West Tytherley Village Store Association

AGM July 2010

Chairman’s Report

As Chairman I am coming to the end of three years in office.  Prior to my appointment, and each and every year, there has been an indication given by your committee that the shop is not viable in the long-term if it continues to operate in the similar way.  Unfortunately this last year has proved dramatically to be the case.

Over the last year or so Claire and myself participated in the Hampshire Community Shop Forum.  There are about twenty community shops in Hampshire; there was an invitation to all to attend quarterly meetings to discuss problems and try to find lasting solutions.  This forum never really rose to the standard anticipated; community shop staff and/or organisers were too busy to attend and eventually the forum subsided into nothing.  However, all these shops are suffering similar problems; there were great similarities with West Tytherley.

The competition from the major stores with their timed delivery service is hard to match at the best of times.  However, this is the first full year’s accounts following the changes to the post office hours; how much that has changed peoples habit in visiting the shop can never be measured. Also the country has been through one of the deepest recessions for many years.  Whatever the reason the shop’s working capital has been reduced dramatically; to such a state that, if capital continues to be used at a similar rate, there is reason to foresee closure of the shop and take the necessary steps now.  

For a community of our size the footfall is small, with currently only an average of 150 till transactions a week.  This figure has been higher with major building works over the previous years providing a daily influx of people.  The shop though will not survive providing a distribution location for newspapers purchased through tokens; there has to be an increase of till footfall.  Sales have to increase; more villagers using their own community store for at least some of their weekly goods could solve this.  Maybe it would help if the shop had a refurbishment.

Following the closure of post offices nationwide, Test Valley Borough Council, through SEEDA, indicated there would be financial support to those shops that intended to venture into another field.  This financial support was extended to community shops like ourselves who had post office services reduced.  This financial support would be in the form of a grant available only if the footfall, and hence profit, could be shown to improve.  I saw this as an opportunity to refit and refurbish the shop in a single sweep.  At the same time I was working with One-Stop (a branch of Tesco); One-Stop were able to give Claire advice on documentation, selling and advertising techniques in addition to a promise of new shelving and other equipment once the refurbishment was completed.

Unfortunately an estimate of this refitting work exceeded the grant available and the committee were not prepared to finance any part of the refurbishment when there was no guarantee of increased sales.  Opinion is divided as to the benefit of only refurbishing the shop; it is however just one of many activities that will be required to once again make the shop viable.

However, a grant is still being sought through SEEDA.  A sub-committee, headed by Beverly MacKay, will be submitting a grant application after the AGM providing there is a general consensus that the shop has to continue and there is a willingness throughout the community for such to happen. Whilst there is no requirement to match fund there is a requirement to seek funds from other sources with contributions currently being sought from the Parish Council and other organisations.  Methods are being investigated whereby contributions from the community can be made; more of this will be address during the AGM.

In view of the financial situation there will need for tighter financial control and I know Barry Whitlock, as Treasurer, is looking into how that may be achieved.  There is no doubt that he will be working with Claire to improve profit margins.

The shop’s running costs will continue to rise.  Whilst the committee have reviewed utility bills as they have been submitted, the biggest running cost is staff wages (the minimum wage is set to rise).  A return to a community shop, run by the villagers for the villagers, with volunteers providing the bulk of the staff would provide a very viable shop.  Whilst this was the case twelve years ago circumstances within the village has changed.  However, there is now a case for returning to the ‘good old days’ and reducing wages by having volunteers manning the shop say two afternoons a week.  

Without these measures being instigated the committee will be forced to look at closure.  One alternative solution might be the sublet of the building to a third party. Whilst the legality of such a move would have to be considered, a rental allowing the Association to meet their commitments to the loan and current lease would allow such a third party to make and retain any profit for themselves.  The rental would clearly define the type of shop but not necessary the stock.

The measures necessary to retain the shop as a ‘going concern’ are not limited to the suggestions made in this message.  There may be others and a committee will be ready to review all submitted either now, at the AGM or any time thereafter.  Please remember though that not all your suggestions can be supported and there will be some ideas shelved. 

All the suggestions made here will require a dedicated Chairman to push these matters through.  Unfortunately after three years, during which time there has been a need for me to increase my commitments to other issues, I feel it is time to pass on this role to someone else.  I will therefore not be putting my name forward for re-election and ask those interested to contact me or one of the committee.

However in addition to a new chairman, we also require a new secretary, as Beverley only took up the role on a temporary basis until a replacement could be found. It may also transpire that others on the committee may not seek re-election. Therefore it is vital, if the shop is to survive that "new blood" is forthcoming that is willing not only to support the shop but also stand for election onto the committee.  

Finally, I would like to thank the committee for their support during the previous 12 months.  There must also be thanks to all our volunteers who have helped during the course of the year.  There are those involved in cleaning, Saturday mornings with the papers and there is always Jenny doing the accounts but also and especially Roy who supports Claire with a variety of activities around the shop.  Many thanks for all your help.

