
BirdLife Australia

Group and Branch Consultation – Response from the Board to the Questionnaire

A strong regional and local presence through members’ groups will be a vital part of the success of BirdLife Australia, furthering the aims of the organisation and providing activities that meet the needs of our members and encourage others to join us. 

In August 2011 we sought feedback from all Birds Australia and BOCA groups, branches observatories, reserves and special interest groups on areas of how this local presence can be maximised through the operation of our group/branch structure.

This paper provides an outline of the survey feedback and decisions taken by the BirdLife Australia Board relating to future arrangements for the group/branch network.  The special interest group structure and observatories, reserves and observatories will continue to operate as they do now and are therefore not covered in detail in this document. 

In addition to the information provided below, we received a wealth of feedback to our open-ended questions. This information has also been closely reviewed and included in the development of the decisions. A summary of the survey results is attached at Appendix I.
1.
For internal purposes, what should we call ourselves?
Consultation responses were mixed, with ‘branch’ the preferred term. It is recommended that for clarity and simplicity one term is adopted across our network which describes our groups/branches and allows for the differing structural models outlined below. The Board decided to adopt the term branch of BirdLife Australia. Special interest groups, observatories, reserves etc would retain their current names.

Decision: adopt the name branch
2.
Structures

Branches

Participants were asked to indicate their preferred structure for branches in the future.

Responses were split across the options, showing favour for direct liaison with National Office as well as state committees set up to respond to state-wide issues. 
The challenge of spreading this presence and activity across a wide geographical area is something with which both BA and BOCA have struggled.

We want the organisation to have a very strong local presence.  The model of branches across the nation is the building block of this presence.  The Board has agreed that to achieve this, the most effective model is for branches to interact directly with National Office. 
However in some cases new or small branches need support to grow to the capacity to be able to operate fully. In this situation a small (or local) branch may be supported by a bigger or more established (or regional) branch until they are able and willing to ‘stand alone’. This would happen by mutual agreement with the bigger branch supporting, overseeing and mentoring the small branch. This model will only happen where both parties favour this option and because it makes sense for geographic, operational or capacity reasons. In this case the small local branches will be supported by the bigger regional branch who will liaise on their behalf with National Office.

Decision: Branches deal directly with and are supported by National Office. In some cases and by mutual agreement a large (regional) branch may support one or more smaller (local) branches and liaise with National Office on their behalf.
State Committees
In addition to the structure of branches, the Board encourages representation at a state level in the form of state committees. This is not another level of hierarchy, or tier of management, and is proposed as a Committee appointed by and representing the branches on state issues and providing a state-wide perspective. The Committee would deal with state based issues with a power of representation and coordination – ie a coalition of branches. The Committee could also have a coordination role where activity involves several branches.
The need for, establishment and structure of the State Committee will be agreed through discussion between National Office and branches within each state.
3.
How the flow of money works  
The Board recommended that branches receive a single annual payment based on a pre-agreed level of budgeted or incurred expenditure (payment either at the start or end of the year). For 2012 this will be in line with 2011 budgets/expenditure.
The advantages of this are:

· Branches retain control over their expenditure and continue to operate their own bank accounts.

· It simplifies the accounting at National Office and in the branch with only one payment per year for each branch.

· Branches can be encouraged to raise separate sources of funds to minimise the need for National Office funding (some branches already exist without any funding).  Branch bank balances could be monitored in this regard.

· Due to materiality levels, most expenditure and most branch bank accounts will not require audit, which would present an opportunity for audit fee cost savings.

· A payment based on expenditure model avoids issues which arise in a capitation model such as:

· Disputes over how National Office has defined a catchment.

· Where members live in the catchments of two different branches – which one should receive the money?

· Where members live in the catchment of a branch but attend meetings and activities of another branch.

· Where members live a great distance from any branch and their only involvement is receiving the magazine- where should they be allocated?

In the first half of 2012 the Chief Executive will discuss budgets/expenditure with each branch to agree the ongoing arrangement.
4. Support – general
Respondents indicated that they most required support as follows:
1. An individual contact at National Office to deal with group concerns and issues and in connecting groups and encouraging communication and linkages between groups.

