Poetry Society – EGM statement                       
First of all we want to say sorry that this meeting is needed – and we don’t dispute the need for a meeting.  There has been a sense of crisis around the Poetry Society created by resignations of senior people, and we know this has caused many of you to ask, understandably enough “what on earth is going on?”  We’ll do our best to explain, and I’m sure you will listen.  Just as we will listen to what you have to say and we will respond to your questions.

Let me say first, by way of explanation so that we share a greater understanding, that the Trustees have wanted to say much more over the last three months.  The reality has been that we have been constrained by legal advice.  I’m not sure if that legal advice has always helped us to be as open as we would wish to be.  And to some extent there remain some legal constraints upon us 

We need to go back to the beginning of the year when the Poetry Society, along with other arts organisations, was going through the process of applying for Arts Council funding.  This was obviously vital for the future of the Poetry Society.  In recent years about a third of Society funding has been provided by the Arts Council.  The Society has been successful in growing income from other sources, but there is no doubt that Arts Council money is essential for us to do the things we want to do for the good of poetry in this country, as well as money from funders such as the Foyle Foundation and many others.

The Director of the Poetry Society, Judith Palmer, was responsible for putting the Society’s bid together.  She received offers of support from Trustees, to share the burden of writing the proposal.  But Judith took the responsibility, wrote the proposal and submitted the bid.  It involved a lot of late-night and last-minute work.  But the bid went in on time, and it got a good outcome in an increased grant to the Poetry Society, as well as the intention to recognise the Poetry Society as the lead body for poetry. There were provisos that much more work needed to be done to move the work forward.

This was a wonderful outcome for the Poetry Society, although tinged with sadness that other poetry organisations had done less well. It was cause for celebration and congratulation, and the Trustees congratulated Judith and asked her to pass congratulations on to her team.  But at the same time the increased funding brought increased responsibilities and an added workload.  The Board was required to oversee the way the Poetry Society operated if it was going to play the role envisaged by the Arts Council.  The Society would have to be run in a way to make the most of the opportunity it had been given.

We had two areas of concern that had emerged over the last year.  Judith Palmer has been an inspirational director of the Poetry Society.  She has poured her heart and soul into the Society, her efforts have been dedicated and wholehearted.  But hard work takes its toll and the Trustees became concerned at Judith’s evident stress created by excessive work.  In Board meetings we minuted (for example on 2 February 2011) the need for the Director to take time off in lieu, and noted that this time should amount to several weeks, particularly as holiday entitlements had not been taken. 

As well as seeing time off as part of the solution, the Trustees felt that the Director needed to delegate more, to take some of the pressure away from her.  Our concern was that the role and job description of the Director might be too burdensome for one person.

At the same time, there was a further concern that there seemed to be a dysfunctional management relationship between the Director and a senior staff member, Fiona Sampson, the editor of Poetry Review.  The quality of Poetry Review, as a respected publication integral to the Poetry Society, was part of the ACE bid; and its standing was cited by ACE in their response.

Inevitably, in any organisation, there are personality differences and these need to be managed.  People outside the Society were remarking upon it.  For the Trustees it seemed clear that we had to deal with the situation

So there were two big issues that needed to be addressed:

1. Relieving the workload and stress on the director, with a look at job descriptions to create a Deputy role to help with operational matters.

2. The working relationship between the director and the editor of Poetry Review.  We had received from the editor, put forward as a pragmatic suggestion, a proposal for temporary change to working arrangements. This proposed the editor reporting to the Board rather than to the Director for a 3-month trial period.

Before the Board meeting on 13th April, Peter Carpenter as Chairman asked the Trustees to agree to action on these two issues.  There was no time before the meeting for a full discussion among trustees of the two resolutions put to the Board, but the Chairman made a strong appeal for support as an essential way forward. With hindsight, we should have discussed the resolutions in more detail and we should have presented them with less formality in the meeting with Judith that followed immediately after. This was a mistake by the Board.

Judith’s reaction to the two resolutions was to reject them.  She made a statement that raised the option that she might sue the Society

Days later Judith went on holiday for a couple of weeks.  Before going, she asked the Board to take no further action on the resolutions until she returned from holiday.  The Board agreed to do this.

When Judith returned from holiday on 9th May discussions were held with the Peter Carpenter as Chairman and Laura Bamford.   With any mention of legal action, the Trustees felt the need to engage employment lawyers to protect the Society’s interests.

Judith Palmer resigned as director on 20th May.  Peter Carpenter immediately accepted the resignation on behalf of the Trustees. We did so with regret and with full acknowledgement of Judith’s achievements as director of the Poetry Society for three years.  The resignation was accepted with immediate effect.

