Society News and Notes

Conference and AGM 1975

This was generally judged to be one of the best
yet promoted and this Bulletin has a report of the
proceedings and discussion.

- And 1976

The conference and AGM in 1976 will be held at
the co-operative College on Friday, 2nd April -
Saturday, 3rd April. We shall, of course, be
sending out full information later but please hold
the date for attendance.

Membership 1975-76

Approaches have been made to all members to carry
for- ard their support into 1975-76: if you have not
already done so, will you plaase respond quickly.

And if you can give any help in extending the member-
ship by personal proselytizing, we shall be very
grate._ful.

Future Bulletins

No. 25, which we hope to publish in late September
or early October, will deal with the issue of a single
national federation for the Movement. Various con-
tributors of different experience and points of view
have been asked to give their response in fairly
extended articles to the resolution of Congress 1975
which requires an examination of the advisability and
feasibility of such an institution and sets up a
Special committee to report to Congress 1976. It is
hoped that this Bulletin will help in the discussion
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of the issues throughout the Movement and, in
particular, provide a basis for conferences to be
called in the Society Regions where, under
independent auspices, the various possibilities can
be frankly examined.

In the Regions

Mr. W. Gatherer, the new co-operative Union
Sectional Secretary in the South, has been good
enough to take over the Secretaryship of the
Metropolitan and Southern Region.

The National Officers of the Society agreed at
their last meeting to make available to each Region
in 1975-76 a grant of up to £25 to assist in carrying
forward specific projects in the Region that come
within the scope of the Society. This has been
intimated to Regional Secretaries - applications
now to be received and carefully scrutinized!

Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



The Society for Co-operative Studies

REPORT OF THE NINTH ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
4th/5th APRIL 1975

at the Co-operative College, Stanford Hall

s Attendance

The following were present: those from an
organisation in membership of the Society axe noted:-

MR. J. A. ABBOTT
MR. J. ARCHER

MR. R. E. ASHDOWN
MR. W. D. BECK
MRk. R. BILZON

MR. J. BLAIZE

MR. K. BRADSHAW
MR. J. R. BROWN
MR. L. E. BURCH
DR. T. F. CARBERY
MR. S. P. CLARKE
MR. K. COOPER
MRS. J. DAND

MR. J. W. DEANE

MR. P. DERRICK
MR. P. L. DOWSON
MR, D. DUNCAN
MR. J. DURKIN

MR. T. R. EDMONDSON
MR. W. A. EDWARDS
MR. D. FAIRBANKS
MR. L. C. FOX

MR. M. GIBSON

MR. W. G. GIBSON

Mansfield & Worksop Society
St. Albans Society

Mansfield & Worksop Society
North Midland Society
Leicestershire Society

Hull & East Riding Society
Co~-operative Union
University of Strathclyde:

Derby & Burton Society

Central & East Fife Society

Brightside & Carbrook
(Sheffield) Society

Central & East Fife Society

St. Cuthbert's Co-operative
Association

Ipswich Society

Portsea Island Society

Co-operative Union

Co-operative Wholesale Society
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MR. L. A. HARRISON
MR. D. G. HOPWOOD
MRS. L. HOWE

MRS. M. HUTCHINSON

MR. C. P. KERSLAKE
MR. K. G. KHANNA
MR. M. KIRKMAN

MR. R. A. LEE

MR. H. LOVATT

MR. D. MacDONALD
MR. F. MACKAY

MR. R. L. MARSHALL
MR. F. MAWSON

MR. J. McDONALD
MR. F. McMAHON

MR. A. T. MESSENGER
MR. D. G. MUNSON
MR. T. E. PEARSON
MR. A. PEATTIE

MR. W. F. PICKARD
MR. G. V. J. PRATT

MR. W. J. PRICHARD

MR. A. RHODES

MR. J. RIDDLE

MR. C. J. F. RINGROSE
MR. W. E. ROUNCE

MR. E. STAFFCRD

MR. E. E. STEPHENS
MR. E. W. TAYLOR

MR. N. TURNER

MR. W. H. TWIGG

MR. H. WHITHAM

Greater Nottingham Society

St. Cuthbert's Co-operative
Association

St. Albans Society

Leicestershire Society

Leicestershire Society

Co—-operative Retail Services

North Midland Society

Co-operative Union
Co~-operative Press .
Co-operative Retail Services

Colchester & East Essex Society
Mansfield & Worksop Society

Co-operative Union
North-Eastern Sectional
Education Council
North-Eastern Sectional
Education Council
Co-operative Retail Services
Leicestershire Society

North Eastern Society
Co-operative Retail Services
Co-oparative Wholesale Society
Harrogate & District Society
Co-operative Retail Serxvices
Brightside & Carbrook
(Sheffield) Society
Brightside & Carbrook
(Sheffield) Society
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MR. G. WILKINSON Kettering Society

DR. A. WILSON

MR. J. M. WOOD

MR. L. WOOD North Midland Society

Chairman's Introduction

In welcoming members, Mr. S. P. Clarke referred

to the increase in the Society's membership in the

past year. He noted the valuable exchanges of-earlier
sessions  and paid personal tribute to the Vice-Chairmen
and Secretary for their work on the Society's behalf.