2. Help producing newsletters, publications and/or promotional materials and support in new media and web management.
3. Support in dealing with national, state or local policy and conservation issues, including dissemination of survey/research results and access to scientific or academic papers.
Decision: An in-house branch liaison role will be created to provide strategic links between National Office and branches. The post, working from National Office, will be recruited in early 2012 to support the branches through the transition to BirdLife.
5. Support – newsletters and e-news
Newsletters were not an area covered in detail in the survey. However from discussions and meetings with groups we know that this area is of critical interest to our network and that planning and production times are such that we should provide information on this as soon as possible.  Attached at appendix II are full details of the arrangements, summarised here:

Newsletters

National Office will support all branches in distribution of branch newsletters. Larger branches (500+ members) will be encouraged to produce the newsletter in line with the production of the BirdLife Australia member magazine. Smaller branches will be provided with options on how National Office can support distribution of their newsletter. Members with email contact details will receive an electronic version of the newsletter although there will be the option to opt for a paper copy at any time.
Contacting your local BirdLife members

BirdLife Australia National Office will provide branches with regular updated lists of current members in the branch area. Communications to members will be coordinated by and sent from National Office.
6. Affiliates/branches

Over 60% of respondents felt that Affiliates should continue within BirdLife Australia – either operating as they do within BOCA or through paying an additional fee. A number of affiliates have also expressed interest in becoming a branch of BirdLife Australia, which suggests maintaining the current relationship with them is pragmatic in the short term. It is therefore recommended that affiliates are retained, but this is kept under review. 

However it is necessary to first clarify issues around current insurance coverage and how insurance would need to be applied in the future. As part of this process (and communications with affiliates), we will outline what is expected in return from affiliates in relation to membership, payment, branding, support etc.

Decision:

1. Current affiliates are retained, but this is kept under review.

2. Information is provided to affiliates on insurance cover.

3. We will clarify the requirements for being a branch, for being an affiliate and the respective benefits of both.

7.
Rules, Policy and procedures
In the survey the following was included:

Rules and regulations will be developed over the coming months, but broadly BirdLife Australia groups/branches will be expected to:
- Comply with laws
- Comply with the BirdLife Australia constitution
- Comply with all BirdLife policies and procedures
- Engage in communications with the organisation
- Keep records
- Report as required

Birds Australia Regional Groups have operated successfully under a set of standard rules first introduced in 2003 and subsequently modified in consultation with representatives of the Regional Groups. A new Policies and Procedures Manual was approved by BA Council in 2009. The rules form part of the Manual.
A similar framework will be developed for BirdLife branches. The rules, policies and operating procedures will serve two complementary purposes. First they help to ensure branches operate in a way that complies with the law, by-laws and policies of the organisation, and that they are truly representative of and responsive to the wishes of the members. Second they will provide assistance to branch Committees so they have a guide of how to operate.

Current BA Regional Group Rules are attached at appendix III. We recognise that these will need to be modified to ensure they are applicable for smaller branches where the level of process expected of BA Regional Groups is likely to be either unreasonable or unnecessary. These rules will be made available and communicated as part of the establishment of the branch liaison role in early 2012.
Appendix I  - Survey Summary; see separate file attached
Appendix II – Newsletters and eNews; following

Appendix III – Birds Australia Regional Group Rules; following, provided only for information not as a set of model rules for Branches.

Appendix II: Branch newsletters and e-news
The following are operational processes which will be managed at National Office in support of the branch network.

General process for branch newsletter and e-news circulation:

1) Members receive a copy of the branch newsletter for the catchment within which they live

2) All members who do not have an email address as part of their membership details receive a posted copy of the newsletter

3) The newsletter will be circulated by email where an email address exists and the member has not expressed a preference to receive a postal copy

4) The email newsletter version contains a link where members can opt for a postal copy

5) Preferences for email/postal copy are recorded and managed in the BirdLife National Office database

6) Branches do not charge a fee for their newsletter. Production costs can be significantly decreased by the above recommendations. 

Regional e-news

BirdLife National Office will send out the e-news, and therefore manages any bounces or change of details directly back into the database.

The benefits of this are: 

· Less work required of the branch in terms of managing a mailing list – this is a duplication of effort

· Member only has to contact one office to update details

· BirdLife is able to screen content of e-news

· By reinforcing that BirdLife National Office is the one-stop shop for members to update their details, whenever we produce an email list, we know it is as up to date as possible. If branches are keeping their own mailing lists, there is no guarantee that they will pass updated info on to the national database, leading to possible confusion and frustration for the member, who thought they had updated their details by contacting their branch. 

Process for circulation of branch newsletters and e-news

1) All members will receive their branch newsletter by email where they have an active email address recorded on the National Office database, unless they state their preference for receiving a postal copy. All members will have the opportunity to opt for a postal copy of their newsletter, or for no copy of their newsletter, by clicking a link at the bottom of the email version of their newsletter. This approach will save environmental resources.
2) We will record member contact preferences in the National Office database. Members can opt for:

· Postal copy / Email copy / No copy of newsletter

· Local e-news / No local e-news

· Members can also opt in to receive another groups newsletter and/or e-news if they wish and we will record this preference in the National Office database to ensure they are included on the appropriate mailing/email list.

