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Implementing the future of Methodist Publishing

Basic Information

	Contact Name and Details
	Ken Howcroft, Assistant Secretary of Conference, mph Board member and member of the implementation group (x5147)

	Status of Paper
	Information

	Action Required
	Take note

	Draft Resolution


	Council takes note of the information provided regarding the decisions of the mph Board.


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	The purpose of this report is to update members of Council on the consequential decisions that have been made by the mph Board on the advice of the implementation group and SRC, following the adoption by Conference of the report The Future of Methodist Publishing.

	Main Points


	· Background

· Methodist Publishing

· Epworth Press

· Inspire imprint

· decision to discontinue

· dealings with authors

· Customer Servicing, Warehousing and Fulfilment, Finance and Administration

· mechanisms needed

· options considered

· cost saving issues

· risks

· mph Board decision

· Criteria for Methodist Publishing

· Further work

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	The financial situation of mph, the proposals to rethink radically the functions that should continue, the decision to integrate these into the reconfigured Connexional Team and the decisions regarding the Epworth Press were agreed by SRC and Council in March/April 2008 and adopted by Conference 2008:

Methodist Publishing House

The Future of Methodist Publishing

	Consultations


	Implementation group: Eric Jarvis (former Chair of mph Board); Peter Brophy (Chair of mph Board); Ken Howcroft (Assistant Secretary of Conference and member of mph Board), Janet Morley (Head of CCEA cluster).

Individual consultations: Michael Townsend (Chair of Epworth Committee); John Ellis (Secretary for Team Operations); Toby Scott (Director of Communications and Campaigns).

SRC (September), followed by consultation with Ken Wales (Chair of SRC).

Mph Board as the decision making managing trustees. 


Summary of Impact 

	Standing Orders


	Standing Order 243 requires amendment to strengthen the Epworth Committee with responsibility and resources for financial management as well as editorial responsibility

	Financial


	Further estimates will be provided to SRC as requested. Future costs to be transparent to the Council via Connexional Team and Epworth Press separate budget.

	Personnel


	Since the financial difficulties of mph were reported, the staff has been reduced from 28 to 11. This figure is expected to reduce again by at least 50% under these arrangements. Further information regarding mph staff redundancies or required additional Team staff will be provided to SRC when finalised.

	Legal 


	Legal services will be employed where required (eg in sale and purchase of properties)

	Wider Connexional


	Improved delivery of more limited service is intended, within agreed budgets.

	Risk
	Risk of negative publicity regarding demise of Inspire imprint was handled proactively with Methodist Recorder.

Risk that Methodists perceive all publishing and distribution functions to have shut down will be countered by appropriate promotion strategies and delivery.


Implementing the future of Methodist Publishing 
FOR INFORMATION

Background
1  Conference 2008 accepted the report “The Future of Methodist Publishing” which recommended the full integration of the publishing activities of mph into the Connexional Team. It had become apparent that most of the lines of business undertaken by mph had been making significant losses. The mph Board had taken steps to rectify this situation by a series of actions including the closure of the bookshop at Methodist Church House and the cessation of the provision of fulfilment and retail services for third parties.
2  The specific recommendations to Conference were that “mph should cease to exist as a separate entity within the Connexional structure, and that steps should now be taken to place responsibility for all aspects of Methodist Publishing centrally in the Connexional Team” and that “the process of integration begin immediately with a view to it being completed by 31 August 2009”. This report provides information on the steps being taken to implement these resolutions and invites the Council to take note. 
3   The Board of mph appointed an Executive Committee of its members to take decisions on the implementation of the Conference resolutions on its behalf and members of the Committee, with the mph Chief Executive Neil Joubert, have been meeting with members of the Connexional Team as an 'Implementation Group' to discuss and agree concrete steps to enable the new service to be implemented within the timescale envisaged. 

