SWCC Business Plan 2007-2010



THE SOUTH WEST CHAMBER 

OF COMMERCE

(Trading as “South West Chambers of Commerce”)


A Private Company Limited by Guarantee

No.  2588635

(Registered 5th March 1991)

[image: image1.png]Somerset

Cornwall






Business Plan
2007 – 2010
Leigh Court Business Centre

Abbots Leigh

Bristol

BS8 3RA

www.swchamber.co.uk


INTRODUCTION

1.  The Directors and Executive of the South West Chambers of Commerce (SWCC) have pleasure in presenting this Business Plan, covering the three-year period from Summer 2007 to 2010.

2.  The Plan seeks to build upon the original motivation and vision, which prompted the establishment of the SWCC in 1998, whilst now setting out a strategy for further delivery of a raft of additional new objectives over the coming years.  All being geared to enhancing regional coherence, influence and added value to local chamber of commerce membership across the 7-County Region of the South West of England.     

3.   An immediate priority for completion is SWCC’s long-standing aim of ensuring that, in addition to the dozen larger sub-regional county/city chambers, all of the SW’s 120 local town Chambers of Commerce & Trade are able to benefit from representation at regional level. Each one of which plays an important role in supporting business activity within its community, but many of which still remain beyond the reach of (and without influence upon) the post-1997 UK devolved governance and regional economic development agenda.

4.  It is unlikely that these smaller grassroots town chambers would wish to be direct financial subscribers to SWCC, but they are being assisted to promote themselves through SWCC’s electronic “Chambers Online” service. It also remains desirable that all should eventually gravitate toward affiliation as satellites to their nearest SWCC sub-regional County/City Chamber subscriber, in a unified “hub and spoke” network of “clusters” able to feed seamlessly to and from the SWCC at Board level.








(Local Town Chambers or Business Groups)

5.  SWCC enables chambers to continue functioning entirely independently, whilst gaining the benefits of working together as a co-operative network. Its Business Plan for 2007-2010 is thus focused upon anticipating and meeting the expectations, aspirations and needs of those chambers and of their members, so adding value to chamber membership uniformly across the 7 Counties.  




SWCC VISION

“Harnessing the combined local strengths, talents and energies of the South West of England’s network of Chambers of Commerce, Industry and Trade, to champion and influence the delivery at regional level of enhanced economic competitiveness, sustained growth and mutual business benefits to all chamber members.”


STRAPLINE

“Championing Regional Competitiveness in support of Local Prosperity”


MISSION

“To effectively represent, at the regional and national level, the strategic business interests and aspirations of all Members of the Chambers of Commerce located in the South West Region of England. To heighten their profile, to secure influence on their behalf, to facilitate mutual support and to stimulate networking between them all.”

IMMEDIATE OBJECTIVES

6.   SWCC is a dynamic body, bent upon continuous improvement. Its immediate objectives for delivery within FY 2007/08 are therefore as follows: -    

· Refresh SWCC’s corporate governance structure and strengthen the representative membership of the Board;

· Refine SWCC’s regional communications and representational procedures;

· Engage with the few remaining sub-regional/hub chambers currently absent from full SWCC subscriber/board membership;

· Upgrade the SWCC website to include the full portfolio of Board Member profiles, comprehensive regional mapping (for “click” access) of the SW’s chamber network and establishing accurately the cumulative region-wide total membership and employee numbers;  

· Develop a new corporate sponsorship portfolio;

· Develop a promotional and media strategy, targeted at delivery of a SW regional chamber network information portal and media service, facilitating one-stop-shop access by business journalists. 


BACKGROUND TO THE BUSINESS PLAN 

“CHAMBER” BRANDING IS STRONG – LOCALLY AND GLOBALLY
7.   Chambers of Commerce are the oldest, most numerous and best known of all business representational and grassroots networking bodies, both in the UK and internationally. Their “brand” extends across the World, with chambers being as familiar in Russia and China as they are in Europe and North America. Many have been in operation for centuries, such as Marseilles (1599), Leeds (1785), Manchester (1794) and the City and Port of Plymouth’s historic Chamber (1813), the oldest here in the South West Region of England.  

