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	Alternative Options 
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Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims
	Proposing a workable business model for the Epworth Press.
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	· Describing the work of the Epworth Press Interim Reference Group, since March 2010 (para 5-7).
· Setting out the current financial situation (para 8-9, and annex A).
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	Legal advice should be obtained based on the Council decision.
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	Requirement to engage with third party publishers. 

	Risk
	The financial and legal implications must be thoroughly and transparently considered to minimise unintended costs and consequences.


Epworth Press Interim Reference Group: Recommendations for the Future of the Epworth Press  

Background
1. In July 2008 the Methodist Conference resolved that there should continue to be an Epworth Press Editorial Committee for “the Epworth Press imprint for books and other publications which contribute to the advance of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or are generally of an educational nature.” In addition, it resolved that the “committee shall report to the Methodist Council and shall be responsible for selecting titles for publication under the Epworth Press imprint, subject to available finance within budgets authorised by the Methodist Council on behalf of the Conference”. Standing Order 243 was amended to reflect this.  This in part recognised the historically important place of Epworth Press as a publishing entity within the British Methodist Church, following in the long publishing tradition that commenced with Wesley’s own ‘Book Room’ established in 1740.   


2. The Epworth Press Editorial Committee is the decision-making body for commissioning. Until its wind up in 2009, the Methodist Publishing House Board held management control for commercial purposes.   In addition, the production and marketing for Epworth Press has been out-sourced to SCM Press (now part of Hymns Ancient & Modern) by virtue of a contractual agreement entered into in 1994. This agreement, as amended, is still in force. In recent years, the Epworth Press has operated a significant trading loss, underwritten by Methodist Church funds, that is believed to have totalled £251,000 to 2008. 
3. The winding-up of MPH in 2009 raised a number of questions about the future of Epworth Press. In February 2010 the Methodist Council established a Council Reference Group to report to the Conference on an appropriate business model for the Epworth Press. The small Group draws together expertise in publishing, scholarship, commissioning, planning and management under the chairing of the Revd Dr Stephen Wigley, Chair of the Wales Synod.

4. It is important to be aware that this paper only concerns the Epworth Press and, for the avoidance of doubt, the Epworth Press is unrelated to the Epworth Review. 
Epworth Press Interim Reference Group


5. Since March 2010, the Epworth Press Interim Reference Group has met at approximately six-weekly intervals.  It was initially asked to report its recommendations to the 2010 Conference. However, the Conference agreed to extend its work by a further year to enable it to more realistically undertake the work required.   


6. To date, the work of the Reference Group has included:  

(a) informal consultation within Methodism on the future potential for Epworth Press;

(b) formal market research activity; 

(c) recognising the potential added-value from Epworth Press; 

(d) defining 3 thematic editorial strands; 

(e) adopting an Epworth Press strap-line: ‘explore, express, engage’.  


7. In addition to the future-facing work, the Reference Group has sought to oversee the day-to-day management of Epworth Press affairs going back to October 2009.    This has resulted in a number of actions: 


i) pausing publication of new Epworth Press titles from summer 2010; 

ii) ensuring the Church is in receipt of monthly stock and sales data from Hymns Ancient & Modern (relating to production and distribution of Epworth Press titles); 

iii) moving out-of-stock titles to Print on Demand; 

iv) participating in a Hymns Ancient & Modern stock reduction exercise;

v) establishing a more transparent picture of the financial status of Epworth Press and achieving an accurate record of Epworth Press expenditure;  

vi) undertaking a period of re-marketing of selected Epworth Press back-list titles, via a special 20% discount sale between February and May 2011; 

vii) de-limiting the contract held between the Methodist Council (on behalf of Epworth Press) and Hymns Ancient & Modern to backlist titles and reducing the ‘special sales’ commission fee (with effect from February 2011).


Current Financial Situation
8. Following several years of financial, operational and strategic uncertainty, as well as sizeable running costs to the church, the Epworth Press currently has a neutral cash-flow based on figures available at the time of writing.  From 1 October 2009 to the time of writing Epworth Press revenue totals £72,514.38 and expenditure incurred totals £72,412.17. Further details can be found at Annex A.   It is likely that it will shortly move into a position of negative cash- flow and, as no new books are currently being produced, income is now wholly derived from backlist sales.


9. Between October 2010 and January 2011 (inclusive) a total of approximately 900 copies of Epworth Press books were sold, across 135 titles in-print, achieving a gross sales income of £8,625. The Reference Group has sought to increase sales interest recently through launching a 20% discount sale, running from 1st February to 31st May 2011, and raising awareness of this through a direct marketing campaign – the first of its kind in recent years.  The impact this will have on sales will not be known until the early summer.  However, if such low sales continue, it could be argued that the work expounded by the Epworth Press simply is not reaching a critical mass of readership so as credibly to “contribute to the advance (sic) of theological, biblical, historical and related studies or ...generally of an educational nature” as set out as the purpose of the Epworth Press Editorial Committee in SO 243.  
Epworth Press – of value to the Church?


