the footpath along the disused Black Bear canal and access along the Mersey River frontage.

CPRE Merseyside survey on the green belt for Ramblers – Aimed at inner city residents view on adjacent countryside. The main part of the survey was a series of questions where you ticked the appropriate box. HJ was disappointed as there was little or no emphasis on footpaths or access to the countryside.
10. The Group reports

Halton by Chris Leap:  Another successful year of walks with both weekday and Sunday coach trips well attended. Mention must be made of Chris, Tony, Barbara and Dave our coach leaders, plus our other walk’s leaders too numerous to name.

We were much saddened at the death of Russ Naylor earlier in the year.  Also John Cosgrove one of our newest members died suddenly.

At the end of October this year Ray and Mary Brown organised a successful map reading and orienteering course. From it we hope to gain some more leaders. Further courses are planned in the New Year. 

Robin Whittaker our footpath officer has resigned and we thank him for all his hard work to preserve the local footpaths which he had done with considerable success. Norman Lidbury has taken over from Robin.

Peter Williams is our new walk and coach co-ordinator. He has many years of experience of venues etc.
Under 40’s by Andrew Galloway This group is also known as the Cheshire Walkers and it is their 10 anniversary this year.  A core group of volunteers organise week-ends away which have proved popular. Membership is up from 99 to 102. Fifty members turn up regularly for walks.  The group like to try theme walks, such as reading Shakespeare while on a walk, and an industrial walk.  Sam Hughes is the social secretary and is doing a good job e.g. arranging a ceilidh in September, 70 people attended. Andrew is leaving because of ill health, but hopes to be back in the future. David Heys is to take over from him as Chairman and he and Alison Woodwood will attend the Area Meetings.
Vale Royal and Knutsford notes from Barry Smith retired chairman, read by Alan Milligan new chairman

Barry is leaving his role because of ill health and wishes to thank Janice Barker as the group’s social secretary for her enthusiastic and innovative work as social secretary. Also thanks to her team, Ann Smith, Doreen Young and David Brunt, all providing varied events.
With one exception the coach walks have operated successfully, thanks to Maurice Vallois who keeps the costs down. We are I believe able to charge less than the other groups?

Mal Davies is organising another of his enjoyable walking holidays in Spain next April, this time including an option of painting and sketching.
Alan Milligan has now taken over as the new chairman of the group. Alan has met up at Knutsford library with Change4Life – Walk4Life. He wondered if Cheshire West and Chester are also doing this? Possibility of getting new members for the Ramblers.

JW mentioned that NHS in Warrington has six walk leaders who will lead very short walks to encourage health.
Warrington from Peter Hathway chairman read by Penny Clarke

This year has seen a varied programme of walks including Yorkshire, Shropshire, Wales, Derbyshire and Cumbria, which seems popular with our members. Thank you to all the walks leaders who have recce’d their walks making sure that all went well for their groups.

Warrington group had a summer meal at Beetham which turned out to be one of the best ever. Congratulations to Bernie who organised it. Also planned for the coming months are a quiz night, a concert at the Bridgewater Hall and a day trip to York.

Sadly one of our members Frank Bishop died recently; he served on the committee for many years and was a dedicated walks leader.

Mary Hyland who has done such good work as our publicity officer has resigned, so we are looking for someone to take on this role. We are also looking for assistance with the social secretary’s role which is being done by our secretary.

11. Programme Co-ordinators report by Sheelagh Warner

Our two Walks Programmes over the year contained around 280 different weekday and Sunday local walks as well as  the 90 ‘coach walks’ which, as each coach had a choice of separate walks, provided another 258 walks, making a grand total of  around 538 walks. Each Sunday local walk attracted an average of 24 walkers, the Tuesday walks 21 walkers (with rather more walkers on the ‘difficult’ walks than the easier ones) and Thursday, Saturday and Wednesday evening walks all averaged 12 walkers.  For the RA Festival of Winter Walks exact figures were collected and with 9 ordinary and 2 coach walks  370 walkers, some of whom were walking with us for the first time, were out  over the 10 day festive period.

I receive around 2 to 3 enquiries from new walkers each week and we are often joined by RA members from other areas who have chosen to come instead on our walks. 

None of this would be possible without our team of willing, reliable leaders who continue to offer interesting and stimulating walks and, as ever, I am eternally grateful to them as I am to David Richards, who has offered help with the programme, and to David Stearne whose ever willing support and expertise is most valuable.
12. IT Programme Support by David Stearne

A good year. The website paid for itself. In April we increased expenditure to £100. 
A major improvement has been made to the Walks Scheduling System to make it work in a more ‘Windows-friendly’ style. 

We are building up some cover on the walks programme production.

