National Council Review

October 2016


After my year as Chairman of the National Council, it seemed appropriate to review the effectiveness of the National Council meetings. 

Since the Portas Review, the nature of the meetings has changed. Previously, it was the decision-making body and the meetings were led by the Chair of the ETTA. A lot of the meeting was taken up with reviewing the minutes of various committees.

The Portas Review recommended that the decision-making was devolved to the newly formed board of the new trading name Table Tennis England. 

National Council agreed that decision-making was devolved to the Board as that was thought to be the route forward needed to secure ongoing funding from Sport England. This decision was subsequently endorsed by a Special General meeting which approved new Articles.
The removal of the decision-making process has left many more experienced National Councillors wondering at the relevance of the National Council and whether it was still worth attending, other than as a networking opportunity.

In the same way, the members of the Board and senior TTE staff have found the meetings difficult. The meetings have often meant that they have spent time defending decisions that had already been made. It took a while to align the timing of the National Council and Board meetings to develop the passage of messages between the two meetings. There was a lack of trust of the Board from the National Councillors and a question of whether messages were actually being heard or taken seriously.

The main issue is to work out how National Council can really perform a useful function to TTE to warrant the £20,000 per year cost of running the meetings. This figure does not count the costs of attendance by the members of staff and the time taken to prepare for the meetings. 

Since the function of National Council is no longer to challenge the management and call them to account, what are the meetings for?
The Articles define the duties of National Council as:
36.2.1To act as a channel of communication between the Board and Affiliated Organisations and Affiliated Members:

36.2.2 To consider matters referred to it by the Board, Affiliated Organisations and Affiliated Members;

36.2.3 To make recommendations to the Board.

I had a meeting with the Chair and CEO of TTE to try to ascertain the utility of the National Council and how it could be made more relevant to TTE. I also asked some National Councillors for their opinions about how we can make the National Council meetings more effective and have now come up with some changes that I intend to introduce for the November meeting as a trial.

The members of National Council with their combined experience and knowledge were simply not being used effectively by TTE and the money being spent on the meetings was wasted. I have noted that the most productive discussions were about matters in which the National Councillors had some interest

My research has led me to the following conclusions.

· Not enough time was spent at meetings talking about how to improve table tennis.

· Too much time was spent talking about decisions that had already been made.

· There are too many people at the meeting for them to be truly effective. Very few people ever actually voiced their opinion and it tended to be the same people all the time.

· Some people were standing up simply to make statements to score points off each other or the staff.

· People may have brought issues that they wanted to raise, but were not sure which point in the meeting would offer an appropriate moment to do so.

· The Board and staff did a lot of preparation, only to receive a lot negative reaction.

· Some points of the meeting, such as finance, were complex and not understandable for most attendees.

· The meetings were incredibly wasteful of all the experience knowledge in the room, when so many people were not giving their opinion.  

November meeting

This is how I would expect the meeting in November to run.

Before the meeting

· All of the senior management reports will be sent to NCs in advance of the meeting. The reports will include some issues that the team would like considered at the meeting. NCs should submit questions about the reports or answers to the issues raised back to the secretary of the National Council in advance of the meeting.

· All the reports will also be posted on the website in advance of the meeting so that every member of TTE has the chance to raise issues with their National Councillor prior to the meeting. Any queries about these reports should be raised to the secretary of the National Council in advance of the meeting and possibly used as topics for discussion in the meeting.

· All the points raised will be considered by the Chair of National Council and may need to be filtered down to the 8 – 12 topics to be discussed at the meeting. The Chair will set out a schedule of the topics in order for NCs to choose which ones they want to discuss at the meeting. 

Pre-Meeting

A meeting for National Councillors only. To prepare for the meeting. Briefly discuss the topics that are going to be discussed. Discuss how the meeting will run and the choice of topics and how NCs will move between the topics.
Opening the meeting

· There are too many reports about things that have already happened. All the reports will still be produced, but for information only to be read before attending the meetings. The only reports that will be addressed at the meetings will by the Chair of TTE and the CEO. These will be scheduled to last around 30 minutes in all.