Branches need to forward any information they receive from members about their contact preferences to National Office, so that we can keep this up to date in the database. 

3) Those larger branches of 500+ members who can produce their newsletter on the same schedule as the BirdLife Australia quarterly Magazine can have their newsletter mailed with the Magazine, incurring no postage costs to the group. National Office will indicate on the Magazine mailing list, provided to our mailhouse, those members who are to receive a postal copy of their newsletter, taking into account the preferences recorded on the National Office database (as described above).

4) For those smaller branches (less than 500 members) or those who cannot produce their newsletter on the same schedule as the Magazine, or do not want to insert their newsletter with the Magazine, National Office can either: 

· express post labels for each current member who requires a postal newsletter copy to the branches relevant contact person.

· or, email an Excel mailing file for those who require a postal copy to the branches relevant contact person, which the branch can use to create their own mailing labels

· or, if the branch provides a PDF file of their newsletter to National Office, we can organise printing and mailing out of the newsletter, using our office volunteers

5) There are two types of emails to members that we can send out on behalf of the branch. 

The first type is the email version of their newsletter, which will contain the following:

· A paragraph explaining that the latest newsletter is now available

· A link to download and view the newsletter on the website

· Contact information for the branch

· A link to opt for a postal copy instead of email copy

· A link to opt out of receiving the newsletter altogether

Note that the actual newsletter itself will not be emailed as an attachment, as bulk emails containing attachments cause several problems including slowing down the National Office server and blocking other emails from being sent, and also the email with the attachment is often identified as spam at the receiving end and therefore does not reach the recipient.

The second type is regular or occasional e-news bulletins, which in addition to the news items themselves, will contain the following:

· Contact information for the branch

· A link to opt out of receiving the branch e-news

· Guidelines for suitable news items, word count and deadlines for submission

For those branches who do not have a regular schedule, we can assist in compiling their e-news. We currently do this for BASNA. BASNA send items through one at a time as they occur; these are saved up and collated at National Office for a bi-weekly e-news.

For those smaller branches who only occasionally want to send an email notification of an event or news relevant to their area, National Office can send items out on behalf of the branch as they arise. If it seems like items are arising more frequently, then the branch might want to set up a schedule with a news team, or ask National Office to help compile items for a bi-weekly e-news.

Timing is sometimes very important with branch e-news, as events and opportunities often come up at short notice. Requests for e-news distribution would be sent to all staff members who have the ability to send these emails out, as well as the Communications Manager. An email address could be set up which then would redirect all emails received to the relevant staff at National Office. This would then eliminate the need for branches to work out/keep themselves up to date with who to contact at National Office and it would be National Office’s responsibility to keep the contact list linked to the email address. 

6.
Support – member contact

Process regarding provision of member lists to branches

BirdLife Australia will provide branches with monthly new-member lists and quarterly full-membership lists. 

Following are recommendations for what the branch can use the lists for, and how we will help them do the things they can’t use the list for.

The Quarterly full member list can be used as:

· A reference for contacting members on an individual basis (by phone, email or mail)

· A reference for knowing who’s who in the branch, and who is a current paid up member - for example if the branch is running an event which has a discount price for members, they can use their list to check if registrants are current members or not. The branch is welcome to request another full member list in the interim between quarterly lists for this purpose if necessary.

The Monthly new member list can be used to:

· Send local welcome info to new members by mail and/or email

· Add new member details to the most recent full membership list, for the interim period between receiving the next quarterly update, for reference only.

Lists provided to branches must not be used for:

· Mailing or emailing the newsletter

· Emailing the group e-news

· Any other occasional mailouts or email-outs to the whole branch.

All mailing and emailing must be done using up-to-date contact information from the database at National Office.

Appendix III – Existing Birds Australia Regional Group Rules

These rules are provided for information. They contain some elements which could be picked up in Branch operating rules but are not suggested as a model.

Regional Group Rules

Rules of [insert name of regional group]

A Regional Group within the 

Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union, 

trading as Birds Australia

(ACN 004 076 475)
These rules are made under the authority granted to Council under the Constitution of the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union.
1 Name

The group shall be known as the [Insert name of group] and is called in these rules “The Group”.  The Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union (ACN 004 076 475) is called in these rules by its trading name: “Birds Australia”.  The Council of Birds Australia has the meaning given to it in the Birds Australia Constitution.
2 Purpose

The common purpose of Birds Australia is to advance the conservation, understanding and appreciation of Australia’s birds and their habitats. It is reasonable for historical, political and social reasons that many Australians identify strongly with the region in which they live. It is also difficult for a national organisation with finite resources, which relies upon volunteers across the country, to coordinate all of its activities from a central office. For these reasons the membership of Birds Australia is grouped into geographic regions. The Members resident in a region are collectively known as a Regional Group of Birds Australia.