B

Report of the National Officers for 1974/75

There was some discussion of suitable topics for

research to be sponsored by the Society in future.
It was suggested in particular:-

~(a) that both the disappearance of large societies

as independent entities, and the allocation of
reserves having regard to the diminishing propor-
tion of societies' assets provided by members'’
share-capital, might be appropriate for investi-
gation. In discussion of the former, it was

felt that whilst a detailed case-~study might
provide useful information, there were so many
individual factors in each case that few generally
applicable conclusions might be elicited;

(b) that the Society might commission an updated
version of Jacques' "Guide to Co-operative

Management” .

Reviewing the discussion, the Chalrman felt that

the year had been productive and looked forward to a
further successful year in 1975/76.
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vhich Societies' management faced in times of rapid
inflation arose in a variety of ways, and would require
a variety of responses, which he summarised under three
major heads:-

(a) The need for higher efficiency in trading
operations and employee training.

(b) The need for higher return per pound of
personnel costs.

(c) The need to increase in reai terms the return
per square foot of trading space.

Effectively, he said, societies need to achieve in
four days what they had formerly achieved in five days.

Mr. Lee then discussed the use of profits, arguing
that societies should expect to finance developments
from their own internal resources, and therefore to
retain more of the profits and restrict the distri-
bution of surplus. Competitiveness, he argued,
depended more on prices, quality of goods and services
than on the size of the dividend. Turning to account-
ancy methods required in an inflationary period, he
pointed out that. amending an accounting routine did not
reduce the impact of inflation. Money today was
becoming inadequate to perform the job expected of it
and management needed, therefore, to give closer
attention to reliable indicators of performance.

Mr. Lee concludng his address, illustrated the
effectiveness of this type of approach by quoting
various statistics from the accounts of C.R.S. and the
changes that have taken place between 1973 and early
1975.

- In the discussion that followed, points raised
included:-
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Developing Lay Leadership, and the Chairman asked
Mr. R. L. Marshall to introduce the document.

Mr. Marshall pointed out that this was the third
occasion on which he had addressed a major Co-operative
gathering on this issue, and that the discussion at
Co-operative Congress was still to come. The report
certainly was contentious, and tentative rather than
definitive: but, he claimed, three possible pitfalls
had at least been avoided. The Working Party had
succumbed neither to the Prince of Darkness delusion
(that in any problem situation there was only one
common enemy), the Millennial Myth, or the Perfection-
ist Pretence. Their approach had, to the contrary,
been exploratory and definition seeking, and he thought
this was appropriate with such a complex and substantial
problem.

He then identified the four major questions which,
in his view, arose within the report. Firstly, was
democracy really important to the Movement? The
report had certain assertions on this; it could have
explored the role of lay leadership and the major
issues facing that, but had contented itself with
straightforward advocacy. Secondly, what was the
state of democracy in the Movement at present? Here,
Mr. Marshall said, general answers abound, but if
action was to be taken some specific measures were
n eeded. The figures in the report were thoroughly
discomforting - for example, there were but 4,650
lay leadership positions (if the projections were
accurate) in a Movement of 11,000,000 members,
frequently vacancies in this limited number of
positions were not being contested, and the average
age of lay leaders at present was disturbingly high.

This led on to the third question of what was to

be done to enlarge the number of lay leadership
positions. The report made three substantial
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Other commente suggested that the report had been
too inwaré-locking and ignored changes in the social
environment - and in reply to this, another member of
the Working Party suggested that the first and most
obvious place to look for lay leadership was at the
shop level. The report was needed not to prescribe
solutions, but to illuminate possibilities and to make
Co-operators think about these issues.

The role of directors and the possibility of
moving towards a system of executive directors (which
would, of course, reduce rather than increase numbers
of lay leaders) was canvassed, and another member felt
that the whole approach of the Movement, in particular
its educational wing, was ill-conceived, and out of
touch with the needs of the population, especially the
younger element.