8.   Consequently, SWCC does not envisage any need for re-branding either of itself or of its outputs for the time being. Nevertheless, to add clarity, SWCC will refer to itself in the plural as being the “South West Chambers of Commerce”. The embedding of the South West’s new pathfinder chamber brand “Business West” (embracing the Bristol, Bath and also South Gloucestershire Chambers) and similarly that of “Dorset Business”, will be also monitored with interest.  
UK CHAMBERS HAVE TENDED TO OPERATE INDEPENDENTLY

9. In Continental Europe, chambers enjoy statutory status leading to strong mandatory membership bases, consistent influence, substantial assets and co-operative trading activity (the Morlaix Chamber’s role in establishing Brittany Ferries being an example).  By contrast, the voluntary nature of UK chamber membership and the plethora of other professional, trade and business representative bodies have so far constrained the scope for British Chambers to match the strength and uniformity of their Continental cousins. Regional groupings, such as SWCC, are nevertheless adding weight to the representation of local chamber members.

UK’s NEW REGIONAL GOVERNANCE AGENDA (1997 – to date) 

10.  The election of the New Labour Government in 1997 swiftly resulted in there being an immediate need for all economic stakeholders to be coherently and effectively represented at regional level, or risk being sidelined from the new UK devolved regional governance agenda. In the South West, Ministers determined that seven county areas, which had previously had separate agendas and structures, should be joined to form the geographically largest of the English Regions.  The latter was/is comprised of: -

· Cornwall & The Isles of Scilly

· Devon

· Somerset

· Dorset

· Bristol and former Avon

· Gloucestershire

· Wiltshire

11.  Initially business representation to the new Regional Development Agency and on the Regional Assembly was assumed by government to be the responsibility of national bodies having corresponding regional offices. For a short period, matters were additionally complicated for chambers by Whitehall’s choice of the term “Regional Chamber” to describe the new Assemblies. A misnomer subsequently amended.

7-COUNTY REGIONAL ORGANISATION – THE NEW IMPERATIVE   

12.  Hence, there emerged an imperative for the chambers of the South West to be seen to be operating collectively within a corresponding 7-county regional structure and offering accountable business representation in greater geographical depth. This newly imposed driver duly reinforcing the importance of the already established initiative amongst the chambers in the South West, to develop collaborative working and mutual benefits under the umbrella of the SWCC.

FORMATION OF THE 7-COUNTY REGIONAL SOUTH WEST CHAMBER OF COMMERCE – SWCC (1998)

13.  The collaborative venture of the South West Chamber of Commerce (SWCC) had been so established in 1998 by the following eleven leading Chambers, each of whom nominated a Director to sit on the Board: - 

· Gloucestershire

· Bristol Chamber  (& Initiative)

· Bath

· (Former) Swindon

· Dorset

· Somerset

· Exeter

· North Devon

· Plymouth

· St.Austell

· Cornwall

The network being substantively serviced on an interim in-kind basis by Bristol (now Business West), but supported by modest subscriptions and capitation fees payable by each of the subscribing Chambers. 

14.   Regional representation of all of the South West’s Chambers on the key devolved boards and strategic bodies was thence swiftly achieved and has been the main task of the SWCC since.      

SWCC GOVERNANCE

A COMPANY LIMITED BY GUARANTEE 

15.  The SWCC is a Private Company Limited by Guarantee, operating under the Memorandum & Articles of the previously constituted South West Chamber of Commerce Limited. It is registered at Companies House as Company No. 2588635 (as from Exeter on 5th March 1991).   

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

16.   The Company is governed by a Board of Directors, each of whom is nominated by their subscribing chamber member of SWCC.  Dependant upon the subscriber chamber’s membership numbers, it is presently possible for each to take up two seats on the Board, a quota not fully exploited to date.

17.   The President (if any), Chairperson and Vice Chairpersons are elected annually from within, and by, the Board of Directors.                          

18.   The Board meets quarterly and is serviced by the Company Secretary and Chief Executive, presently on part-time secondment (also with administration and accounting support) from Business West.  He is not a Director.
DIRECT MEMBERSHIP OF SWCC

19.   Although there is provision for direct membership within the SWCC’s Memorandum & Articles, the Board has determined not to extend subscriber/membership of SWCC beyond its constituent chambers (to include direct membership by companies and individuals).


