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Assembly Arrangements Committee
General Assembly 2014
1. Account for Assembly 2012

The appended spreadsheet includes a provisional account for this year’s General Assembly in Scarborough.  It is perhaps encouraging to note that the final cost appears to have been just within the budget set by the Finance Committee of £300k.  The move from a campus to a conference centre and hotel based venue appears to have made little difference to the overall cost, but the improved  facilities and ambience were widely welcomed, though the extra work involved in planning for the team and administrative work for Ann Barton, the Assembly Organiser, was significant.

For the sake of clarity of accounting the numbers attending do not include those who paid for themselves and those whose costs were charged to another committee or organisation (the full total accommodated was 527).  The eventual average cost per person per night for accommodation was just under £80 (slightly less than at Loughborough University).  Hire of the Assembly hall and rooms and technical provision costs and the Children’s Assembly, were significantly down on 2010.  There were rather fewer participants in the Children’s Assembly and ecumenical/international guests than had been provided for.
2. Planning for Assembly 2014
At Assembly it was agreed that the budget for 2013 and 2014 would be reduced by one third so that the total available for the next Assembly in 2014 will be reduced to £200k.  However, Assembly did not appear enthusiastic about reducing the length of the meeting and referred to Mission Council the task of deciding on future arrangements.  With this in mind the Assembly Arrangements Committee (AAC) has been considering possibilities for delivering a satisfactory Assembly within the budgetary restraints.  

Under the accepted pattern of locations for Assembly meetings the 2014 meeting should be held in Wales.  The AAC had been under the impression that, because of the decision to use consensus decision-making, future meetings would have to be arranged where members can meet round tables to facilitate group discussion and exchanges.  It had proved impossible to meet this requirement in Wales, though possible venues had been found in Torquay and Eastbourne.  However, on being advised that it was not essential for Assembly to meet seated round tables and in view of the substantial reduction in budget, a return to theatre style appears inevitable.  On this basis the search for a suitable venue has continued.

After a satisfactory site visit to Cardiff in August and initial costings, the AAC recommends that the General Assembly be held in the St David’s Hall from 3rd to 6th July 2014.  Assembly met there in 1987.  St David’s Hall is located in the heart of Cardiff city centre within easy (almost level) walking distance of the Central Station and a number of hotels.  It has a main auditorium seating almost 2,000, with many ancillary rooms and sophisticated technical facilities.  The surrounding area abounds in eating places of all sorts.  The total charge for the use of the premises appears competitive.  The only other comparable and in some ways  rather more attractive venue, though less conveniently situated, is the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff Bay, but this had no dates available in July 2014. 
Budget Process for 2014
The dilemma facing the AAC is to find a proposal for a meaningful, viable Assembly costing the central resources of the church only £200k – a third less than the last two Assemblies.  A number of scenarios were suggested and the costs examined – both for St David’s Hall, Cardiff and other possible venues.  Eventually the Committee agreed to present just two options, both based on St David’s Hall, Budget A assuming the same length of Assembly as in recent years, i.e. spread over four days and three nights and Budget B spread over three days and two nights.

It must be stressed that there are very few firm figures on which to base budgets two years ahead, apart from a ballpark figure quoted by the centre itself, so most are calculated (after consultation with the Chief Finance Officer) by increasing the actual 2012 costs by 5% for inflation and adjusting other figures in line with the savings proposed. 

The appendix attached seeks to provide sufficient background information to enable Mission Council to consider the options and make a judgement.  It contains:

1. A provisional account for the 2012 Assembly.  There are a number of notes at the foot of this schedule and it must be stressed that at this stage it is “work in progress”.  However, is it encouraging to note that the “bottom line” is very close to the £300k budget.

2. Assembly Base Budget 2014.  This indicates what the Assembly budget would look like if we were to continue with the same budget (£300k), numbers of participants and basic criteria as in recent years, with a notional marking up for inflation of 5%.  

3. Assembly Budget A – St David’s Hall, Cardiff.  Assumes a day setting-up, then Assembly starts 2pm day 1 and concludes 1pm day 4 (i.e.  the same length as at Scarborough).
4. Assembly Budget B – St David’s Hall, Cardiff.  Assumes a day setting-up, then Assembly starts 2pm day 1 and concludes 1pm day 3.