10. There is a perception that in recent years Epworth Press books have become more academic in outlook and expensive to purchase and so less accessible to the general reader. This perception can be supported by an analysis of titles published over the last six years. Nevertheless there appears to be some continued brand recognition, particularly an awareness and knowledge of past titles.  Indeed, the Reference Group has drawn some inspiration from popular Epworth series of the past, such as ‘Exploring Methodism’ and the ‘Epworth Commentaries’ (1990s-2000s), and the ‘Ground Work’ series (1970s-1980s).


11. The Group has also undertaken some informal consultation within the Church to understand the extent to which there may continue to be a place and demand for Methodist-focused titles under the Epworth Press imprint.  This has involved members of the Faith and Order Network, at its conference in September 2010, and members of the Connexional Team in July 2010.  From these conversations and other reflections the following has become apparent: 

(a) Deepening Discipleship has become a key theme across the Church as Methodists seek to make, grow and nurture disciples to become whole-life, life-long and world changing in their journey of Christian faith.  This will stimulate a yearning within the Church for inspiration, stories and new approaches to this call to discipleship.  
 

(b) The Church’s learning infrastructure is undergoing review as part of the Fruitful Fields project that will include the development of new learning and educational resources for Local Preachers and Worship Leaders.  In conjunction with this, there is an opportunity to resource this learning with Methodist-focused titles that reflect the continuing learning and development requirements of a range of ordained and lay ministries. 


(c) The Methodist Church has embraced new mission initiatives through a range of Fresh Expressions of Church and a commitment to support innovative approaches to Christian discipleship and worship, many in partnership with the Church of England and United Reformed Church.  These may stimulate a need for new resources and ways of learning; and also provoke challenging theological questions about emerging forms of worship, the meaning of church membership, and the journey of faith.  While not unique to Methodism, there may be a range of Methodist focused needs and questions. 


(d) The Methodist Church is not only grappling with what it means to ‘be church’ today and tomorrow, but also looks back to its roots to understand and take inspiration from our Methodist Heritage. This provokes an interest in knowing more about the birth and development of the Methodist movement and a need for authoritative books about Methodism’s past to inform our understanding of 21st century Britain, particularly in the context of contemporary ideas and perspectives.


(e) Further to this, the Methodist Church has already embarked upon a key agenda of ‘inclusion’. The Belonging Together project seeks to affirm the vocation and mission of the Church through a richly diverse membership; to celebrate diversity and creative interaction of the whole people of God but also to bring cohesion to the witness and work of the Church.  Methodist-related books should reflect, speak of, and resource the Church in all its diversity today.


12. In addition, some market research was undertaken during February and March 2011 and some findings may be available orally for the meeting.


Future of Epworth Press


13. The Reference Group recognises that the publishing world is changing – in terms of the digital revolution, the restructuring of the book market and changing consumer demands – and that this needs to be taken into account when considering the future of the Epworth Press. Similarly, in seeking to identify a purpose and place for Epworth going forward, the Group has sought to reconcile what it knows of Epworth’s past with what it hopes for its potential future - as well as the contemporary nature of the Methodist Church in Britain.   In all this, the Group believes there remains a place for an Epworth Press publishing imprint: however for it to be viable, it will need to work differently to the past and have a distinct vision, purpose and set of objectives. 

Vision


14. The Reference Group would like the Epworth Press to become


the principal channel for the publication of Christian books by and for British Methodism 


and its titles express and explore Christian faith through a Methodist lens, equipping Methodists to fulfil ‘Our Calling’ and the ‘Priorities of the Methodist Church’ in worship, learning and caring, service and evangelism, both in the Church and the wider world.


Purpose

15. The purpose of the Epworth Press would be to:

contribute to the advancement of theological, biblical and historical understanding,  through the publication of quality, contemporary, general readership titles that affirm the Methodist Church’s conviction of God's love in Christ for us and all the world, and renew confidence in speaking of God and the Christian faith.

Objectives

16. Epworth Press would have three core objectives that would underpin an editorial policy.  It would commission, publish and market general readership titles in hard-copy and/or e-book format that:


i. develop understanding of the identity and impact of Methodism as a missionary movement, denominational entity and/or lever of social development and change from biblical, historical and  contemporary perspectives (Methodist Identity); or


ii. equip individuals by providing information, imparting knowledge and developing understanding to respond to the biblical call to discipleship (Action through Understanding); or


iii. convey and develop an understanding of Methodist theology in the context of contemporary issues (Engaging with Contemporary Culture).
Epworth Press: explore, express, engage


17. The Reference Group has already sought to reflect the above purpose and objectives in its current re-marketing of some Epworth Press backlist titles, referred to in paragraph 8 above.  The strap-line of Epworth Press: explore, express, engage has been trialled as part of the 20% discount sales promotion running until 31st May 2011.  Indeed, in seeking to realise the vision as set out above, the Reference Group considers that Epworth titles should:


a. be shorter; 

b. be aimed at a general Christian readership;

c. be produced by print-on-demand technology and in e-book format; 

d. not exceed a £9.99 cover price;  and, 

e. reflect an editorial policy based on defined objectives.