3 Legal Status

Under the Constitution the Regional Groups are an integral part of Birds Australia and cannot have the status of a separate legal entity. The Group, on behalf of Birds Australia, may establish a legal entity solely for the purpose of fundraising. 

4 Objectives

The Objectives of the Group (in no particular order) are to:

· Provide a focus on national and regional research and conservation matters;

· Assist and conduct national and regional research and conservation programs;

· Advocate for the conservation of birds and their habitats;

· Encourage and support the activities of Members who wish to actively participate in Birds Australia’s programs;

· Organise activities and events of interest to Members;

· Promote an interest and understanding of birds and their conservation in the wider community;

· Engage and inform all Members;

· Grow the Member and Supporter base; and 

· Provide a local face and voice for Birds Australia.

5 Membership

All persons who are members of Birds Australia and resident in [insert region] shall be Members of the Group, with full voting rights at meetings of the Group.  Visiting members of Birds Australia from other regions of Australia shall be eligible to attend meetings or other Group functions but cannot vote.
6 Management

The Members of the Regional Group elect an Executive Committee of volunteers to represent and progress their interests in pursuing the common purpose of Birds Australia.  The management, control and general administration of the Group shall be vested in the Executive Committee of the Group which may conduct its affairs in whatever manner it shall decide, subject always to the Constitution of Birds Australia, and any policies and by-laws made by Council from time-to-time. 
7 Executive Committee

The Executive Committee shall consist of a Convenor (Chair), a Deputy Convenor (Vice-Chair), Secretary, Treasurer (or a Secretary/Treasurer) and up to eight ordinary Executive Committee members.  Executive Committee members must be members of Birds Australia.  The Executive Committee shall be elected at the Annual General Meeting (AGM) of the Group.

The Executive Committee shall meet at least twice a year in addition to attending the AGM.

8 Annual General Meeting

The AGM shall be held in March or before, at a time and place to be set by the Executive Committee. The timing of the AGM needs to fit with deadlines for information from Regional Groups being included in the Birds Australia Annual Report.

The purpose of the meeting shall be to receive reports from the Convenor and Executive Committee on the activities of the Group during the past year, to receive the financial report for the year ending 31 December, to elect office bearers and Executive Committee members for the coming year, to appoint an auditor for the coming year, and to conduct any other business.

9 Nominations to Executive Committee
Members of the Group may nominate as an office bearer to the Executive Committee or as an ordinary Executive Committee Member.

Nominations must be in a format determined by the Secretary.  The Secretary shall cause to be circulated notice of the AGM and a call for nominations to the Executive Committee at least seven weeks before the AGM.  The notice should include how nomination and proxy vote application forms can be obtained.

Completed nomination forms may be lodged by email or post but must be received by the Secretary at least 21 days prior to the AGM.  The Secretary shall give notice of the names of all Members nominated and the position nominated to.  The notice must be issued as soon as possible after the close of nominations.  The notice should include procedures for lodging proxy votes.  
If there is a position on the Executive Committee to which, after the close of nominations, no Member has been nominated, additional nominations must be called for from the floor of the AGM.  Nominations under this provision can be taken from any person present at the meting and can be nominations for themselves or another Member.  Nominations under this provision must be lodged by Members present at the meeting.
10 Election and Appointment of Executive Committee
The election of Executive Committee office bearers and ordinary Executive Committee members shall take place at the AGM.  In the event of more than one Member nominating for an Office or more than eight Members nominating as ordinary Executive Committee members the outcome shall be determined by ballot.
A Member may not hold more than one office at a time.

If an office bearer or ordinary Executive Committee member position is not filled at an AGM or becomes vacant in between AGMs, the Executive Committee may co-opt a Member to fill the vacancy.  A person so co-opted shall have the same rights and responsibilities and term of office as if they had been elected to the Executive Committee at the previous AGM. 
The Executive Committee shall have the authority to appoint no more than two additional persons for a period up to the time of the next AGM, for the purpose of providing expert advice.  People appointed to the Executive Committee under this provision need not be Members of Birds Australia.

11 Term of Office

Office bearers shall hold office from one AGM to the next and may be re-elected.