Soon after Judith’s resignation, Paul Ranford the Society’s Finance Manager resigned.  Paul has done a fine job and continues to do so as he works out a two-month notice with complete professionalism.

By our Board meeting of June 8th there were concerns being raised by members through emails, facebook and twitter.  The general questioning was “What’s going on?”  Because of the possible legal action the Board was advised to make ‘no comment’ – an uncomfortable situation for all of us, but one that we felt we had to stick to, given the legal advice.

We recognise, and regret, that this made the situation difficult for staff, in particular.  The staff was having to field questions – and, worse for them – they themselves did not have a full picture of events.  But if there are heroes in this situation, it is the staff of the Poetry Society who have carried on working with absolute dedication.  And, on behalf of the Trustees, I would like to put our gratitude on record.

Our much-respected President Jo Shapcott resigned.  We have made available a copy of her statement here today, along with those of Robyn Bolam, Peter Carpenter, Robyn Bolam and our VP, Gwyneth Lewis.  It was also difficult for members.  Of course, in the absence of information, people will imagine plots and conspiracies.  As these speculations started to air in the press - about philosophical divisions about the role of poetry, about diminishing the role of education work, about a struggle between different camps - it became difficult for all of us.   

That was a sign of the way emotions were rising.  As Trustees we recognise that our silence fuelled the flames of conspiracy theories.  We were frustrated because we know there was no truth in those theories.  But we understood that members had concerns and at our 28th June Board meeting we decided that we would make plans to call this meeting.  We knew that there was a petition gathering to call for explanations at an EGM, but the Board also wanted to explain its situation directly to members.

We thank all those members who care enough for the Society to get involved, and especially those who come here today.  Your voice is heard.  Most of the comments – even when wide of the mark – have been understandable.  But we do feel that one particular film on YouTube – based on Hitler in the film Downfall, but with sub-titles which travestied the situation and mentioned people by name – was beyond the bounds of fair comment.  Indeed it was extremely distressing to one member of staff in particular, Fiona Sampson, who has had to be very strong to stay calm in the face of much unworthy  vilification.  And Fiona has remained professional throughout, editing a fine issue of Poetry Review two weeks ago.   At the same time another great issue of Poetry News was produced by other members of staff.

By our 8th June Board meeting the Trustees were aware that the compliance criteria against which ACE would release the next payment of funds, would not be met in full.  These included progress towards a resolution of the legal situation, action to appoint an interim Director, and evidence of confidence by staff and members in the Board.  
It should be said on behalf of the Trustees at this point that each of us gives our time voluntarily.  We do so because we bring a range of experience that we hope can benefit the Poetry Society.  The time devoted in recent months has been extraordinary.  For many of us this has become a full-time job on top of existing jobs.  The pressure on professional and personal lives has been enormous, beyond what any of us could have imagined.  That pressure has brought its toll.  As you know, Peter Carpenter resigned as Chairman three weeks ago, and Robyn Bolam as a Trustee two weeks ago.  These resignations were not protests – they were caused by the unrelenting and unacceptable pressure on their professional and personal situations.

In the meantime, the Trustees have continued to do their best.  You might not think it’s been good enough but I hope you will believe we have all acted with good intentions and with the interests of the Poetry Society at heart.

So we have moved forward in many ways.  We willingly, and without preconditions, entered into a process of discussion with Judith Palmer and that process is ongoing to explore Judith’s reinstatement.  We believe that the worst possible outcome for the Poetry Society will be a continuation of legal action in any form.  Resort to lawyers is expensive in time and money, and damaging to the Poetry Society’s reputation and purpose.  Our purpose is to champion the cause of poetry, in all its forms, and we want to get on with that with as much speed and energy as we can. But if that purpose is better achieved by the appointment of a new Board we enthusiastically accept that.

We have appointed Amanda Smethurst as Interim Director.  This is a short-term appointment, providing staff with management and leadership, making sure that the Society operates as efficiently as possible. Amanda has been in place since the beginning of July. 

Alongside this, we continue to speak constantly with the Arts Council  and our other Funders.  They cannot take sides in any dispute, but they want us to bring a resolution to the current situation and meet their criteria. As I stated at the beginning, that external  funding is essential to the existence of the Poetry Society.  Without Funder’s support, the Society will struggle to fulfil its potential.   With external support, Trustees, whoever they may be in the coming months and years, staff and members working together – the outlook for poetry and the Poetry Society is bright.  So please let us go forward together.
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