· Then there may be a topic for general discussion. This may be the voting rights in November and the affiliation fees in January. Again this will be the whole room in a similar manner to the current meetings.

· Depending timings of the main topic of discussion, we may well have time to start the main body of the meeting before lunch. 
The main body of the meeting  

The Articles provide that only the county representatives are members of National Council. Others attend by invitation. Therefore, all of the same people will continue to be invited to the National Council meetings. It may well be that specific subject matter experts will be invited to help our discussions.

To be more effective, we shall split into small groups to discuss various issues. The issues under discussion can be suggested by any National Councillor, board member, member of TTE staff or indeed any member from anywhere. 

I have suggested that the senior management team, who are preparing reports, suggest issues within their department that they could benefit from the experience of National Councillors discussing.

The groups would largely be under the departmental headings. The National Councillors would then choose which topics they are interested in discussing. Therefore, if it is clubs, coaching, officials, membership or any other aspects, people can choose which is most interesting to them and take part in those groups.

I would envisage that there would be two or three topics for each group. Any issues raised will be circulated before the meetings. National councillors would be encouraged to write in their opinions on whichever topic they want. This means that if a NC is in one group, they can still add to the discussion in another group. Each group would spend some time in their discussion group and then a NC from that group will present their findings to the whole meeting after each topic. 

So for example, I might like the council to consider the following issues:
· Grand Prix entry fees are expensive. how can they be reduced whilst retaining profitable tournaments?
· What does the most successful league in your area do to be successful?

· How can we generate more female players at all levels?

· How are regions arranging coaching in line with your county? Is it working?

· How can we get more club members from Ping?

· How can we help regional development officers improve table tennis in our area?

· How can we increase the number of coaches?

· How do we obtain grants? To buy equipment? Premises?

As you can see, these questions cover various areas. Each of the senior management team will be encouraged to put similar styles of question at the end of the report to obtain guidance on issues within their area. 

So the major part of each meeting will be involved in discussing relevant topical issues and providing guidance feedback in a positive manner that may be helpful to TTE.
I would reckon that between 8 -12 topics will be needed for each meeting. There should be 4 separate groups discussing 2 topics or a 3rd topic if time allows.   
The conclusion of the meeting
It would be hoped that when each topic is presented to the room, there will be a short discussion to get a consensus regarding answers or action points to be taken away from the meeting. 

The meeting will be rounded off with a summary of the answers/action points to be taken away for action or further research by the relevant people. 

The first item of agenda for the following meeting will be a report back about the answers/action points to ascertain any progress made on each matter.

I will want to receive feedback from the NCs to ascertain whether this meeting format has been a success or how it can be improved.

Process Summary

· I believe that the National Council meetings need to become relevant to the running of TTE. 
· This format should mean that we will spend more time talking about actual current issues
·  within the game. 
· The smaller groups will give NCs more opportunity to give their opinion. 
· The choice of groups will allow NCs to choose subjects in which they are most interested.

· The publication of all issues to be discussed in advance will mean that NCs can make comments on all the issues which will be taken to the various groups. 
· All the groups will report back to the whole council to make recommendations to be taken away for action. 
· All actions will be reported back to the following meeting.

· Time will be allotted at the end of the meeting for feedback from NCs about the meeting. What they enjoyed? What they did not like? What needs to be changed? How to take the meetings forward?
The way forward

I would like to test these proposals on a trial basis at the November meeting.

I would then make the last item on the agenda a discussion on their effectiveness - and any alternatives NCs put forward. 

We could then decide whether or not to implement any changes permanently.

From informal soundings, I sense that the majority of NC feel some change is needed and the Standing Orders empower me to determine the agenda. However, I would not want to go ahead if a large number of NCs were opposed. So if you have any comments on this approach, please let me know by email in the next two weeks.
Dates of council meetings.

5th November 2016

21st January 2017 – change from 28th previously advised

29th April 2017

Tony Catt

