
"Strait Ahead for Ramblers"?

(otherwise known as "The Day We Went To Bangor")

Bangor is one of my favourite places with its superb views over what I have always 
called the Menai Straits (before being corrected by Jim Norris) and I was delighted to 
attend Ramblers 2018 General Council (GC) last month in the company of Jim, Chris 
Thompson and Judith Anson.

Chris Thompson, Jim Norris, Judith Anson and James McGill

What follows is a rather impressionistic piece about GC; for a more accurate description of
procedures and policy decisions you will have to look elsewhere.

The meeting was held over a Saturday and Sunday in Powis Hall,  the principal
building of Bangor University, an imposing piece of municipal Victorian Gothic architecture
which overlooks the approach to the city centre. Our Chair was Des Garrahan, Chair of the
Board of Trustees. Nottinghamshire Ramblers will remember Des from the 2016 AGM in
Norwell,  an  event  enlivened  by  a  vigorous  -  and  sometimes  heated  -  debate  about
Ramblers governance issues.

Des  chaired  the  meeting  with  affability  and  a  certain  degree  of  loquacity.  The
dominant figure, however, was undoubtedly Vanessa Griffiths (known to one and all as
"Van"),  who  was  appointed  as  Chief  Executive  Officer  in  August  2016,  moving  from
National Trust Wales. 

Van  is  bringing  an  inspirational  mix  of  energy,  enthusiasm  and  experience  to
Ramblers. An important part of the Saturday afternoon was devoted to sessions presented
by Van and her senior management team. Two new names to watch are Laura Scarlett
(Data  and  Digital  Transformation  Director)  and  Sarah  Marfleet  (Membership  and
Fundraising Director).



Laura is  undertaking a radical  overhaul  of  Ramblers IT  systems while  Sarah is
determined to  increase  membership  figures.  Both  come with  proven,  impressive  track
records and are typical of the fresh approach that Van is bringing to Ramblers.

Other  events  on  the  Saturday  afternoon  included  a  hustings  for  the  Board  of
Trustees with 8 candidates competing for 3 vacancies. Each candidate had to make a
short address and answer a preset question. The session was ably supervised by the
Nottinghamshire President, Paddy Tipping, but inevitably over-ran (as did Van's session).

As a consequence, other slots were compressed. I usually suffer from an attack of
the zzz's when a treasurer starts talking but on this occasion I would have liked to learn
more about how the Peoples Postcode Lottery has affected Ramblers finances and by
what feat of accountants' sorcery the Ramblers pension deficit has been eliminated. There
also seemed to be some semi-humorous grumbles about re-appointing the auditors.

The last session of the afternoon was the small-group workshop and again this was
severely  truncated.  My  own  workshop  was  "Area  Support"  -  not  enough  time,  poorly
structured, too many people in a small room which made it extremely difficult to hear. A big
disappointment because this is an important topic. Areas are struggling and need effective
support from Central Office (CO). It was good to meet Diane Simcoe, however, who has
recently been appointed as Area Support Officer for Northern England, and who has a
sound grasp of the difficulties we face.

And then the evening jollity.  Our accommodation was some distance away from
Powis Hall and there was a long queue of delegates waiting to check in, which meant
Judith and I were late for the evening dinner. Entertainment was provided by the Flint Male
Voice Choir who were in full voice by the time we arrived. 

Judith Anson, Jim Norris, James McGill and Area President, Paddy Tipping

There was only one place available at  the table with  the other Nottinghamshire
delegates so I inflicted myself on a table of strangers and found myself sitting between two
absolutely charming staff members from CO, Stephen and Pam. Another diner at the table



was  Dave  Morris,  retired  Chief  Executive  from  Ramblers  Scotland,  so  there  was  an
interesting cross-section of old and new, volunteer and employee - emblematic of the new
Ramblers?

Judith's dinner companion was Sarah, the new Director of Membership  and I know
she found their conversation useful and interesting. I made a point of introducing myself to
Van  after  the  dinner.  It  turned  out  we  have  common  areas  of  background  -  family
connections with North Wales and Ireland, a love of Anglesey and a knowledge of my
home town of Birkenhead.

Judith and I subsequently invited Van to pay Nottinghamshire a formal visit and are
delighted that she has accepted. The date and format of the visit are yet to be decided but
further details will follow.

Chris Thompson (right) with Stuart Maconie (left) and Des Garrahan

I also introduced myself to our current Ramblers President, Stuart Maconie, a well-
known  broadcaster  and  writer.  Unfortunately  his  after-dinner  address  was  largely
incoherent due, I think, to the appalling acoustics in Powis Hall. His heart is obviously in
the right place, though, and we discussed his recent  Country Walking article, "Gore-Tex
does not confer sainthood", a humorous piece of advice to Ramblers to be courteous and
considerate in their dealings with landowners and other organisations.

And so to bed.

Sunday  morning  was  bright  and  clear  with  beautiful  views  from  the  Hall  of
Residence to the Carneddau skyline. There was a voluntary 7am walk and I am glad to
say that Nottinghamshire was represented by the indefatigable Chris Thompson (who can
be seen in a video-clip of GC on the volunteer zone of the main Ramblers website).

Others amongst us started the day with a leisurely breakfast and a stroll back to
Powis Hall.  The morning was spent hearing how the Board of Trustees had dealt with
motions passed at  earlier  General  Councils  and debating a handful  of  new motions -



mostly rather worthy and non-contentious. How can you object to pressing for improved
rights of way signage or a "donate-a-gate" scheme?

A useful comment came from the Ramblers Holidays representative - apparently
they have some spare cash which they would probably be willing to spend on stiles and
gates. I had the feeling, however, that many of the comments made during this session
could have been made- and quite possibly  were - at any General Council in the past
twenty years.

We ended with a short but stirring address from Kate Ashbrook, the incoming Chair
of the Board of Trustees. Incidentally I had the chance to exchange a few words with Kate
- she remembered an earlier visit to Nottinghamshire and the excellent work being done in
Sherwood Forest by Steve Parkhouse. 

So, was it worth going?
Yes, very much so. It was all over rather too quickly. I would have liked more time

for small-group work and more time for informal discussions with other delegates but my
overall  impressions were  overwhelmingly  positive.  I  feel  that  the  four  Nottinghamshire
delegates succeeded in establishing valuable contacts. I have a much clearer idea of how
the organisation works. There does seem to be a general air of optimism and confidence,
and I was enthused by my contacts with Van and her team - best foot forward, everybody!

James McGill, Nottinghamshire Area Chair