The office of Convenor may not be held for more than three consecutive years unless his or her nomination is approved by an ordinary resolution of the AGM.  If such a person chooses not to nominate or if their nomination is not accepted they may be re-elected to the office of Convenor after a gap of at least one year.

A person cannot be a member of the Executive Committee for more than six consecutive years, including as an office bearer unless before the elections take place his or her nomination is approved by an ordinary resolution of the AGM.  If such a person chooses not to nominate or if their nomination is not accepted they may be re-elected to the Executive Committee after a gap of at least one year.

12 Methods of Voting by Members of the Group

Votes of Members of the Group at AGMs and Extraordinary General Meetings shall be taken in the first instance by ballot.  The ballot shall be conducted in such a manner as the Executive Committee directs.  Every Member of the Group is entitled to one vote on each issue to be voted upon by being present at the meeting or by appointing a proxy.

An instrument appointing a proxy shall be in writing signed by the appointer or their attorney.  This instrument of proxy shall be in the hands of the Secretary of the Group not less than twenty-four hours before the start of the meeting.  Any person, whether a Member of the Group or not, may be appointed a proxy.

A vote given in accordance with the terms of an instrument of proxy shall be valid providing that:

(a) the appointer of the proxy has not ceased to be a Member prior to the meeting at which the vote is cast; or

(b) the Secretary of the Group has not received prior to the meeting a signed written statement from the appointer of the proxy, which revokes the power of the proxy.

(c) No instrument of proxy shall be valid after twelve months from its date of execution.

13 Extraordinary General Meeting

The Executive Committee may call an Extraordinary General Meeting (EGM) to discuss any matter of urgent importance, and shall be bound to do so on receiving a written request signed by twenty financial members of the Group, or by Council.

14 Notice of Meeting

At least fourteen days’ notice of an EGM and forty-nine days’ notice of an AGM shall be given to members, and the notice shall specify the business to be transacted and the day, hour and place of meeting. Placement of the notice of meeting on the Birds Australia website and advertising the meeting through circular email news shall constitute due notice to Members of the Group.
15 Quorum

The quorum for meetings shall be:

· AGM and EGM - fifteen members

· Executive Committee - four members

No meeting shall be abandoned for want of a quorum until thirty minutes after the time appointed for the start of the meeting.
16 Conduct of Meetings

The Executive Committee may meet face-to-face, by teleconference, video-conference, on-line discussion group or by whatever other means it sees as appropriate.

17 Funds

The Group may raise funds from any source that is not contrary to the overall aims and objectives of Birds Australia.  All funds received shall be paid into the Group’s accounts but are beneficially owned by Birds Australia.
The Treasurer shall be responsible for receiving, paying and handling funds, and for keeping books of the Group’s finances.
At the AGM, the Treasurer shall present the past year’s audited accounts for the Group.  The accounts shall be audited annually.
18 No Financial Advantage for Members

Nothing in these rules shall permit any member to derive personal pecuniary profit or advantage from the transactions of the Group.  The Executive Committee may, however, pay an honorarium salary to any member performing services for the Group, as it sees fit.
19 Financial Accounts

At the end of each financial year of Birds Australia, the Group shall submit its annual audited financial accounts to Birds Australia for inclusion in the annual financial accounts of Birds Australia. 
20 Functions

The Executive Committee, or members delegated by the Executive Committee, may arrange periodic meetings, talks, functions, birdwatching outings & campouts, and other activities, obtaining funding or for other purposes that help achieve the Group’s objectives.  
21 Committees 

To assist with aspects of its work, the Executive Committee may set up Committees with a Convenor and members, the purpose and membership of which is to be in accord with the terms of reference authorised by the Executive Committee. 
Committees shall not commit the Executive Committee to any policy or expense, but may make recommendations within their terms of reference to the Executive Committee.
22 Group Representation

The Executive Committee may appoint a Member or Members of the Group to represent the Group on any body or at any meeting that invites such representation or, the Executive Committee feels needs such representation.  The Group’s representative shall not commit the Executive Committee to any policy or expense without prior approval by the Executive Committee.
23 Amendment of Rules

These Rules may only be amended under the provisions of the Birds Australia Constitution which requires the previous approval of Council.

24 Property of the Group

The Group may only acquire assets on behalf of Birds Australia.  Any assets held by the Group are the assets of Birds Australia.
The Council may delegate the power to deal with and dispose of assets up to a specified dollar value that are in the control of the Group.
25 Termination of the Group

If the Group is terminated under the provisions of Birds Australia Constitution or otherwise, all property and assets managed on behalf of Birds Australia by the Group shall, after payments of outstanding liabilities, be managed as Council determines.
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