Mr. Marshall replied briefly to the discussion
and again felt that a period of sustained and
constructive discussion throughout the Movement, and
involving all concerned rather than merely existing
lay leaders, was important. He looked to see in the
coming months exploration both wider and deeper than
the limited time here had allowed.
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CO-OPERATIVE RETAIL SERVICES

A: Descriptive Note

Co-operative Retail Services Ltd. is the largest
Co-operative society in Britain and among the largest
in the world. At the end of 1974 its membership
amounted to 1,364,243 and its sales for the year were
£199,455,000. In 1973 it accounted for about 13 per
cent of all Co-operative members and almost 12 per cent
of all Co-operative sales in Britain.

t is a society that has its origins in the inter-
war period. At the Co-operative Congress of 1928 a
motion was put that "This Congress expresses the view
that the time is now opportune for the Co-operative
Wholesale Society to undertake retail trade in areas
where there are insufficient facilities for same, and
requests the Co-operative Wholesale Society to take
steps to this end, in consultation with the Union."
A lively debate followed-but the motion was eventually
passed and after some years of discussion and deliber-
ation, the Co-operative Wholesale Society Retail
Co-operative Society Ltd. was formally established at
the beginning of 1934. It began its work cautiously
but it soon became apparent that its primary work
would not be that originally envisaged, that of taking
Co-operative enterprise into "Co-operative deserts"
but of. acting as an ambulance service for societies
experiencing difficulties and unable to carry on alone.
Cardiff Society became the first to transfer engage-
ments to the CWS Retail Society in 1936, followed by
Bangor in 1938 and'Hastings and Penarth Societies in
1939.

A flurry of takeovers followed in the war years,

all but one of the societies (Castleford) being in
Wales or the South~West of England. As indicated in
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Table 1, applications for membership slowed to a
trickle again after the war for a period of about

ten years. Apart from Hastings on the south coast

and Castleford in Yorkshire, the Society remained
confined to the two previously mentioned areas. A
large influx of societies was experienced in the late
1950s from most parts of the country and the number -
of societies applying for membership remained generally
higher during the 1960s with a particularly large
concentration in the years 1969, 1970 and 1971. These
Years also saw, of course, relatively large numbers of
mergers of independent societies under the impetus of
the 1968 Regional Plan.

Table 1

Number of Societies joining CRS in the vears:

1935-39 4

1940~44 15

1945-49

l950f54 4
1955 3 1965 5
1956 2 1966 5
1957 3 1967 8
1958 13 1968 9
195¢ 4 1969 10
1960 5 1970 15
1961 5 1971 12
1962 9 1972 4
1963 6 1973
1964 11 1974 0
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The present situation

Oon 1957 the CWS Retail Society adopted its present
title of Co-operative Retail Services. Since 1936 it
has accepted 162 independent societies into membership
(although some of those societies had already been
managed by the CWS before joining CRS) and while some
Co-operators have not been happy in general about this
development, it must be admitted that without CRS it is
unlikely that Co-operative services would have been
maintained in all those areas. In fact, not only have
services been maintained, in many cases they have been
substantially improved.

As is shown by the map of Figure 1, the geograph-
ical coverage of CRS is very extensive particularly in
Wales and the South-West. Reference to Table 2 will
show that 45 per cent of all CRS sales are in the
Co-operative Union's South-Western Section and that
62 per cent of all Co-operative sales in that Section
are made by CRS. With a few exceptions, however, CRS
is not present in the largest centres of population
(although the acquisition of Birkenhead and Liverpool
Societies changes the balance somewhat) . This would
seem to give some support to the view that one of the
major problems forcing societies into CRS has been
shortage of resources.

It is noticeable, for example, that the most
numerous source of recruitment has been Wales where
52 societies have joined. The North-Eastern Section
has supplied a further 39 societies and the South-West
36. It is likely that there are two general cases
here: one the relatively small society serving an
area with a declining industrial base, the other a
relatively small society covering a sparsely scattered
population. wWwales knew both cases, Yorkshire mainly
the former and the South-West mainly the latter. The
more spectacular entries into CRS like Bristol and
Reading in 1965 and, more topically, Birkenhead and
Liverpool are untypical in that context.
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Yet one further complication in this context is
that the CWS has 'a contingent liability to supply
further share capital if required. The CRS rule
(Rule 6) states that the CWS "shall be entitled and
may be required by the board to hold as many shares
as will make its holding equal to one half of the total
number of shares issued from time to time". At the
beginning of this year that contingent liability amoun-
ted to £8.9 million but, in fact, CRS has received no
investments from the CWS since 1967 and all its capital
growth since then has been self-generated.

