SBA Local Association Secretaries’ Meeting

13 November 2010 in Dewars’ Centre, Perth

President Alan Teale (AT) welcomed 38 members representing 18 Local Associations (LAs) and emphasised what a valuable opportunity this meeting was for discussing matters of concern to LAs and therefore to the SBA. He thanked Magnus Peterson for updating the LA Secretaries’ Manual. Once more the LA Secretaries’ meeting took the form of an open forum and this year there were three main areas of discussion: Communication within and beyond the SBA, Mapping of Varroa-free areas in Scotland and whether one LA Secretaries meeting a year was sufficient. 

The majority of the time was devoted to the first topic.  AT introduced it by saying that while the magazine is our main conduit to the membership and the world at large, the internet is now part of most peoples’ lives, with the SBA Website and the SBA Forum, run by Gavin Ramsay (GR), becoming increasingly important.  Where do we go from here?  How do we interdigitate these three?  Do the last two obviate the need for the first?

Editor, Nigel Hurst (NH), spoke on the MAGAZINE.  He introduced the proposed new editor Nigel Southworth (NS) who already had some good ideas for increasing interest.  NH felt some people wanted the magazine to be available only on-line, not in hard copy.  He did not agree.  He felt the Internet was an incredibly useful tool but had made information seem almost worthless because everything could be ‘Googled’.  However, a lot of this information is only out there for a certain time, and the big advantage of ‘hard copy’ is that you have a ready reference library, a collection of fascinating articles, always available.  Also the SBA gets income from the advertisements placed in the magazine; this income could be increased if there were more colour advertisements.  He prefers the present format, but should we look at A4 size, or all colour?  Should we put minutes of meetings onto the website instead of printing them in the March and November magazines? We should not be trying to compete with other magazines, as the Scottish Beekeeper was produced on a limited budget by a single unpaid editor, whereas other magazines had full time paid members of staff.  He felt the cost to members (£1.38 per magazine plus all the other benefits of membership) was risibly low and that with its wide range of articles, correspondents and information, much of it new, inspiring, refreshing, it would be good value at twice the price.  It saddened him that some members seemed to resent paying so little for something so good, and he felt that underlying all this was the need for proper financing through an increased membership subscription rate. The discussion was then opened to the floor and the following points, questions and suggestions made:

· Mike Thornley’s (MT), Helensburgh BKA, article had been written in good faith and was in no way intended as criticism of the magazine.

· An A4 magazine would increase postage costs.

· One of the editor’s main problems is always getting good copy.  If minutes were not included, would there be enough extra copy to fill the March and November magazines?

· Why were the minutes published so long after the meetings in question?  UAR pointed out that they first have to be approved at an Executive meeting.

· Minutes and annual reports could be available on-line and anyone wanting hard copy could send a stamped addressed envelope to the Secretary.

· A bigger magazine with more local reporting but appearing bi-monthly?  Bi-monthly would be less relevant, less exciting.  MT had been in favour of making it quarterly but was now strongly for monthly editions as his members felt it needed to be seasonal, topical, and that it was their main link with the SBA. 

· The magazine should have regular updates from all LAs not just a diary of talks etc.

· Updates should be sent to the relevant Area Representative - getting updates was usually like getting’ blood out of a stone’.

· The Internet could not replace hard copy.  John Durkacz  (JD) said it was only in the SBA magazine and Craibstone’s quarterly magazine that he had been able to find information on queen rearing 30 years ago – there was nothing on-line.

· AT said if we did move more towards a web magazine we would need a way of preserving information.

· Minutes of the SBA AGM and Council Meeting are print only, no images, so should not take up much memory space and should be easy to download for the next 10 years or so.  However, technology is moving so fast that storing on discs may soon be outdated and old discs will become no longer playable.

· Does the editor have a budget? At present, no.  Perhaps this is something to think about for the future.

· Now, when a new editor will be taking over, is not the time to look at big changes but to see what the new editor feels in a year or so.

· Some members are confusing cost and value.

· Members who have not paid their subscription by the AGM should no longer receive the magazine – paid up members should not be subsidising unpaid members.

· Several members commented that they found hard copy much easier to read than a computer screen.

· NH was to be congratulated.  The suggestion of an editorial board was a good one and if set up should help to generate copy.

AT summarised that the feeling of the meeting was clearly in favour of retaining the magazine in its present format and frequency.  He personally would be uneasy if the minutes were not in hard copy.  A budget was a good suggestion but the SBA was not looking for ways to reduce the costs of the magazine.  He suggested that the proposed new editor might reflect on all these ideas.

Alasdair Joyce (AJ) then opened discussion on the SBA WEBSITE.  A show of hands revealed firstly that everyone present had internet access, and he commented on what a change this was from even three years ago; secondly that just under half had Skype and had used it for messaging and/or conferencing; thirdly that most, and all those from furthest away, used the SBA Website for beekeeping queries.  Was the content relevant? Was the style OK?  Does it meet our present needs?  Will it meet our future needs?  The following points came from the floor: 

· Skype requires Broadband to which not everybody has access.

· There are still many beekeepers without and not wanting e-mail therefore the magazine is essential. 