SUBSCRIPTION INCOME

LOW INAUGURAL RATES HAVE BEEN HELD

20.   To ensure inclusiveness from the outset, (non-detrimental to the less affluent chambers of the South West) the SWCC’s inaugural annual subscription rate in 1999 was set @ just £250 per chamber + capitation of £1 per member.    

21.   This generous regime was made possible by an effective subsidy provided from Bristol in the form of in-kind support, notably secondment to SWCC of its part-time Chief Executive and admin/accounting support.  No Public Sector revenue-funding support has been sought (other than in relation to potential self-contained project work). 
22.   These rates have remained unchanged for eight consecutive years.    

23.   The added value which this Business Plan seeks to deliver to subscribers will form the basis for further discussion at Board level, in partnership with SWCC’s subscribers, regarding future subscriptions, or the recruitment of more subscribing chambers.  This work to be treated separately from efforts to secure patrons and sponsors, able to facilitate more rapid development of SWCC than has been achieved to date. 

24.  One option to be considered by the Board is comparison with the South-East England Regional Group of Chambers, whose baseline core funding is drawn as an automatic 1% levy from each subscribing chamber’s annual membership subscription receipts.
MOVING FORWARD

SWCC’s CORE BUSINESS

25.  SWCC is sharply focused upon its “core business”, which has four clear elements: - 

· Effective and influential representation and championship, at regional level, of the interests and needs of all of the Chambers of Commerce located in the South West Region of England;

· Maintaining and promoting a central “one-stop-shop” regional communications entry portal for instant contact/access to all of the South West’s Chambers (large and small);  

· Promoting the profile of the region’s Chambers of Commerce and the value of local chamber membership; 

· Facilitating inter-chamber networking, liaison and benefits across the region.  

SWCC’s CONSTITUENT SUBSCRIBER CHAMBERS 

26.  The subscribers to SWCC are presently a mix of 8 county and city chambers comprised as follows: -    

	· 
	Business West
	(Bristol, Bath & South Gloucestershire Chambers)

	· 
	Gloucestershire
	(Based in Cheltenham)

	· 
	Dorset Business
	(Based in Poole)

	· 
	Somerset Chamber
	(Based in Taunton)

	· 
	North Devon Chamber
	(Based in Barnstaple)

	· 
	Plymouth Chamber
	(Plymouth)

	· 
	Exeter Chamber
	(Exeter)

	· 
	Cornwall Chamber
	(Based in Redruth)


However, this group is likely to extend, in due course, to include all of the “Hub” Chambers in South West England.
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[See also enlarged copy at Appendix 1]


27.   It is within the framework of this SW regional network that SWCC will take this Business Plan forward.

28.  The market-led diversity of the chamber network will continue to offer differing customer entry portals according to local circumstances, broadly categorised as follows: - 

        (Sub-regional/hub) County Chambers of Commerce & Industry

        (Sub-regional/hub) City Chambers of Commerce & Industry

        Local Town Chambers of Commerce or Trade

        Rural/Community Chambers of Commerce or Trade

        E-access to any/all 

29.  The location of these various outlets (numbering some 132 in total) being easily “click” accessed, by electronic “Chamber Finder” map or directory-listing, via the SWCC’s website (www.swchamber.co.uk). External presentation thus being coherent and customer-friendly.   

THE “ROUTE MAP” TO DELIVERY

(a) SWCC BOARD & MANAGEMENT

· Strengthen the Board’s membership, to consolidate two nominees from each subscribing member chamber (ideally one being the rotating chairperson or an elected council member, the other the chief or senior officer), all to be registered as Directors at Companies House;

· Weight Board meeting agendas in favour of a “bottom up” focus upon policy/issue priorities sought by the subscriber chamber members and their local associates;

· Board meeting agendas to include clear input and feedback in respect of the Chief Executive’s (or any other colleagues’) external representation of the SWCC and its subscribers. 