Methodist Publishing
4  In future, the Connexional Team will provide all the core services that the Conference requires and also publish what it can ‘uniquely and best’ do within the Priorities of the Methodist Church and the objectives that are developed to enable the Methodist Church fulfil its mission. This includes key items such as the Agenda and Minutes of Conference, the Membership ticket, the Prayer Handbook and any published aspects of the new hymn collection. We use the term 'Methodist Publishing' to refer to all this work. Work is under way about how to integrate into the management structures of the Team the continuing functions that are currently undertaken by mph, and the effect it might have on the existing job descriptions of members of the Connexional Team.  
Epworth Press
5  The Conference heard that the mph Board and the Council had affirmed that Epworth Press has an important role to play in supporting the work of the church through providing books and other publications which contribute to the advance of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or are generally of an educational nature. They had also agreed that urgent steps should be taken to market the publications and restore the imprint at least to a break-even position. The Conference agreed that the Epworth Press Editorial Committee should cease to become a committee for which mph was responsible, but should become a committee appointed by the Conference to report to the Methodist Council and to work within budgets authorised on behalf of the Conference by the Council.  An amendment to Standing Orders was adopted to effect this. 
6  As stated by Conference, Epworth Press should operate within a budget set by Methodist Council. It is recognised that a breakeven budget is not realistic in the short term. It is therefore necessary that an Epworth Press annual budget be set in negotiation with the Committee. This should be done once there is a realistic understanding as to the total production costs of an Epworth publication under these new arrangements. It is also recognised that the current contractual arrangements between the Press, mph and another publisher need revision in the light of the changed circumstances. At its September meeting the Strategy and Resources Committee (SRC) made provision for how financial management resources could be added to interact with the work of the Editorial Committee and ensure coherent oversight of the Epworth Press. Further work to implement this is currently being undertaken. 

Inspire imprint
7  The Inspire imprint has been used by mph for the publication of general Christian titles to the mass market. Although some titles have sold well many have not and overall the imprint has been making significant losses. It has operated in a very competitive market without adequate support in presentation and marketing. Without major investment it is very unlikely that it could be successful in commercial terms. 

8  After discussion in the mph Executive Committee and in the Implementation Group it has been agreed that the imprint should be discontinued. On the test of what the Church can “uniquely or best do”, mentioned above, there is a case for having something like Epworth Press to promote specifically Methodist theological research and writing, but there is not a case for a separate imprint of general Christian material since other publishers have the means of providing it.  Specifically Methodist material on spirituality and discipleship (as opposed to books about these matters which happen to be written by Methodists)  will be provided within the continuing ‘Methodist Publishing’ (see # 17).

9  The following steps are being taken to implement this decision:
· all authors who are under contract, whether already published or with manuscripts in hand, have been contacted individually to inform them of this decision;
· published titles will continue to be sold until the end of August 2009, at which point unsold stock will be offered to authors. There will be limited but active marketing of these titles during the coming year;
· authors with manuscripts that have been commissioned but not published have been released from their contracts, and the offer is to be made to them of an ex gratia payment and assistance in finding alternative publishers;
· one post at mph has, as a consequence in the reduction in workload, been made redundant. 
Customer Servicing, Warehousing and Fulfilment, Finance and Administration
10  These are core aspects of the service provided to the Church. People who understand the needs of churches need to receive and process people’s orders. Stock needs to be warehoused so as to be able to supply against customer orders in a timely fashion. Fulfilment includes all the processes, such as picking individual items from the warehouse, packaging, printing of invoices, dispatch, receipt of returns and so on. Payment and the administration of other processes need to be managed and integrated into the central financial procedures and accounts of the Church.

11  It is essential that we ensure that efficient mechanisms are in place to enable customers to order materials in a variety of ways (phone, web, post), for these to be selected, packed and dispatched (i.e. fulfilment) and for the associated financial transactions to be undertaken. The infrastructure needed to achieve this includes order receipt and processing (essentially the customer services function), warehousing of stock, especially where materials are produced by the Church, picking of items in response to individual orders, packaging and dispatch, and returns handling. With the reduction in activity resulting from recent decisions the premises owned by mph in Peterborough are far too large and expensive to maintain for future requirements so that an alternative solution is needed. While this is being developed the current premises have been put up for sale, to test the market. Some interest has been shown by possible purchasers of the current premises and one is actively pursuing options for changes to the building to suit its requirement. We are advised that the value of the premises is of the order of £1.5 million.

