Minutes of Members’ Special General Meeting on 10" November 2021

The meeting was held on Zoom and attended by 31 members. Apologies
were received from Chris Francis, Jo Torr, Karen Barrass, Kat Boult, Silvia
Bragaglia-Pike.

1) Francis opened the meeting by welcoming members and thanking them for
taking the time to attend. He then gave an introduction to the meeting by
saying:

“‘Before we get started in earnest, | thought it might help if | go describe where
| think we are. At our last meeting, which was our AGM in June, we agreed to
adopt a new Mission Statement. It is

“To accelerate change towards more sustainable lifestyles by:
1. Selling organic, ethical and zero waste food and household
products. 2. Providing support and Education.”

Some of you have suggested that we may have already achieved our aim, as
many supermarkets now sell organic food. While that is true, it is still a niche
market for them, which they’d rather do away with if they could.

What has changed is that many people now accept the argument for
sustainable living, at least in theory;  but in practice they haven’t yet
changed their buying habits! That’s largely because they haven'’t yet
recognised the need to spend more on food, if we are going to rescue the
environment and its biodiversity.

So, what we need to recognise is that this is a hard sell! I's not easy
persuading people to spend more on things, just for the benefit of the planet.
It does seem quite a challenge.

And yet that's what we’re trying to do!

Living sustainably means doing without fossil fuels, chemical fertilizers, plastic
and the like; and making the change to sustainable living is bound to cost
money.

So, who is going to bear that cost? In the long run everyone will have to; but
until that message gets home to people, and governments act accordingly, it
is those who have seen the light and acknowledged the need to change, that
will bear the burden.

So, if as members of True Food, we are committed to changing people’s
attitude to food and how it's grown, we must expect to suffer some hardship
on the way.

Change is never easy, especially for those who are working to bring it about!
Personally, | am very proud to be part of an organisation that is leading the
charge to bring this change about. Others may march and carry banners (and
we need people willing to do that) but | would rather show people how they
can change by providing them with the means to do it. That, to my mind, is
what True Food is all about! We are giving folk the tools, for them to make
the change!”



2) Report on our Finances and the Actions the Committee is Taking
Francis then invited Cathy Hughes to describe our current trading position.
Cathy explained that she is currently our treasurer given what a small
Committee we have, but that she has been working closely with Helen Eales
who, being a chartered accountant, has been advising us on how to interpret
our accounts. Cathy began by showing us a slide showing our monthly
takings from January through to September in each of the years 2018 to 2021.
The graph for 2020 is clearly exceptional and so it has been better to compare
2021 with 2019 and 2018. In January 2021 the takings were slightly higher
than 2019 and 2018, but as 2021 has gone on, especially since April when
the world began to open up as people were vaccinated against Covid, takings
have been below all the 3 previous years. Interestingly we have heard that
other Zero waste shops in places like Bristol also did well during ‘lockdown’,
but have had really bad sales since. So, despite both staff and members
doing all they can to promote our shop, we have had a tough year.

Daren then asked whether a focus on profit rather than takings would be more
instructive. Cathy agreed and said that she intended to use 3 ways of looking
at our accounts; first takings, then profit, and finally our cash flow. Cathy then
showed the meeting edited highlights of the management accounts for
September 2021. She pointed to the Gross profit for the month of £9,661.
From this has to be deducted the operating expenses which were £10,338.
This is much less than the £12,000 we had budgeted for September because
we have worked very hard to keep our expenses as low as possible. Even so
our net profit ended up as a loss of £386. So, by the end of September we
had made a net loss of £14,921 since the beginning of the year, which is very
worrying.

Moving on, Cathy showed us a cash flow forecast. She pointed out that this
was not something we’d done before, and the Committee is grateful to Helen
for introducing this. Cathy pointed out that while it is possible to keep trading
at a loss, at least for a while; if you run out of cash then trading has to cease!
Cathy displayed two graphs. The first showed our cash in the bank at the end
of each year from 2017 — 2020 averaging £20K but finishing with £30K at the
start of 2021. Since then the balance has dropped steadily to £11.5 at the end
of September. In terms of what we need in the bank we need at least £10K
and ideally £20K in the bank to meet our various outgoings through each
month. Helen & Penny have produced a spread sheet since September
identifying every item of income and expenditure going forward. These sums
have been projected, though as time has gone on the figures can be changed
to actual. Cathy then showed us the projected bank balance from the end of
October to the end of December. This showed that the balance at the end of
December is predicted to be £5.5K. Some weeks ago the prediction was to
end the year with £2.5K which is why the Committee became so concerned.
As a result Rebecca has been working with Penny to check what it's okay to
buy and has negotiated paying some of our bills later than usual. At the same
time the staff and members have been working really hard to increase sales
with events and promotions. This was not possible during Covid, so it’s really
promising that we can once again tell people that we're here. However, just
now we have an immediate problem which we need to face. Helen underlined
that things are so critical given that we have no more room to reduce
expenditure. So, what can we do now so as to be in a better position by the



end of December? Only then can we talk about what we do next. What the
Committee wants to do is move the projected bank balance at the end of the
year from £5,600 to £10K. Cathy displayed a second graph showing how this
might be done by doing 3 things.