(b) WEBSITE & DATABASE
· Geographically map the locations and contact details of all 132 Chambers of Commerce, Industry & Trade functioning across the South West of England highlighting the 13 sub-regional “hub” Chambers;

· Ensure that all are tracked and “click” contactable through the SWCC website, providing an open “one-stop-shop” public entry portal to every chamber in the South West;

· Develop an inter-active chamber database of the South West, featuring county-by-county “click” icons (See www.swchamber.co.uk - click “Chamber Finder”);

· Publicise the ballpark membership statistics, and member employee numbers for each, with a view to retaining up-to-date and verifiable, regionally-based, total representative statistics i.e.  “SWCC represents 132 Chambers (large and small), having between them 10,000 business members, employing 350,000 people”
· Provide hyperlinks to the agendas, papers and minutes of the strategic regional governance bodies;

· Adopt a management process which ensures that all information on the website is consistently updated on an ongoing basis (notably fully checked annually).
(c) ALL-INCLUSIVE NETWORK OF “HUB & SPOKE” CHAMBER CLUSTERS
· Encourage the expanding subscribing mix of County/City Chambers to enhance their full representational potential as “Hub Chambers” (inputting directly to the SWCC Board), by communicating with their respective associate membership clusters of local town chambers; 

(d) REPRESENTATION & PROFILE

· Ensure that optimum results are achieved from SWCC’s formal regional representational “seats” whether through independent input/lobbying, or in association with like-minded partners;


· Strive for high quality and constructive input to the regional economic and competitiveness agendas, demonstrating SWCC’s competences, maturity and gravitas in the eyes of government and authorities;   
· Ensure consistent attendances, whether by SWCC’s nominated delegate or by subs.  SWCC representational seats should never be vacant;

· Representational procedures to be codified. Agendas/Papers (or E.links) for all regional meetings/consultations to be circulated to SWCC subscriber hub members (and relevant satellites if appropriate) by the SWCC executive, at least a week beforehand, highlighting any apparent key issues and/or inviting input for the meeting. Minutes and/or feedback to follow as soon as possible afterwards;

· SWCC Board meeting agendas to include, as standard, inter-active discussion upon issues arising from representational activity;

· Existing relationships and communications with MPs and MEPs to be strengthened/fast-tracked, possibly to include (resource-permitting) periodic regional briefings at the House of Commons;
(e) MEDIA & COMMUNICATIONS
· Selective media output to be increased, with localised focus when possible; 

· A co-operative media and communications strategy to be developed, aimed at eventual delivery of a professional all-chamber regional network information portal and media service. To be available for use by all constituent chambers (large and small) and facilitating reciprocal direct one-stop-shop entry to all by business journalists; 

· All chambers to be constantly encouraged to generate well-presented and coherent information output, news and promotions through the all-chamber service on an ongoing basis. And to feed material directly into regional business media reservoirs – such as West Country Publications Ltd’s “West Country Business On Line” portal.  

(f) FINANCE, SUBSCRIPTIONS, SPONSORSHIP

· Maintain the principle that SWCC should continue to be Private Sector funded (save any specific project-related activity);  

· Setting of the annual Subscriber/Board Member subscription rates to be based upon an agreed formula, taking account of annual inflation and the commitment of members to the successful operation and development of the company;
· Other income streams to be promoted. Establishment of a “VIP Group” of, perhaps, 10 – 15 maximum major sponsors;
(g) GENERAL

· SWCC should manage its people, resources and affairs in accordance with the principles and demands of Best Practice; 
· SWCC should at all times seek to promote the importance and value of local Chamber of Commerce membership, of entrepreneurship and enterprise, competitiveness and the wealth creation agenda – for the good of the South West Region and for UK Ltd. as a whole.  
CONCLUSION

30.   In compliance with the Companies Act 2006, this Business Plan represents a commitment by the Directors and Executive of SWCC: - “to promote the success of the company for the benefit of its members”.  

31.   The Plan re-assesses both the envisaged and established role and core business of SWCC and seeks to deliver greater focus upon those priorities, whilst also identifying scope for further development approved by the Board. We commend its aims to all of our constituents, partners and future contributors.  

Neill Mitchell                   


       Nigel Hutchings


(Chairman)                                                            (Company Secretary)
Dated: 16th October 2007




APPENDIX 1

Regional map featuring the South West of England’s Principal “Hub” Chambers of Commerce 2007


APPENDIX 2

Current SWCC Activity – What we are doing now
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THE COMPANIES ACT 2006 (C.46)


Part 10 Chapter 2


			“General Duties of Directors”





Section 172 (i)  – Duty to promote the success of the Company��“A director of a company must act in the way he considers, in good faith, would be most likely to promote the success of the company for the benefit of its members”
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