12  The Implementation Group has discussed options for the future in detail. The main ones are:

(1) retain warehousing, fulfilment, finance, administration and customer services as an in-house operation but in new, smaller premises;

(2) outsource the whole operation to a specialist supplier (either a national firm such as Royal Mail or a smaller, specialised provider);
(3) outsource warehousing and fulfilment; retain customer services, finance and administration in-house.
13  In their discussions, the Implementation Group and the SRC have discounted the first of those options. The SRC indicated that the choice between options (2) and (3) should be made on grounds that include sound commercial estimates and costings. The Implementation Group has engaged in discussion with the Chair of SRC about those concerns. The Implementation Group has established that a complete outsourcing of customer services, warehousing and fulfilment would not result in as much cost-saving as it might initially appear to. While cutting in-house customer service posts, the option would require an increase in staff in the Team to deal with the financial and administrative matters that arise and to manage the interaction between the Team and the agencies to which the work is outsourced. It has also established that the connexion does not generate enough work regularly enough to make our work sufficiently attractive to other agencies to guarantee a high level of service at low cost to the Church; and that since much of our stock is slow-moving, warehousing charges would be very high. This is because a commercial firm taking on our business would need to find a way to make a profit. 

14  In considering these matters, the Board of mph has also recognised that there is high level of risk to the proper provision of services to the Church if existing knowledge and expertise are lost through outsourcing at a time when the Connexional Team is also in a period of great transition. To move from a totally in-house to a totally outsourced solution in one step carries an undue level of risk because there would be no way back from it. A less extreme approach leaves future options open. 

15  The Board has therefore decided that it is cost effective and prudent in terms of stewardship of resources to make an immediate purchase of a conveniently sited small modern building at a cost of about £0.5m. The option of purchasing rather than leasing is preferred because of the danger of being inflexibly tied in to a long leasing arrangement. That building will provide office space for a small number of Connexional Team staff (who between them will deal with customer services, finance and administration) and warehouse space for the Church’s stock. The building is immediately adjacent to a print-on-demand company which has won a major environmental award for its industry, is a leader in digital printing and provides highly efficient and cost effective fulfilment services. That company is prepared to make an agreement in which it is able to use any surplus space in the Church’s warehouse and in return runs the whole of the warehouse for the Church and fulfils the orders for the Church’s goods. It is also prepared to bid competitively for the various printing “jobs” of the Church as and when they come up for tender. The Board believes that there is already good cooperation between the company and the Church: the company provided the printing during this year’s Conference cheaply and effectively, and it provided help with the packing and delivery of Circuit parcels (of CPD, Minutes etc.) which this year was accomplished in a record time of three and a half days. 

16  The Board judges that this move is cost effective and prudent, and will share the details on which it has made that judgement further with the SRC. If the arrangement with the printing company does not work, or if, after the reconfigured Team and these new arrangements for publishing have settled down, a complete outsourcing would prove to be achievable and a better option, the Church would have an asset in the building which could be easily realised if that further step was taken. 

Criteria for Methodist Publishing

17  When the agreed continuing functions of mph are fully integrated into the Connexional Team, everything the Team would then publish and market would be called Methodist Publishing. This would include those items which serve the governance bodies of the Connexion, but would also cover materials enabling Methodist individuals and churches to ‘own’ the issues and decisions of the Conference. They would include resources relating to spirituality, faith sharing and discipleship.

18  SRC approved the following criteria for all publications in Methodist Publishing.:

Apart from ecumenically agreed joint projects (with a specific promotion strategy), they should be what we can ‘uniquely and best’ undertake, namely:

· reflect Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church

· be explicitly Methodist in appeal

· highlight and develop the charisms of Methodism

· if already published, be able to demonstrate that they are selling relatively well   

· supply core Methodist Church needs

· meet the requirements of the Conference or the agreed communications strategy

· be resources Methodists cannot easily acquire elsewhere.

19  SRC  was concerned to ensure that all publications of Methodist Publishing should be of a high quality and subject to rigorous evaluation. Methodist Publishing will work to an agreed budget. It will not have the requirement to operate on a fully commercial basis but there would be an expectation that wherever possible, priced items should cover their costs and there would be proper discipline concerning:

· being able to demonstrate clear market research showing the need

· careful planning of formats to be inclusive and to make distribution easier

· realism about print-runs to avoid wastage and pointless warehousing

· all costs to be included in the budget for any publication

· effective promotional strategies.

For free items and those which can justify it on clear grounds, Methodist Publishing may intentionally subsidize the costs to some extent but this will be a deliberate choice, where all costs are known.

Further work

20  Work continues to plan and effect the integration into the Connexional Team of the services currently provided by mph. It is intended that full integration will be achieved by 31 August 2009. It is expected that at that point between £1 million and £2 million will be made available to the Council from mph as the responsibilities of the Board become the responsibilities of the Methodist Council. 
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