In order to achieve the savings required to meet the budget of £200k the following points summarise the changes that will be necessary.

3. Budget A: 
1. Three nights accommodation required 

2. Theatre style seating in main Assembly hall
3. Reduction 50% in ecumenical & international guests

4. Assembly planning restricted to £10k – restriction in personnel in advance parties

5. Inflation taken at 5% relative to 2012
6. £20k is included for a six month appointment in the run up to Assembly to ensure the Assembly Office is adequately staffed

7. Those attending book their own accommodation through a designated agency or privately as they wish. (A few exceptions for special guests, staff required to be there, etc.)  

8. No meals provided or paid for. (A few exceptions for special guests, staff required to be there, etc.)

9. Each participant will be given an allowance towards their costs of £50per night.

10. No Children’s Assembly paid from the Assembly budget

11. No Jubilee/ New Ministers/spouses and no new church reps (unless as Synod appointed reps)

12. No travel costs paid by Assembly, but we would organise a travel pool so everyone pays the same for travel

13. No crèche, no signers (no first aiders – provided by venue)

On the very provisional figures based on the above, the four day Assembly would cost almost exactly the £200k budget allowed.

4. Budget B:
Exactly the same criteria as for Budget A above except that:

1. Hotel accommodation would be provided for members of Assembly (estimated at a rate of £84 per person per night) as at Scarborough in 2012.

2. There would be some savings in variable costs such as hire of hall, technical provisions, etc (other costs and savings would be the same).
On this basis there could be a saving of about £10k compared to a four day Assembly, i.e. £190k, which should be retained for contingencies.
The Committee has prepared a timetable which would allow the same number of hours of business over the three days as in 2012 over four days and has considered ways of making the business more efficient whilst allowing sufficient time for the most significant matters, though the agenda would be restricted substantially to that of a purely business meeting. 
----------------------

It should be remembered that, until the Assembly began to meet residentially on university campuses (York 1989), the majority of members were accommodated by hospitality with church members, sometimes over a wide area round the venue and no meals were provided for participants.  Whilst it would not be practicable to return to hospitality accommodation, it should be possible for participants to obtain accommodation (we can make arrangements through an agency for this) and choose whether they wish to stay in a B&B or a Five Star Hotel!  Lunches and dinners at Scarborough Spa were charged at £19.10 per day (exclusive of VAT), whereas it should be possible to obtain meals for much less than this in central Cardiff.

Since the proposed costings above only just meet the £200k budget and there is no contingency sum included, it must be recognised that if any of the suggested savings listed is “added back”, a comparable new saving will need to be found to replace it.
The Committee wishes to make it clear that the comments and recommendation in this paper only apply to St David’s Hall, Cardiff in 2014 and savings anticipated here would not necessarily apply in other venues or circumstances in future.
5. Timing

One problem with St David’s Hall is that it is only available for one period in July 2014 and this concludes with Sunday 6 July – the premises are not available on Monday 7 July.  If we agree a four day meeting this could be scheduled for set-up on Wednesday 2 July, with Assembly starting at 2pm on Thursday, 3 July and concluding at 1pm on Sunday 6 July.  Despite the perception that Sunday travel is difficult, Cardiff is a relatively good travel hub and it should be possible for everyone to return home leaving from 1pm.  However, it appears that St David’s Hall is available Tuesday 1 July for set-up so that Assembly could run Wednesday to Saturday, though this will make it more difficult for those in employment to attend.

6. Recommendation:  
Bearing in mind that the business often appears rushed and sometimes is not completed in a four day Assembly and there appeared to be a strong reluctance to reduce the length of Assembly when the matter was aired at Scarborough, the Committee recommends that:



Resolution

Acting on behalf of the General Assembly, Mission Council resolves that the next ordinary meeting of General Assembly be held in St David’s Hall, Cardiff from Thursday 3 July to Sunday 6 July, 2014 and that the criteria laid out in Assembly Budget A (in Paper G) be adopted as the basis for the financial arrangements of the meeting in order to comply with the agreed budget limit of £200,000. 
7. Follow-up
If this is agreed, the dates and venue can be publicised and the Assembly team can begin more detailed research and planning, including giving further thought to how the Assembly agenda can be structured to ensure there is more time for discussion of key issues.

Appendix – Assembly Account 2012 & Budget 2014
(see attached)





