Annual Report to Members of True Food Community Co-op 2017/8

At our AGM in May 2017 members elected 8 of their number to serve as its directors. This
committee has met 10 times since then, plus two extra meetings; the first where we looked at our
role and responsibilities as directors and the second where we learnt how to understand accounts.
There have also been 3 members’ meetings this year, on 3rd July, | It October and Ist February.
About 20 of us enjoyed a delightful picnic on August Bank Holiday Monday in hot sunshine! Our
thanks go to Helga Bogisch-Francis for organising this. This report from your committee is
presented under the headings of the 4 Key Objectives that we set in our 5 year Business Plan, which
we adopted at our AGM in 201 6.

|. Active, Engaged and Responsible Membership

Having survived our financial crisis of 2016 our focus this year has been on increasing the level of
volunteer support for the business. Noting that members had averaged only 42 hours/week of help
in the shop in 2016, when our target is 72, our discussions revolved around the need to make giving
regular help to the business a condition of membership. At the members’ meeting in October this
was agreed, and a policy for applying that principle was drawn up by the committee. A letter was
sent to all members before Christmas outlining the policy which was applied from Ist January 2018.

Everyone wishing to be a member of True Food has to re-apply each year; and so far this year 90
people have joined, of whom 1|7 are new to True Food. This compares with 130 people being
members at the end of 2017. Despite the fall in numbers, the volunteer hours worked by members
has slightly increased. In the first 3 months of 2018, members worked an average of 47 hours/week
in the shop. Members also worked an average of 44 hours/week behind the scenes. Recognising the
support we received from those who have felt unable to renew their membership this year, we are
inviting them to become ‘Friends of True Food'. There is a form on the True Food website by which
they can join. We plan to use them as a source of valuable market research!

The way we sign up to volunteer in the shop changed on |st April. The 3 Rings system allows
members to see where the gaps are, and to know immediately that they sign in that their offer has
been accepted. Our thanks go to Helen Wright, Pei Pei and Ann for their efforts in getting this done.
The staff have also been running training sessions for members, so we know what we’re supposed to
be doing! All this has added to morale among both our members and our staff.

One initiative we are still working on is to develop teams of members. The idea is to group
members together in informal teams according to the activity they tend to volunteer for, or the day
of the week they are usually available. This would help staff to contact those most likely to help
when a particular need arises.

2. Healthy Financial Status.

2017 was a much better year financially than 2016. This is firstly because we obtained a much clearer
understanding of the mark-ups we are charging, increasing them where appropriate; and because of
extensive work done on our stock control through the Electronic Point of Sale (EPOS) system we
employ. Our grateful thanks go to Mark Robson and Rebecca Hughes for all their work on this.
EPOS enables those on the till to simply scan items for sale, except for loose goods and fruit &
vegetables. Loose goods are now recorded onto EPOS at the till, even though it is not yet possible
to scan them in. Enabling customers to weigh and barcode their loose good purchases, so they can
then be scanned at the till, is a project we are making plans to introduce.

Our financial dealings were the responsibility of Julia Moore, our Finance Manager, until the end of
December, when she left us for pastures new. She did an excellent job, especially guiding us through
the challenges of 2016, and continues to give us advice despite leaving our employment.. .Her place



has been taken by Penny Wenham who is already making a valuable contribution. She, and our
committee treasurer, Peter King, have helped the committee to make sense of our monthly
Management Accounts, which in turn has made budgeting much easier.

Despite the better picture overall, there was a serious slump in sales from August to October. It
was only when people started thinking about Christmas in early November, that sales picked up. We
adopted a new Marketing Strategy in March last year, which staff have been working on since. The
results of these endeavours have only become visible recently. They include a number of in-house
events; the re-organisation of the shop layout, for which our thanks go to Steve Dismukes; and the
wonderful posters now on display around the shop. New signage will be appearing by the end of
May. lan Macro, Vin Robinson and others have continued to deliver our leaflets in the area. All these
things seem to paying dividends in increased sales, though we will need to make contingency plans in
case there is another summer slump. One thing that has raised our profile recently is the concern to
avoid plastic packaging. It is here that our sale of loose goods has won us many friends.

A major concern over the last 18 months has been the renewal of our lease on the shop, which is
owned by Reading Council. The lease became due for renewal on 8t March 2017 and so we began
negotiations |8 months ago with the sterling help of our True Food member, Cathy Hughes, who
works for Henley Business School at Reading University. Unfortunately, before the Council would
renew the lease we were required to negotiate a sub-lease with Reading Campus Community
Energy Society (RCCESL). They are the organisation that arranged for their solar panels to be
installed on our roof, from which we receive free electricity when the sun is shining! Frustratingly
RCCESL refused to appoint a solicitor to help them negotiate this sub-lease, while we felt we
needed to do that, first to protect ourselves from any charge of negligence, and second to ensure
that relations between us and them are on a business-like footing for the possible 20 years that the
panels will be in place. Although Cathy was able to engage a lawyer friend of hers who was willing to
charge us less than half the full fee, we have nevertheless ended up with a bill of £4,200 inc VAT. |
have promised the committee that | will write a full report and how all this happened, which should
show us any lessons we need to learn from this experience. In the meantime, the lease and sub-lease
are due to be signed any day now, and maybe even by the time of our AGM!

3. Fair and Conscientious Employer

Our inability last year to provide enough volunteer help in the shop resulted in great pressure on
the staff. In 2016 we had a member, Richard, who lived near the shop and whom we employed on a
casual basis to cover gaps in the rota. Once he moved away our problems increased, and it was only
thanks to Helen Warren’s willingness to work extra hours through August, that we were able to
stay open. We therefore decided to appoint a permanent casual shop manager who is able to cover
when necessary. We have been delighted to welcome Anita Linskill to join our staff in this role. She
has learnt the job quickly and is already making a contribution beyond our expectations.

Anita’s arrival has also made it possible for Helen Warren, our Business manager, to take extended
leave for 7 weeks this summer. After 5 years of intensive work getting True Food onto a sound
footing it is great to think that Helen can benefit from a proper break and the rest of us can see
from practical experience what an important role she fills!

Apart from Julia all our members of staff have continued with us through the year. They have
attended training courses and exhibitions to keep their knowledge fresh. We have raised their wages
in line with our agreed policy, and we continue to contribute towards pensions for those who have
not chosen to opt out. We are deeply grateful to them for their commitment to True Food, for
their positive approach to their work, and for the welcome they always give to us volunteers!



4. A Presence in Additional Areas of Reading

In March this year 51% of our members lived outside Caversham and Emmer Green. This reminds us
of the influence we still have beyond our immediate neighbourhood. We hope that our attempt to
recruit ‘Friends of True Food’ will extend our influence further and give us feedback as to how we
might improve our service to customers living in additional areas of Reading. There have been no
serious attempts this last year to explore ways of increasing our presence beyond the local area.
This is because whatever we’ve explored so far has resulted in disruption to the smooth running of
the shop. Our business plan challenges us to define what conditions need to be met before a further
venue can be considered. We have been unable to reach such a definition as yet.

Conclusion

We finish by saying how proud we feel to be representing you as your directors, and hope that you
would agree that considerable progress has been made in developing our business over the last year.
We now have a secure platform from which to expand our service to the people of Reading in the
years to come.

True Food Committee April 2018.