1. Increasing the gross profit by increasing the mark-up we charge on our
goods.

2. Reducing the cost of sales by halving the use we make our casual
shop managers.

3. Reducing what we deduct from sales, which is where the discount
comes in.

1. Following a joint meeting with the staff, and some research into how
competitive we are with other shops, the Committee decided to
increase the mark-up on our ambient packaged food from 35% to 40%
and the mark-up on fresh fruit & veg, loose goods, chilled and frozen
foods from 50% to 55%. It was noted that doing this would mean an
average increase in the prices we charge of 3.5%. (The price of bread
from Astons has already been raised by them so we decided not to
increase that further.) This proposed price increases are now in place.

2. While we do need casual staff to cover holidays and emergencies, our
difficult financial position at present has persuaded us to reduce the
hours we budget for this from 50 hours/month to 25. We realise that
this will put more pressure on our staff which we hope will be relieved
by us, as members, volunteering even more in the shop!

3. Cathy explained that the only other thing we can do in the short term to
increase our bank balance, is to suspend the discount we enjoy as
members. This is only a temporary suspension. We are keen to
reinstate it as soon as finances allow. Again, it feels like a double
whammy for us as members but that’s the price of owning our own
business!

Assuming we go ahead with these 3 ways of improving our position Cathy’s
next graph showed the impact they would have on our bank balance at the
end of the year. This assumes that sales remain at the same level despite our
increase in prices. So, the increases in prices should increase our bank
balance by about £2,000, the reduction in Casual staff hours should increase
the bank balance by £690, and suspending our discount should increase it by
£900. Making all these changes should increase our estimated ‘end of year’
bank balance from £5,600 to £9,190.

Comments on Cathy’s presentation were made by Daren who pointed out that
members were being faced with a double whammy, losing their discount and
being asked to volunteer more. Would it therefore be possible to make the
loss of discount a voluntary thing, so members could decide themselves
whether to forgo it or not.

Jackie pointed out that it is already hard to fill our volunteer rota and that this
would make it even more difficult, and so we need some other way of
encouraging members to volunteer.

Rebecca reminded us that staff have also been asked to do more, and that
she is now working some Saturdays so as to cover the loss of casual shop
manger hours.



Suzanne echoed what had been said already adding that losing the discount
will make her feel valued less. Could we therefore compromise by keeping the
casual shop manger hours while suspending the discount?

Sally Ellis said she felt challenged by Francis’ introduction to accept the
temporary loss of the discount. She is prepared to accept it because we need
to do something to bale out True Food.

Francis then said that the Committee had put off coming to the membership
with these difficult decisions in the hope that sales would pick up in
September & October. Sadly this hasn’t happened and so it felt we needed to
give the membership the opportunity to save the day before it was too late. He
understood the request for compromise but said that the Committee felt it was
better to do everything we can now in the hope that by the beginning of 2022
we may be in a much better position and be able to reinstate the discount at
the meeting of members in February.

Suzanne then asked if we could simply suspend the discount until the end of
the year, otherwise we will be asking people to sign up as members for 2022
without any promise of a discount. Francis agreed that that could be done, but
only if the meeting gave the Committee the authority to make the decision
about that themselves.

Helga said that True Food is not something we’re asked to support. It belongs
to us. It's our shop! Having said that she was worried that higher prices,
especially for members losing their discount, will stop people from buying.
Sarah Timmins de Greggory thanked Cathy & Helen for their presentation and
asked how much we need to have in reserve? Francis said that the
Committee would feel comfortable with £15K in the bank but was content to
go for £10K in this situation.

Mary said she feared that without an incentive to volunteer, things will slide.
Caroline expressed the Committee’s concern at how difficult these decisions
are, and noticed people on ‘chat’ suggesting a higher qualifying number of
hours before people get a discount e.g. 6 instead of 3/month. Francis then
said that he recognised that the figures that Cathy had presented only go as
far as the end of the year, so there was an argument for saying ‘let’'s suspend
the discount to the end of December and leave the Committee to decide
whether it can be reinstated then or not, depending on how our finances
develop’. He then asked if anyone wished to propose that as an amendment
to the main proposal. Daren then objected saying that he had not heard
anyone speak up in favour of suspending the discount; rather all the
suggestions had been for different ways of sugaring the pill. Sally then said
that she felt that she could stomach the suspension on the basis that it is
temporary; Suzanne agreed saying that her main worry was persuading
people to rejoin True Food in January without the prospect of a discount to
encourage them. Simon then reminded the meeting that we have looked at
tiered discounts before so it would be easy to resurrect those ideas. In the
meantime, he could stomach having no discount as long as everyone was
challenged to do their bit as a member to get us through this difficult time.
Francis said that Simon had taken the words out of his mouth, namely that
this is our business and we all want to make it work. He then asked Angela to
tell the meeting how members can vote on the original motion as stated on
the agenda. Angela said that members should be seeing a voting slip on
screen where they can vote either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to the original proposal.



