REPRESENTATION – THE SURREY COMMITTEE’S VIEW
The Background

At the County Chairmen’s Conference, the EBU Board reported the results of its investigation into the best form of representation for the membership as stated in its business strategy plan Bidding for the Future.   One man, one vote was felt to be the ideal arrangement, but had been rejected for practical reasons.   The idea of giving clubs some sort of direct vote was floated and discussed.  It was decided that the issue was best handled by a consultation through the Counties to the Clubs. 

This is an opportune request from the EBU, because Surrey is already conscious of the inadequacy of current links between the County and its members, and itself needs to find a better form of governance.   A solution for the County’s difficulties could also be the answer to the Board’s dilemma.   
The Problem for Surrey

The SCBA is a membership organisation whose members are indifferent to and unsupportive of its policies and programmes.   Few place any value at all on their membership, and those who do are only interested in participating in County events.  

Two particular experiences underpin this stark assessment:

· The Committee carried out a comprehensive survey of members’ views on the selection and funding of County activities in January 2009.   Despite the fact that each member was provided with a postage-paid reply card, the response to the survey was very low, the 187 replies from a mailing of 2068 giving a response rate of just 9%.    We now have a membership of about 4000, but all of the new members are press-ganged, so the very high level of indifference shown by the survey will become even more marked.   It can reasonably be concluded that, at most, a mere 5% of the post-April 2010 membership has even the slightest interest in County affairs beyond the competition programme.
· For years, attendance at the County AGM has been minimal.   Incentives such a trophy presentation or a special bridge session have always been necessary to attract even a low level of attendance.   It can safely be said that no County member, other than members of the Committee, will attend an AGM for its own sake.   Yet an AGM is necessary to legitimise the Committee and the funding of its activities for the next year.   However, with attendance at AGMs running at less than 2% of the membership, the Committee can scarcely be described as having a broad-based mandate for its policies and programmes.  
The indifference of the members also means that Committee is inhibited from communicating directly with them.   The costs involved are high and, when it is known that the response from the members will be minimal, there is neither incentive to spend the sums involved, nor much purpose in doing so.   Consulting the members is fine in theory, but an empty gesture in practice.
All of this means that, as a democratic member-based organisation, the Surrey CBA leaves much to be desired – as is almost certainly true of most if not all the other Counties in England.   A new form of governance is needed.
The Clubs

The gap between the county and its members is filled by the affiliated clubs.   The first, and main, loyalty of most players is towards the club(s) in which they play, and Club AGMs are usually quite well-attended.   Having frequent face-to-face contact with its members means that a club is in the best position to canvas their views, and to collect a more comprehensive range of opinions than is possible by any other method.
Club Committees tend to attract the relatively few players who have an interest in the administration and organisation of the game.    The consequence is that any views they express are likely to be more informed and more broadly-based than the opinions of the mass of ordinary players.  For this reason, a greater involvement of Club Committees in the affairs of the County could only be advantageous.

A Club-based County Constitution

Such considerations suggest that a County Association owned by its clubs would be more representative and responsive than one based upon individual player membership.   Under such a scheme, Clubs could be required to appoint a County representative who would attend the County AGM and generally be the contact point between County and Club.   Communication between the County and its constituent parts (44 instead of some 4000) would be simpler, quicker, cheaper and better informed.

Individual players would continue to be player members of both the EBU and the County, entitled to play in all County events and to be considered for selection to represent the County.   They would however lose their right to vote – a right which they have overwhelmingly spurned the use of – which would instead be exercised by their Club Committee through its County Representative.   Individuals would be represented by their Clubs and consultation with players would be greatly enhanced through the face-to-face contacts possible at Club level.
The natural route for the passage of information and views – individual to club to county to EBU – would be re-established and made more effective.   There would be no need for parallel channels of communication such as EBU Club and Regional Committees.   The role of the County Associations, which has been undermined by the latter developments, would be clarified and strengthened.   
The EBU faces the same basic problems as the Counties – the indifference (and even outright hostility) of individual members, and the cost and practical difficulty of communicating and consulting with them individually and en bloc.   The establishment of a clear hierarchical scheme of representation and consultation through clubs and counties would resolve these issues effectively and democratically.   
Legal Considerations

The Constitution of the EBU at present only permits Counties to be Associations of player members.   However, the amendments to the EBU Byelaws needed to give a County the option of being an Association of member clubs would be uncomplicated and few in number.
An excerpt from a specimen club-based Constitution, which illustrates how easily these proposals could be accommodated, is set out below.

EXCERPT FROM A SPECIMEN CLUB-BASED CONSTITUTION FOR THE

SURREY COUNTY BRIDGE ASSOCIATION
Section 1 – Title and Objects

1.   The Association shall be called the Surrey County Bridge Association (SCBA).   It shall be a Constituent Member of the English Bridge Union (EBU).

2.   The objects of the SCBA shall be to:

a.   Organise an annual programme of competitions for duplicate bridge clubs and players in Surrey.

b.   Select teams and pairs of duplicate bridge players to represent Surrey in national and inter-county matches and competitions.

c.   Support the teaching of duplicate bridge in Surrey, and encourage the flow of students into Club membership.

d.   Represent the views and interests of Member Clubs at the EBU.

e.   At its discretion, organise, participate in or promote any activity that may be conducive to the furtherance of the above objects.

Section 2 – Membership and Representation

3.   Membership of the SCBA shall be granted to any duplicate bridge club or association of duplicate bridge players that is affiliated to the EBU and has registered Surrey as its County of affiliation.   Such clubs and groups shall be known as Member Clubs and shall have full voting rights.

4.   Each Member Club shall appoint one of its members as its County Representative.   Each County Representative shall:

a.   Be responsible, on behalf of the Member Club, for dealing with all correspondence and communication with the SCBA Committee.

b.   Attend and represent the Member Club at all General Meetings of the SCBA, or arrange for another member of the club to attend in his/her place.

5.   All players registered at the EBU as members of SCBA Member Clubs shall be granted player membership of the SCBA.   Player membership entitles the individual to participate in County competitions and events, and to be considered for selection to represent the County, but confers no voting rights.

