CHAIRMANS REPORT            AGM 2024
I am very pleased to report that we  have now completely recovered from the losses caused by the Covid epidemic and that 2023 proved to be a  busy and successful year. With over 900 members, we are very near to our previous highest membership  once again, which I am certain  will be reached very shortly, so I felt  sure that the end of 2023 was the proper time for me to step down as your Chairman and to hand over a thriving Newbury u3a to be guided by a  new Chairman.

However,  I  couldn't have managed my time in office  so efficiently without a very good team supporting me, and I want to thank  all the Executive Committee  members for the responsible way in which they perform their  duties,  often working quietly but competently in the background.  Their contributions ensure that this large organisation continues to operate  smoothly and efficiently despite it being manned completely by volunteers. In particular my thanks to the three members who have served their time on the Committee and are now standing down this year.
It has been my good fortune to work with 2 people without whom I could not have performed  my own role successfully.  Firstly,  thank you so much Stewart,  for all your helpful financial advice and expertize during your time as Treasurer,  making sure  Newbury u3a remains  in such good health.   My other exceptional  support  and advisor is of course  our  Secretary,  Derek, whose knowledge of u3a practices is invaluable in planning and activating u3a business  correctly and successfully.  It has been a pleasure to work with you both, and I thank you so much for all the support and help you have given me over the past years.

The u3a is run by its members for its members and it is our Group Leaders who really represent the ethos of the u3a movement.  I am so grateful to our Leaders who regularly give up their time to share their skills and enthusiasm, and to  organize the  meetings which so many us of enjoy.  I very much appreciate their huge contribution to our regular monthly programme as we can now offer  so many   different groups for members  to choose from. 

We are extremely fortunate to have an Office in town, which is something few U3A's  are lucky enough to have.  I am sure you all appreciate the regular Friday Updates which our office volunteers send out to inform  us about current events and new activities.  However, an Office  needs staffing of course, so any members who are retired  workers with computer skills and a little  spare time available would be  so welcome to join the office team. 
The new initiative we formed last year to start a  “Go to Group” has proved very successful and  greatly eased the work load for the Committee. The concept is that a request for help at an event is sent out to the group, and if any of the members  are free to offer help  they reply.   But there is no regular commitment and no one is expected to volunteer  every time.
The assistance this group have willingly offered  has ensured that our busy Events Schedule of 2023 ran smoothly and efficiently.   Liz Wood oversees the group and is always  happy to add anyone who would like to volunteer  for her group list.  It is a great chance for anyone with limited time to still contribute something valuable to Newbury  u3a .
The last 12 months have put us firmly back on track to reach our previous membership of 1000 members and  during the year we held two Coffee mornings for new members which were both extremely well attended. 

In September, during National u3a week, we undertook a new project to promote better awareness of our organisation in Newbury.  Members helped to man Stalls in the Market place, which we decorated with  lots of photos of our events and group activities and  information about the u3a.  It attracted a lot of interest, and as well as the publicity we gained, we had an  influx of new members for the following two months when normally our recruiting is at its quietest time.  So while perhaps being rather a marathon event for myself personally,  it proved to be a very successful week and a great team exercise.

Thanks also to this project, I was invited to give a Talk about the u3a to Probus, which was another opportunity for other  organisations in Newbury  to become more  aware of what we do and what we offer.

While acting as your Chairman, some of my personal  highlights have always been the Chairman's Outings. The previous years royal visits to Buckingham Palace and Windsor were exceptionally well timed, given the sad death of the Queen. Nevertheless our visit to Leighton  House last  year proved to be fascinating as we discovered the amazing Arabian tiled room right in the middle of central London.
Indeed, all our outings and theatre trips continue to be so popular that they always sell out very quickly,  so I am very grateful to the Travel and Theatre group organisers  for providing such a regular and  varied programme that  can appeal to all the members' tastes. 

The Speaker Talks at St Nics remain very popular and attendance is almost to full hall capacity, so many thanks to Bob Hook who has managed to keep us very well entertained with such a diverse choice of subjects during his time as Talks Organiser.  In particular the visits from the Air Ambulance and the RNLI were particularly engrossing and well attended, and we were pleased to be able to contribute towards their funds.   I hope  we can find a worthy successor to Bob, as having fully organized  speakers for our year ahead, he  now retires from this role.

As I looked back on the last year,  I realized just how much  our business model has developed since the Covid years. The one legacy that being in Lockdown taught us all, was to  make full use of the internet, and that is very much the way forward for our administration  and communications for 2024. While we thankfully are no longer dependant on Zoom for our meetings, it still has its uses,  and is used by some groups in addition to their monthly meetings giving more choices to their members. 

As you know, we use Beacon for our administrative programme. It is such a time saver for both the Office and the Group leaders,  and ensures members' data is kept  private and safe.   I remind members that they  can access their own record within  Beacon and use it to renew and pay for their membership online.  We are  also currently looking into the option of taking payments online for trips and outings, if we can resolve the additional issues to ensure ease of booking.  For  our outings to run efficiently, the organisers must  correctly find which member has paid for which trip -  just a little more difficult if  there are no paper money cheques in the process, and we  have several different outings all being organised  at the same time.

Our  Website is the first place to check when any information  is needed. It is the place to check the  calendar for upcoming events,  to obtain  booking forms  or online information, to renew  membership online, or to look for a new group to join - so it is a very important communication centre for members.

However  there is a new initiative to  completely update the Website and server, which is happening over the next coming months.  Any member  that  has the  knowledge and an interest in the website and might  like to be involved in this development,  please do get in touch with us.  For those of us who are not so  computer  skilled, we  will simply enjoy seeing and using the results once the  new website is finally completed.

As we look forward to another busy year ahead, sadly,  it is time for me  to step down from my role as your Chairperson. It has been a privilege to be at the helm and to represent Newbury u3a over the past 4 years  and to  have seen us grow and prosper once again.  It gives me great pleasure to be able to hand over a thriving organisation to my successors .
I hope to stay fully involved with the Committee as the Groups Co-ordinator,  and to make sure of a smooth handover to the new Officers.   But above all, I will continue to try to  assist in  developing  Newbury u3a  in a way that meets with all our  aspirations.  Thank you  for  all  your continued support both to me personally and to our organisation which I am so passionate about.
 I offer my very best wishes and support to the incoming  Chair and  Executive Committee for this  year,  and I am quite sure 2024 will follow 2023 in  proving to be another very successful year ahead.

Rosemarie Franklin

Chairman