After all the votes had been counted Angela reported that 20 had voted in
favour of the proposal and 5 against. This means it was passed.

3.Adoption of a New Constitution

Francis invited Cathy to present a brief resume of why this is important. She
pointed out that the old constitution was based on the Co-ops UK model as it
was in 2010, while the new one is based on the current up to date Co-ops UK
model. This allows for electronic meetings as well as other things that she had
explained to the AGM back in June. As she reported that no one had asked
guestions before the meeting, and as time was already tight, Francis
suggested that we go straight to a vote unless anyone wanted to say
something.

Simon then said that he had looked at the new constitution and had noticed 2
significant changes, first the removal of the share option, and secondly the
possibility of co-opting experts from outside the membership onto the
Committee for the rest of a year up to the next AGM. He thought both of these
were improvements.

Francis then pointed out that for the membership to adopt the new
Constitution there needed to be a 75% vote in favour. The vote was then
taken and was passed unanimously.

We then moved on to the proposal to co-opt Helen Eales on to the Committee.
Francis pointed out that the new Constitution needed to go to the Financial
Conduct Authority for them to approve it before it comes into force; so voting
to co-opt Helen would be saying what we wish to happen once the new
Constitution is finally approved.

The vote was then taken and was passed unanimously.

4. Presentation describing the long-term options open to us which
the Committee would like us to consider.

Francis introduced this by saying that while it was important for us to deal with
the urgent situation we face, that will soon become history; so it’s also
important that we look ahead to the medium term to consider what we do next.
He then handed over to Becky to explain the handout that people had been
sent the day before.
Becky said that there was general agreement that the way we are operating
now is not sustainable. She explained that there have been considerable
discussions already on various possibilities for the future with lots of ideas
coming forward; but what was needed now was to refine them so as to
determine what we actually do! The Committee has gathered the various
ideas into 3 themes, namely:

1. Making Changes to our Product Lines

2. Attracting customers into the shop

3. Providing Services to customers outside the shop.
These have been expanded in the handout.
Becky then explained that the meeting would split into 6 breakout groups. Two
would look at the first theme. Groups 3&4 would look at the second theme
and groups 5&6 would discuss the third theme. She asked each group to
come up with one or two of the suggestions in their theme that they would like
to see prioritised. When we return together each group will be asked to pass
their preferences to Angela who would quickly create a poll that allowed all of



us to say which options we preferred. The results will be augmented by the
results we get from our current customer survey. The Committee will then
examine the results and come back to you with more formulated proposals of
what we could do moving forward. Francis then put everyone into 6 random
breakout rooms.

5. Breakout groups to consider these.
Once back together members were invited to vote with results as follows:
Making Changes to Product Lines:

On line recipe cards to bring ingredients to life 62%
Reducing product lines that either don'’t sell or are slow sellers 46%
Sell more basic foods at a reduced price 42%
Showcasing products with demonstrations/nutritional values 38%
Expanding more into other bits (like the till pickups) 31%
Reducing frozen meats 23%

Attracting customers into the shop

Click & Collect with online delivery (with reliable resource) 76%
Reinstating coffee/tea area with toys for children 68%
Shop front themes — seasonal window displays 68%
Targeting occupants of new developments in new flats 36%
Making it easier to navigate loose foods e.g. better signage 32%
Improved location (if and when we can afford it) 24%

Providing services outside the shop

Offering online ordering & delivery, working with a third party 65%
Crowdfunding delivery bikes with an x miles radius of the shop 58%
Attending other people’s seasonal events & taking relevant stock 58%
A café either at shop or elsewhere in Reading that showcases us 54%
Refill and popular foods van to take to markets 19%

Francis thanked Becky and Angela for organising this consultation saying how
valuable the information gathered will be in preparing our plans for next year.

6. A.O.B.

Francis asked the meeting how members would feel about investing in any
project we came up with, always assuming they approved of the project. He
said that, once again, there was a straw poll just to give the Committee an
idea of what’s likely to be possible. Angela pointed out that the voting would
be anonymous, so no one would be able to follow up any individuals.

The result was 31% said ‘Yes’; 65% said ‘Maybe’; 4% said ‘No’.

Francis ended the meeting by saying how valuable the recent events like the
Town Meal, the stall at St Andrew’s Church, and the Reading half-marathon,
had been in giving members a chance to work together. He then thanked
everyone for their contributions at the meeting which he assured them would
be really valuable in planning the next stage. In the meantime he said “Keep
spending, keep volunteering, and we’ll get through this difficult patch”.

The meeting closed at 9.30pm.



