Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of

Stroud Community Agriculture

Held on 2nd March 2008

At Hawkwood College, Stroud, Gloucestershire

Apologies; Richard Swann, Mark Rogers, Annie Shaw

Present

Core Group: Sue Baker, Laurence Dungworth, Jeannie Ireland, Bernard Jarman, Molly Scott Cato, Nadine Smykatz-Kloss

Members

Andy Jones, Katja Piper, Jenny Pyle, Justin Tait, Sue Dance, Jade Bashford  Mark Harrison, Martin Large, Carol Mathews, Nick Weir, Simon Hanks, Simon Ryder, Simon Charter, Paul Sheridan, Clare Sheridan, Mercedes Rebati, John Meletiou, Carol Ross, Hugh Ross

Guests  Nicholai Fuchs


   Ziegfried and Karen from Trebullen, Cornwall

Bernard Jarman welcomed all present to the meeting.

Minutes of previous AGM

It was requested that in future, the minutes of the previous years AGM should be sent out in advance with the AGM report, to give members time to read before the meeting.

It was noted that a decision had been reached to review the core group structure.  

Minutes were approved, with the proviso that if anyone present who had not read the minutes wished, they could raise any points they contended after the break for refreshments.

1) Farm Report

Laurence felt that in retrospect his report for the AGM seemed a little negative, but in fact, considering the past year had seen the taking on of a new farm, together with difficult weather conditions, things had gone well.  

A new venture for the year was the taking on of sheep for the first time.  This would be beneficial to the grass land, as sheep crop the grass unlike cows, which rip out the grass.

Only six sheep had been purchased due to cost constraints, but three were due to lamb in April and it was hoped that the flock would build up over time (ewe lambs would  be kept, whilst ram lambs would be brought on for meat).

Laurence reported that there were now two horses at Brookthorpe, but that this would be covered in a separate agenda point

The leases of the two farms were being considered with  a view to taking on ten year leases for added security of tenure.

2) Vegetable Report

Mark  noted that weather conditions over the past year had been difficult, but that there had been many successes.  This was the first year of production at Brookthorpe; one acre of ground had been planted with vegetables.  These had performed badly, due mainly to the wet weather, but also to problems with soil condition.

During the second year at the farm, the vegetable area would be expanded and hopefully, fertility would be improved.

A tractor and some old horticultural equipment had been purchased, in order to save moving equipment between the two sites, and a third Polytunnel had been erected at Hawkwood.

The vegetables at Hawkwood had performed better, as the soil was free draining and less troubled by the wet weather.

The walled garden at Brookthorpe had been in very poor condition, but one quarter had been cleared and planted.   A second quarter was now cleared and pigs were in the remaining half to assist with clearing that.

Richie, a BDAA apprentice had worked at the farm for a year, but had now moved on.

Ute now worked at the farm for two days per week.

Two members had taken up workshares and this had proved very successful and the schemed would be continued.

There was no apprentice at the current time.

Mark reported that that surplus vegetables had been sold on where there had been a glut, mainly of crops such as cucumber and coriander, but that also more vegetables had been bought in due to the growth in membership.

An estimate of the proportion of home grown to bought in veg was requested and Mark responded that approximately 70% was grown on the farm and 30% bought in.   Next year 80 to 90% of the veg share would be grown on the farm.

3) Treasurers Report

Treasurer Richard Swann was unable to attend and in his absence, Mark gave an overview of farm finances for the year.  It was noted that Mark had previously been treasurer, but now Richard Swann had taken on this role, with Mark undertaking the day to day book keeping as a paid activity.

In the absence of the planned power point presentation, Mark talked through the accounts for the year.  A net profit of £9000 was shown, but Mark explained that this was due to change in accounting procedures, including a valuation for livestock added into the profit and loss account.  If this valuation was disregarded, then SCA had broken even for the year.  £13,000 of tangible assets were shown on the balance sheet with £11000 cash in the bank.

Turnover had increased by 32% from £60k to £80k, due mostly to an extra 50shares being taken up.

Cost of veg sales was up to £11,800 due to increase labour costs relating to the expansion into Brookthorpe.  Repairs and renewals was up on the previous year, due to repairs to the drive at Brookthorpe (undertaken in lieu of rent).

Travel costs had also increased, due mainly to movement between the two sites.

It had been forecast that a loss would be made for the year, taking into account the move to Brookthorpe, but this had not occurred.

In the coming year it was intended that veg share numbers should increase from 160 to 200.

It was noted that the cost of raising animals had not been met by meat sales.  Laurence noted that meat prices had now been raised.

A budget had been drafted for the year, based on the intention of adding an additional ten shares per quarter. It was noted however that it seemed more of a struggle to recruit new members than previously so figures had been adjusted to show 190 shares by the end of the year.  If this was the case, it was predicted that finances would again breakeven.

The point was raised that perhaps more could be done to raise awareness of the farm locally.  Carol Ross suggested that an advert be placed in the “Painswick Beacon” particularly now that the A46 was open again.

It was noted that there was no one responsible for marketing the farm and that it would be of great benefit if someone were to take on this responsibility.

A query was raised as to whether insurance money had been available to cover losses due to theft of meat and damage to the Polytunnel.  Mark explained that repairs had been carried out to the Polytunnel at low cost.  Theft of meat was not an insurable loss, but some donations from members had been received to set against the lost sale value of the stock.