The range of investment opportunities in CRS
matches those of other societies. Share capital
receives differential rates of interest: 3 per cent
up to £50, 5 per cent between £50 and £100, and 7% per
cent above £100. CRS also provides a share capital
savings stamps scheme. Stamps are in units of 10p
which are saved in a book with a completion value of
£5. The complete book can be credited to the member's
share account or invested in Unit Loans. With such’
an investment, the member is given a choice of bonus:
either three saver stamps or five hundred dividend
stamps. Loan capital and small savings continue to
be available at a 3 per cent interest rate and currently
two series of Unit Loans are offered on very favourable
rates of interest. '

Branches and Regions

Traditionally, when a previously independent
society joined CRS it became a "branch” of CRS. One
of the advantages of CRS, however, is that it is not
bound by the historical accidents of Co-operative
society boundaries and where it has taken over two or
more contiguous societies it has often been able to
rationalise by making them into one branch. Further-
more, like the rest of us, CRS has more recently been
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attracted by the 'regional" notion and title and some
branches have been amalgamated into "regions" and some
larger areas have been designated "regions". So, for
example, although CRS had 39 branches in 1968 and has
taken over 44 societies since then, there are now only
27 branches.

It is at this level that the member of CRS has the
opportunity to participate in the government of the
socilety. Since the inception of the society it has
been recognised that local participation in the society's
affairs must remain a fundamental part of its consti-
tution. Members' meetings are held at least annually
in each of the regions or branches. At the annual
meeting the accounts and balance sheet for that area
are submitted for consideration and the Branch/Regional
Committee reports generally on the operations in the
~locality. Like Co-operative members everywhere, CRS

members at such meetings have the right to criticise
and make suggestions. It is also customary that '
elections for the Branch or Regional Committee take
place at the members' meegtings.

The Regional/Branch Committee has a broad respon-
sibility for the operation of CRS within its area -
subject to the overall peclicies laid down by the
national Board which are executed by local management
officials responsible to their superior in the
management structure at either regional or national
level. Nevertheless, the committee meets regularly
with the regional or branch officials to receive
reports from them on the progress of their area. The
committee also has the right, indeed is expected, to
make recommendations to the national Board on develop-
ments in its locality. Considerable trouble seems to
be taken to ensure adequate feedback between the local
committees and the national Board.
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There are in addition some spheres of activity
where the Regional or Branch Committee has complete
autononmy .- In Co-operative Union matters, for example,
each unit of CRS is treated as an autonomous unit and
_furthermore the Regions/Branches elect representatives
to the CWS Board and committees send delegates to the
CWS members' meetings like any independent society's
board. In member education and political activities,
the local committees and memberships are free to decide
whether such activities are carried on at all and, if
they are, how they are to be carried on. Many regions
and branches, it must be admitted, have poor records in
this area of work but others are actively involved at
both the lay and the professional levels.

National Democratic Structure

The major committee at the national level is the
Board of Directors. This consists of twelve indi-
viduals, six elected by and from Branch/Regional )
Committees and six appointed by the CWS Board, one of
whom (by rule) becomes chairman. The major justi-
fication for the strong CWS representation is the
traditional CWS role in CRS and the contingent liability
which requires the CWS if necessary to subscribe an
amount of share capital to match that of the individual
members.

All members of Branch/Regional Committees (except
for employees) are eligible to stand for the Board and
must be nominated by a committee within the electoral
area in which the branch/region is situated. To
ensure a fair spread of representation, seats on the
Board are allocated to five electoral areas roughly
according to their share of CRS trade. Ecqually, when
voting for candidates for the Board, the votes cast by
. each committee on behalf of their area are scaled
according to the size of membership they represent.

Society for Co-operative Studieé, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



The legal powers of the CRS Board are identical to
those of any other Co-operative society. In practice
it determines the general national policy of the
Society but it also receives regular reports from the
regions and branches and may intervene if it seems
necessary.

The Board is of course responsible to an annual
general meeting. This meeting is usually held in
London and each branch/region is entitled to be repre-
sented at such meetings by three delegates, one
appointed at the local members' meeting and two by and
from the local committee. On a ballot vote, however,
each of the branches represented has a voting strength
related to its membership. In addition, the CWS has
as many votes as could have been cast by all the
branches. At the meeting the consolidated accounts
and balance sheet for the whole of CRS are presented,
‘a general report on trading matters is made, and
recommendations are made about dividends to be paid.
(Most CRS branches use stamps but some still do not,
paying a traditional dividend according to their
profitability.)