David Richards is observing the preparation of the programme this time around. He has the Walks Scheduling System software installed on his PC & it has been demonstrated and trialled by him. A number of training videos have been produced on various aspects of the process.

When a walk leader is not available to do his/her walk we are able to put a request on our website to find a replacement leader.

Google have banned us for miss-use of the system, too many people clicking on the Google button for which we get a fee.

Maps are to be more freely available on the internet.

13. General Council (10/4/10) motion submitted to meeting for approval by Keith Doughty

Four members of our area including Keith attended a meeting in Leeds arranged by concerned Ramblers in Yorkshire,
over events at London’s Ramblers HO. See Item 4 above, Secretary’s report. They were given a motion for the General Council in 2010, asking for approval by our Area AGM.
The motion reads:  This General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees to seek an independent review of the Ramblers’ Association’s interpretation of the Charity commission’s  requirements with special reference to the powers of  the General Council, the Board of Trustees and the Chief Executive Officer, and to the accountability to the General Council of the Board of Trustees, and furthermore to review the advantages and disadvantages of the Ramblers’ Association continuing to have charitable status and to report the findings of the review to General Council 2011.

After general discussion as to the pros and cons of remaining a charity or becoming a non charitable organisation it was put to the vote.  16 people voted for the motion to go forward, 8 voted against and 6 abstained.
Keith Doughty proposed the motion and John Burn seconded.  

Action see item 3 Matters arising.

14. Election of Officers

	Title
	Name                      Proposed                Seconded

	President
	Keith Doughty        John Burn               Penny Clarke

	 Chair
	Brian Booth            Keith Doughty       Geof Hill

	Vice Chair
	David Richards          Eric Povall                Keith Doughty

	Secretary *
	Penny Clarke          Keith Doughty        Janice Barker
Janet Bolton            Harold Bennetton   Geof Hill

	Treasurer
	Jan Shipsides          Keith Doughty        Chris Leap

	Membership Secretary
	H Bennetton            Penny Clarke          Janet Bolton

	Footpath Sec
	David Richards          Keith Doughty           John Burn

	Access Officer
	Keith Doughty          Jan Shipsides        Eddie Broome

	Countryside Officer
	Keith Doughty          Harold Bennetton  Judith Halman

	Press and Publicity Officer
	Vacant

	Programme

Coordinator
	Sheelagh Warner      Janice Barker         John Burn

	IT Support
	David Stearne           Eric Povall            Mike Alldred

	
	


15. Appointment of auditor

Our newly appointed Treasurer Jan Shipsides named Mark Pepper as the auditor.

Jan stated that she was prepared to take on the role of treasurer again; provided the Area meetings took place on a week night (not week-ends) and that the venue was local to Warrington, as she works full time.
16. AOB

Q: Alan Milligan new chairman of VR&K said that he was disappointed that there had not been a list of committee officer’s vacancies prior to the AGM.

A: It is practice that all positions become vacant after a year, therefore any member can feel free to attend the AGM and put their name forward for nomination and election by the meeting.
Brian Booth our newly appointed Area Chairman stood up and asked all attending the AGM to carry a motion of thanks to John Watkin for all his hard work as Area Chairman over the past three years. The meeting supported this motion.

Q: Christine Masson who writes the News Letter asked what the members wanted in the NL? Baring in mind the restricted amount of space available, would we want reports from the Groups or lighter and more varied reporting?

A: CM to use her own judgement, but a light-hearted approach seemed to be the consensus.

17: The Speaker: A Presentation by Harry Mycock – Titled ‘What we are going to do over the next 12 months’
Harry Mycock introduced himself to the meeting telling us a little about his background and that he is our appointed Area Trustee for the RA.

He gave us a slide presentation covering a number of topics that the RA will be involved with during the next year: 
Coastal Access and the need for more volunteers.

Right to roam legislation.  
Publishing a manifesto for our walking environment.

Funds will still be used for legal actions.

Lobbying councils to deliver rights of way improvements.

Involve urban walkers.

Move from paper to website – the RA accept that this will restrict certain people.

Involve other walking groups with RA.

Motivate 8,000 people to walk on ‘Get walking Day’.

Family walking day in Barrow (trial scheme).

Training leaders for remote and challenging walks.

75th RA anniversary.

Motivating our volunteers.

Provide website with good information.

The RA is Britain’s walking charity.

Various questions were asked from the floor after the presentation.

John thanked our speaker for his time and closed the meeting. 
_______________________________________________________________________________

The Ramblers’ Association is a registered charity (England & Wales no 1093577, Scotland no SC039799) and a company limited by guarantee, registered in England & Wales (no 4458492). Registered office 2nd Floor, Camelford House, 87-90 Albert Embankment London SE1 7TW.

1

