Chair’s Report to the AGM - June 2021

Big Changes

It’s hard to remember how uncertain everything was this time last year. The
arrival of Covid had forced us to reduce our opening hours in the shop and
stop all our members from volunteering during opening hours. Added to that
we had two staff vacancies from a total staff of five! Uncertainty can, however,
provide opportunities for development, and | find it interesting that my report
to you last year was titled ‘Opportunity’.

We agreed at our AGM last year to establish 5 Specialist Teams, each one
involving representation from the Committee, the Staff and the membership.
This has guided much of your Committee’s thinking during this past year, but it
has proved difficult so far to establish teams, beyond allocating roles to the
Committee members. While we remain committed to developing these teams,
we have focused our attention on reshaping the staff team and making good
use of funds that we received from two grants & from buoyant sales.

Jon announced straight after last year’s AGM that he had decided to leave us
to work for Tolhurst, a decision we accepted with sadness given how much he
had helped us through a difficult time. So, our first challenge, in the absence of
a Business Manager, and now a Shop Manager, was to redefine the roles we
wished our two new staff members to fill. We decided that encouraging the
staff to work as a Self-managing team would result in better flexibility and
cohesion, while releasing funds for a new post. We had already increased the
hours for one Shop Manager from 25 to 35 so that Shop Managers’ hours in
the shop would overlap allowing them to co-ordinate their efforts and plan for
new developments. This has proved very effective, with the recruitment of
Katherine Boult (Kat) who came to us with a retail background. You will have
seen the changes in the shop that she and Helga planned between them.

Having funds available for a new post allowed us to think outside the box! We
settled on a 3-pronged role for someone styled as our Business Development
Lead. The 3 prongs are Community Engagement in which the person promotes
projects, marketing and public relations; Membership Engagement providing a
focus for members to contribute to our business; and Operational Support for
both the Committee and the staff as we develop the business for the future.
Appointing Angela Morris to this role has proved invaluable in the progress
we’ve made already in all three of these areas.



Another staffing development has been the recruitment of Casual Shop
Managers. Here the word ‘casual’ refers to their hours of work not their
attitude to it! Using zero hours contracts allows flexibility for both them and
us, giving our Shop Managers the ability to plan ahead while still relying on a
volunteer workforce. We currently have five who are Becca Lewis, Jon
Goodman, Sally Coles, Sean Mahon and Simon Warner.

Thanks to Covid we received a grant from the Government of £10K, which
added to a grant from Low Carbon Workspaces, that Simon Warner helped us
obtain, we were able to buy two chillers and a freezer to replace ones that
were failing, plus a new veg chiller which reduces the handling we have to do.
The new EPOS (Electronic Point of Sale) system we’ve been wanting has now
been installed, with grateful thanks to David Robinson, Mark Robson and
Rebecca Hughes for all that they’ve done to make it happen. This will make
Rebecca’s job simpler and in time, allow us to use our website to provide up
to date information on what we sell and how much we charge.

Being a food shop, True Food has remained open throughout the pandemic,
but many of our regulars have felt unable to come in, so it has been good to
provide a collection service. Sadly, many others have taken their custom to
supermarkets that provide a delivery service as well. The disturbingly low level
of sales so far this year suggests that they are continuing to shop that way.

Fortunately, recent concern about the environment has increased the demand
for loose foods and refills, that can be put in customers’ containers, cutting out
packaging. Much of our social media marketing has focused on our zero waste
offering, and our thanks go to the team that does this. We now have a number
of new members who have joined us for this reason and it’s good to see us
expanding the range of these goods now that the shop has space to take them.

| have been saddened at the lack of opportunities for us to meet as members
face to face as this has inevitably meant that we don’t know each as well as we
used to. | look forward to this changing very soon! In the meantime, I've been
delighted to discover the amount one can do on Zoom without even leaving
the comfort of home! | feel sure we will want to use both ways of
communicating in the future.

It was especially good to meet on Zoom in March to share ideas for the future
direction of True Food. Having come to the end of our previous Business Plan
we have identified values and priorities for the next few years. Formulating
these into a strategic document is taking longer than | imagined, but if that
means we are all involved in contributing to it, the result will be much more



worthwhile and will engage our commitment for longer. | am particularly
grateful to Angela, and to Becky Beechen who joined our Committee in
January, who together have made progress on this possible and productive.

One thing the process has persuaded us to tackle is the formulation of a new
Constitution. We came to realise how out of date the current one is and how
restricting it is. | look forward to being able to present you with a new one
soon, based on advice we have received from Coops UK, and worked on by
the Committee led by Cathy Hughes. One thing it will allow us to do is co-opt
people onto the Committee as we come across new talent in the membership!

It only remains for me to express my grateful thanks to my colleagues on the
Committee, to our dedicated staff and to you, my fellow members, all of
whom have worked so imaginatively through the challenges of this last year.
We are now in a position to take advantage of the many opportunities for
development that recruiting new staff and investing in new equipment have
given us, and | look forward to making the most of these in partnership with
each of you.

Francis Jakeman