In addition to the annual general meeting, however,
the Board meets twice annually with another body
representing the branches/regions, the General Council.
The functions of this body as laid down in the rules
(Rule 53) are:-~

(1) to receive reports from the board with regard
. to the trading results and operations of the
society:

(1i) To receive reports from the board in respect of
and to consider the general policy and develop-
ment of the society:;

(iii) to make recommendations to the board in respect
of and to report to the general meetings of the
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society with regard to such matters;

(iv) such other functions as shall from time to time
be assigned to the general council by the
general meetings of the society.

Thus it has no executive powers but is a useful
sounding board and consultative agency within CRS to
maintain a close link between the centre and the
localities. Each of the Regional/Branch Committees
is able (according to the size of the branch) to
appoint up to three members to the General Council
which meets twice a year with the Board.

Management Structure

The geographical distribution of CRS necessitates
a management structure (as with the democratic struc-
ture) somewhat different from the customary pattern.
As in all CRS operations there is an effort made to
reconcile the advantages of their scale of overall
operation with the advantages of local control.

At the national level the management team is
headed by the Chief Executive Officer, who is respon-
sible to the Board of Directors. The management
team is illustrated in Figure 2. The CE0, together
with his deputy, the National Food Officer, the
-National Non-Food Officer, the chief Accountant, and
the Secretarial Executive make up the National
Management Executive. With the more rapid expansion
of the Society, the national management has also
expanded. There are deputy Food and Non-Food
officials with specialist national officers covering
such fields as butchery, drapery and fashions,
electrical goods, footwear,. menswear, and so on.
These officials assist Regional and Branch Managers
and share a responsibility for the results achieved.
By such means, the Society intends to obtain the
maximum advantage from its total size and buying power.

Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



Society for Co-operative Studies, Bulletin 24, August 1975 ©



31

It was reported that local management worked within
national policies on such matters as procurement, stock
lists, pricing and so on but had some leeway within
those policies. The key, it was felt, to the success
of a system like CRS's was that of joint effort and
consultation between the localities and the centre.

The CRS officials argued that the feeling of common
responsibility was strengthened by CRS's relative
independence. Thus the situation that had arisen in
the past where local management had become frustrated
by what they saw as a mistaken policy of undue concen-
tration on CWS goods was the consequence of closer CWS
control of CRS at that time. Such a situation was
unlikely to arise under present circumstances.

(c¢) Relationship between CRS and the CWS

There was a vigorous discussion on the CRS/CWS
link and on the question whether CRS should be free
of CWS involvement and influence. In support of the
link it was argued that the unpredictability of
applications for membership made the CWS financial
support necessary in the form both of the existing
holding of share capital and the contingent liability;
and further, if that contingent liability was still
necessary, then CWS participation in the CRS Board
could not be eliminated either.

On the other hand, it was maintained that the
contingent liability was unnecessary and the CWS
financial stake in CRS was exaggerated. CRS had been
self-financing in all its additional capital require-

‘ments since 1967 during the period of its greatest
growth. As far as share capital is concerned, the
argument was that although CWS held over £7% million
.of CRS share capital, amounting to about 28% of the
total after the acquisition of Birkenhead and
Liverpool Societies, CRS in its turn now holds over
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tc meet its requirements as a retailer, this involved
control of the warehouses by another organisation and
lines of command and management were broken thereby
lessening their effectiveness. This was urged as
another argument for making CRS more independent.

The problem, as others saw it, was that the way
forward for the Co-operative Movement as a whole was
that of further integration and in that context it
could i1l afford any loosening of the relationship
betweeri CRS and the CWS. It was a theme that was
pursued later when considering the future develop-
ment of CRS.

3. CRS and the Regional Plans

That CRS was a complicating factor in the
Regional Plans was readily agreed. Its geograph-
ical scatter meant that it was involved in many of
the proposed regional societies and it was suggested
that the general experience had been that CRS was an
impediment to the process of regionalisation. It
had been accepted in principle that in proposed
‘regions where CRS was the strongest element then the
remaining independent societies should transfer their
engagements. That in itself was something of an
obstacle since there remained a resistance to joining
CRS. Conversely, in regions where CRS was a minor
element, CRS branches could be transferred. to the
independent regional society. In practice that had
never happened although there was provision in CRS
rules for making branches independent and three
branches in the more distant past had been trans-
ferred to independent societies.

The CRS officials reminded the symposium that

CRS fully accepted the Regional Plan which in
principle had considerable merit. In practice,
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