The accounts were then approved by the membership present.

A motion was then raised that the accounts should not be audited, as the sums fell below the threshold at which auditing was a legal requirement.

As auditing would cost in the region of £500, this motion was passed.

Congratulations were given to the farmers for managing to break even at a time of major growth for the SCA.

4) Core Group and Election of New Members

Bernard Jarman explained the work of the core group and explained that the farm operated as a cooperative according to the Industrial Provident Society structure.  All members are eligible to join the core group to assist in the management of the farm.

In the previous year, membership levels had increased and two posts previously held on a voluntary basis were now funded.  These were the positions of Membership secretary and book keeper, currently held by Carol Mathews and Mark Harrison.

During the year, the core group had developed a volunteer policy and held a review of core group election rules (published in the Autumn newsletter and read out at the meeting by Bernard Jarman).

It was noted that for the coming year, Mark would replace Laurence as the farm representative on the core group.

Standing down from the core group were Bernard Jarman, Jeannie Ireland and Dave and Ali Judd.

Naomi Walker, Andy Jones, Simon Hanks and Simon Ryder were willing to join the core group.  Each of them introduced themselves with the exception of Naomi who was unable to attend the meeting and who was introduced by Bernard Jarman in her absence.

Nick Weir proposed and Clare Sheridan seconded that the afore named should be accepted as members of the SCA core group.

Thanks were given to outgoing members.

5) Draught Horse for the farm – and the wider issues of livestock

Laurence explained to those present that Ruskin Mill educational Trust were willing to loan Kate, a working horse to the SCA, as she was considered unsuitable for work with the students at the Mill.

The loan would enable the farm to determine the usefulness of a working horse and the costs in term of both money and labour involved.  Laurence felt able to take on this project because his partner, Katja had extensive experience of working horses.  It was noted that Katja would keep her own working horse at the farm at her own expense, as a companion to Kate.

The trail period would last for six months, following which the horse could be purchased or returned to Ruskin Mill.  

Factors that would need to be examined included; cost of upkeep of the horse, labour costs involved, cost of equipment and insurance, time involved in learning to work with the horse. 

Laurence reported that initial estimates of costs included £250 per year in farrier’s fees (the horse was unshod and only required hoof trimming), and £350 for insurance, to include veterinary cover.  Feed bills would be minimal as the horse would eat mainly grass and hay and would require supplemental feeding only infrequently if being worked hard.  Approximately half an hour per day would be required to look after the horse and Laurence would be willing to spend additional unpaid hours working with the horse for experience.

Laurence felt that the addition of working horses to the farm livestock brought with it some considerable benefits;-

· Greater diversity of stock benefited the fertility of the land.

· Could do some types of work better than mechanical alternatives could and faster than doing the same tasks by hand (eg horse hoeing of weeds between rows).

· Assist in the maintaining of traditional skills in danger of disappearing.

· Relevant to peak oil considerations.

· Added interest for members, could potentially assist in recruitment of new members.

However, some members expressed reservations having working horses on the farm due to;-

· Financial implications

· Addition to farm workload

· Unsuitability for some farm tasks

· May promote image of SCA as “middle classed”

It was suggested that during the six month trial period Laurence should run a “horse blog” so that members could see how things were progressing.  Detailed records of time and financial costs should be maintained as well as records of the tasks that could be carried out more effectively with the horses than by other means.

Justin Tait, a new member was starting a project on looking at the economics of working with horses.  He would be happy to use the farm as a case study, making his findings available to membership upon completion.

It was considered that this issue was part of a wider debate on the place of animals on the farm.

Whilst many considered that animals were essential to the maintenances of the health and vitality of the farm, some members felt that the animals were subsidised by vegetable shares and that the viability of this must be considered.

Some members had apparently expressed the opinion that as vegetarians they did not approve of some of their veg share paying for animals at the farm.

Others felt that there was insufficient uptake of meat by farm members, meaning that much of it was sold off outside the membership.

It was also noted that some vegetarian families might feel put off from joining the farm because animals were kept for meat there.

If keeping animals required the veg share costs to be higher than they would otherwise be, could removal of the animals (eg by allowing outside interests to keep stock on the land) allow veg share costs to be reduced, increasing accessibility of the farm to lower income families.

On the other side of the debate it was argued that a mixed farm is better for the environment, producing a wider biodiversity and thereby improving the quality of the vegetables produced.  Also the livestock provided an educational opportunity where children (and adults) could have the opportunity of learning where meat came from and from witnessing a farming system that aimed at the highest standards of animal welfare.

It was generally agreed that the principles raised required wider discussion.   The core group was tasked with arranging opportunities for these policy issues to be discussed.

Molly Scott Cato agreed to set up a GREEN coffee house meeting on this theme and to write an article for the newsletter.

Conclusion of Meeting

Constraints of time meant that the all items on the agenda could not be addressed.

Bernard Jarman drew the meeting to a close, thanking the farmers  and volunteers for their efforts and acknowledging the tremendous asset they were to the farm.

Any Other Business
Nick Weir informed those present that he had been negotiating with a farmer in Hereford to provide unpasteurised milk for the membership.  He requested that anyone interested in committing themselves to a regular purchase of this milk should contact him.
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