· People do not always reveal that they have an e-mail address. 

· LA Secretaries get a better response from specific e-mails than from general requests in a newsletter or magazine.

· Business matters could be circulated by e-mail to SBA members; this could be announced in the magazine and hard copy then sent to anyone requesting it.

· There is no reason not to publish both in hard copy and on-line.

· If we concentrate on putting everything onto the Website then the magazine content will dry up.

· Other magazines have experienced only a 1% take-up on-line – the Internet has not replaced the need for hard copy.

· There should be a 2-3 month delay between publishing the magazine as hard copy and then on the Website.  At present the delay is 6 months.

· The magazine could be made available through a special site within the Website to which only paid up members had access. Non-members paying to access the special site would be a source of extra income.

AT then introduced Gavin Ramsay (GR) to speak about the SBA FORUM, saying what a great step forward this had been for the SBA.  GR said he was a great supporter of the magazine, there were many advantages to having things on paper; he saw the Forum as just one part of the SBA’s communication system, one particularly valuable for rapid communication and debate, and for the more isolated membership.  We needed to attract beginners, who tended nowadays to be very computer-literate and had sometimes found their way to the Forum without even having heard of the SBA.  There was scope for local area discussion as LAs could have their own site within it.  The cost to members was about 4p each, and though overseeing the Forum took up a lot of GRs’ time he was happy to give it. 

AT summarised that the Forum was clearly a success story and would develop further.  We needed to think about how the Website, which was also indispensable, would fit between the magazine and Forum.  He thanked everyone for their contributions which would give the Executive much to think about.

Kate Atchley (KA), Lochaber BKA, then spoke on MAPPING VARROA-FREE AREAS.  Since Scotland had been officially declared Varroa-infested, she had made the mistake of moving her Edinburgh bees to her new ‘Varroa-free’ home.  It had been very difficult to get information on which areas were still Varroa-free.  GR had been very receptive to the idea of drawing up a map of Varroa-free areas and had started a private discussion group on the SBA Forum; the map would indicate where there was known to be Varroa, where there was no Varroa and where there was believed to be no Varroa.  GR thought it vital we refuted the idea that Varroa was already everywhere since there are definitely a few large areas in Scotland still Varroa-free, and it was vital to discourage movement of bees into these areas.  There were still a lot of feral colonies in these areas and checking these would be difficult.  Many beekeepers thought their colonies were Varroa-free because they hadn’t examined them closely. Magnus Peterson’s SBA survey had had several respondents claiming to be in a Varroa-free area when in fact their area was known to have it.  The beekeepers had probably simply not seen it.  It was suggested that beekeepers who thought their bees Varroa-free should send samples to SASA for confirmation.  AT stressed that the SBA had been very concerned at the Government’s removing Varroa from the list of notifiable honey bee diseases and had told them this at every opportunity.  It was suggested we use the media for wider national coverage, and publicise through LA Secretaries, the magazine and the Website.  As to the matter of confidentiality, a 10 km square area would be shown on the map rather than an exact apiary location.  Priority should be for the welfare of the bees not the privacy of the beekeeper.  AT said the villains of the piece were often beekeepers themselves, some 

of them bee suppliers behaving irresponsibly.  He assured KA that identifying and mapping Varroa-free areas has the SBA’s support. 

The final topic for debate was Mike Thornley’s suggestion that there should be MORE THAN ONE LA SECRETARIES’ MEETING PER YEAR, since they had proved so useful and stimulating.  AT said he believed the LAs were the backbone of the SBA, an enormous key strength.  Their combined membership was probably greater than that of the SBA.  The following points were made from the floor: 

· A second meeting attached to the AGM might boost attendance at the latter. 
· It would put enormous pressure of time on to the other meetings of the day.  In fact it would almost certainly mean that an extra day’s meeting would be needed for the Executive meetings, and this would involve additional expense.
· It was not just a matter of when but where – Perth was a huge way for some members to come. 
· Could Area Representatives organise a meeting in their area just for their LAs?
· Not all LAs respond to SBA activities.  Only 19 of the 37 LA Secretaries contacted by the Secretary about today’s meeting had replied - it was generally the more active ones she heard from.
· Should the LA Secs’ Forum move from one venue to another rather than always being in Perth. Ayr? Inverness? Sheila Barnard thought most in the North and Islands would find Inverness a good venue.
· One of the issues is the large size of the SBA areas over Scotland. Could more Assistant Area Representatives be appointed as non-voting members of the Executive?
· Could meetings be held through Skype?  Participants would then be limited to maximum of 4, and it was agreed that there is nothing better than all sitting down in a room together.
AT summarised that discussion was always useful, the problem was how best to facilitate it. The Executive may indeed need to meet more often. For now there would continue to be a LA Secs’ meeting before the Council meeting, but the Executive would look at the idea of a second meeting to rotate around the country.  All things discussed today brought in the question of money, and he very much hoped that the annual subscription would be raised substantially in the future, asking us to consider the figure of £35 - £40, ie a rise of £10 - £15. 

                                                                         Janice Furness, SBA Minutes Secretary.

                                                                         Bron Wright, General Secretary.
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