Frome Cheese and Grain Limited

Chair’s report to AGM 2010
In the trustees report contained in the accounts we have outlined our achievements for the year and I do not propose to talk about these in detail. I just wish to highlight these things in particular:
1.  Events
The last 18 months have seen one of the most varied programmes of events that we have ever hosted. 

The Markets in this past year have gone from strength to strength with – especially our new regular monthly Craft Market and the introduction of several new specialist markets – Vintage, Chocolate Sunday, Chilli Fest.

Bookings by local community groups rose by 14% in the year and we were particularly pleased to welcome several schools’ events. Income related to bookings accounts for around 70% of our income.
2 Website

We are very pleased with the re-design of our new website, which was commissioned during the year but finally went live in July 2010. Not only is the new website better looking and easier to navigate but it gives much greater emphasis to our charitable purpose and activities. I would like again to thank Robin Jefferies family and friends for their donation towards its creation and to local design team Kilroy James.
3 Business Plan

We are proud that we completed our five year business plan, which contains all the information which potential funders would require, including our fully costed plans to make the mezzanine and the foyer suitable for community use by smaller groups.  The Executive Committee and the General Manager worked with the staff and community representatives to finalise our strategic development plan for the period 2010-2015.  
4. Foyer 

We improved the foyer by moving the box office and increasing and increasing its capacity.
So, at the end of the year we were feeling positive. We knew that the renegotiation of our service level agreement – our grant agreement with Frome Town Council - was coming up but we felt we had fulfilled well the very broad objectives we were set in the current funding agreement them. 
We knew that we could not rely indefinitely on a continued grant at £35,000 but increasing the flexibility of the hall is essential to generating more income and essential to our ability to apply for external grants for capital works was that we finally agreed the terms of a new 30 year lease, which was signed in May 2010. This at last gave us the means of applying for funds to develop the mezzanine floor of the building and we were looking for continuity of funding while we did this.
The new lease also meant that we took over from the council the cost of repairing the exterior of the building, reducing the council’s liabilities by around £5,000 a year.

What I wish to concentrate on in my report tonight is what has happened since the summer. 

Councillor Hudson was delegated by the Town Council to negotiate a renewal of our service level agreement. In her presentation to the council two weeks ago she spoke about our dependence on grant aid, about our insistence that we could only manage with £35,000 per year, about our apparent unwillingness to negotiate and about our inability to raise charitable funds. As this was all said in a council meeting where we could not respond many of you may be rightly concerned as to how matters have come to this pass.   So I would like to summarise, as briefly as I can the course of our negotiations. 

We signed a 30 year lease in May. 

We met Cllr Hudson and the then Chief Executive Sue Wilthew at the end of June 2010 and talked about how we could work in partnership. At this point our business plan was not complete so we did not begin negotiating figures. At their request we circulated information to all councillors demonstrating the financial benefit and  role in the local community played  by us. 

In August representatives of trustees were called to a meeting with Cllr Hudson and the Deputy Chief Executive Paul Wynne and told that the council wished to withdraw its funding over three years. We said that we were not in a financial position to sign up to this –it was too quick-  and following the meeting gave detailed reasons why but asked to meet again to discuss what we could negotiate, having had the chance to discuss the proposal with our management team and the full board of trustees. 

However, we were on three separate occasions refused a further opportunity either to meet the council’s representative or to address the committee directly. We felt that that face to face discussion was necessary as our position was being misunderstood, and responses to our correspondence were becoming increasingly hostile. Instead we were told that ‘offer’ of the three year exit strategy was being withdrawn and that only two options would be tabled to the next meeting of the Policy and Finance Committee on 19th October – a continuation of £35,000 per year or cessation of funding from April 2011. It was made clear that the majority of the committee would vote to cease funding.

At last we were granted a meeting on the day before the council’s Policy and Finance Committee of 19th October. This meeting was with the councils’ Interim Chief Executive, new in post and a member of the council who had no authority to negotiate with us. We reiterated that we would like to the opportunity to negotiate and did have proposals to offer. We requested a meeting with the council’s delegate before the next meeting of its committee in November. We explained that if the council decided to withdraw our funding it would need to decide at the same time whether it was willing to take over management of the building. We reiterated that failure to do this could result in almost immediate closure through loss of business confidence.  For obvious reasons we asked for this fact to be kept confidential. 
At its Policy and Finance committee the council agreed that it wished to take over the building, although the resolution it agreed did not specify that the funding would be withdrawn.

We understand that a recommendation to withdraw funding would have been put to the meeting of the full council on 24th November, but this had to be deferred because it was not circulated in advance. A meeting to agree a recommendation will now take place on December 22nd at Rook Lane Chapel. 
The current Service Level Agreement was drawn up in 2007 and contains a mechanism for the council’s Chief Executive to call a formal annual review with councillors and trustees. This was never done. We offered the council representation on the trustee board which it chose not to take but it did agree to have an observer and receives copies of all our committee papers.
We understood that the role of observer was to provide a means of communication between the Cheese and Grain and the council and to ensure that the council’s grant was properly handled. Since March 2009 the meetings have been attended twice by the Chief Executive.

Trustees acknowledge that it would have been better if we had realised earlier the views of councillors.  We relied too heavily on what had been a close working relationship with the previous Chief Executive. However it is the case that the extent of dissatisfaction which is now apparent was not brought to our attention. 

Since the decision of the Policy and Finance Committee we have had two meetings but can go no further until we receive details of the council’s plans. 

Carla Besley 

Chairman 
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