Making it work


18. The Epworth Press only has a future if the Methodist Church is willing to both support and resource it.  There is no revenue from previous Epworth activity which can be used to fund it going forward.  This means that any on-going activity will involve some funding from the Church.  In fact this is inevitable because, as demonstrated below, there is no cost-free option for the Epworth Press.  The Reference Group has therefore deliberated long and hard about what it should recommend to the Church and it has identified four possible options.  


19. The cost of each option is only estimated at this stage and more detailed information will be gathered following the Council’s decision. In addition, the Epworth Press Editorial Committee continues to exist under Standing Order 243, under the chairing of the Revd Michael Townsend.  Although it has not met since spring 2010, two of its members - the Revd Dr Angela Shier-Jones and the Revd Dr Martin Wellings – are members of the Reference Group and have participated actively and valuably in its work.   It is likely that the Standing Order would need to be amended at an appropriate time to reflect the governance, management and publishing needs of the Epworth Press going forward. 


20. Option 1: In-house Provision
This option requires a dedicated in-house Epworth Press management structure; in-house editorial and commissioning expertise; marketing investment; production and distribution services.    However, the Church no longer has infrastructure in place to support Epworth as a commercial publishing operation wholly within the Church, unless it decides to invest in creating it.  This is likely to be cost prohibitive and, arguably, highly imprudent in a climate where book buying and reading habits are changing, the publishing industry at large is in a period of restructuring, and the Church has other financial priorities.  An estimated cost of this option would be at least £100,000 per annum.  New income generation would also only take place once such a structure was in place and a first generation of new titles became available.  The Reference Group does not recommend this option. 


21. Option 2: Service Level Agreement
An alternative would be to outsource the production, warehousing and distribution elements to a third party.  This would largely reflect the arrangement in place since 1996 between Epworth Press and (what is now) Hymns Ancient & Modern.  It is essentially a payment-for-service arrangement and decouples the commissioning, editorial and business management from production and distribution.   This requires the continued close management of the business and financial management of Epworth from within the Church as well as management of any third party contract(s) – with a strong necessity for effective mutual collaboration, communication and efficiency.  There also needs to be strong accountability for decision-making and transparency as to where specific roles and responsibilities are held.  This suggests the need for a robust governance structure (management, commissioning, editorial) for the Epworth Press that is capable of running a business-like operation.  This is not currently in place.  Experience to date suggests that this model may not maximise the potential of the Epworth Press, and the Church would need to develop a renewed ability to achieve this.  A possible annual cost of this could be in the region of at least £50,000.   The Reference Group does not recommend this option. 


22. Option 3: Strategic Alliance
Some informal discussions have taken place with a small number of third party publishers as to the scope to develop a different kind of relationship to that of a ‘service level agreement’.  Described as a ‘strategic alliance’ this could involve the licensing of the Epworth Press to a third party publisher for the publication of books for a distinctively Methodist audience.  This would not necessarily preclude the continuation of strong Methodist editorial input, and is likely to achieve some revenue to the Church from royalty payments from each sale. Critically, it would also involve the transfer of most or all functions of the Epworth Press to a third party. With this option the financial outlay to the Church is likely to be much less (although the actual amount would depend on the agreement reached).  At the same time, anticipated income to the Church would also be less. However, it would enable the Epworth Press to live on from its 18th century Book Room antecedents and ensure the continued availability of distinctively Methodist books.   The terms of such a potential ‘strategic alliance’ would determine the extent to which the Church would need to invest in such a relationship up-front, and what the expected return to the Church would be.  There would inevitably be legal costs of entering into such an arrangement – though it may involve only a single upfront investment at a level far less than that above.  


23. It would be understandable if the Church was concerned that such an arrangement gave rise to a loss of control, editorial input and ownership. However any such agreement could be predicated on maintaining majority editorial input to titles carrying the Epworth Press name; the Church continuing to own the ‘Epworth Press’ name; and to ensuring that any up-front investment gave rise to a reasonable income to the Church within an agreed time frame.   There would need to be a robust legal basis for any such arrangement to provide assurance and certainty for each party, including setting out the status of and responsibility for the existing Epworth Press backlist.  

24. This option is the Reference Group’s recommended course of action.  Moreover, some informal interest has already been shown in entering into a possible ‘strategic alliance’ arrangement by a third party publisher. 


25. Option 4: Closure
A final possible option would be to immediately wind up the Epworth Press because, in its current state, it is not considered to be good value for money and the Church is not in a position to invest in it going forward or to enter into any alternative arrangements with third parties.  However, this option is not cost free either. Even allowing the back-list to go out of stock over time and then closing the list would incur costs to the Church, as warehousing charges and sales commission fees would continue to apply, although these hopefully would be recouped from ongoing sales income.  There would be the cost implications of immediately withdrawing from the current contractual arrangement with Hymns Ancient and Modern, as well as a potential need to maintain access to some specific Epworth backlist titles by alternative means.  The HA&M contract can be terminated with a minimum of six months’ notice.  Furthermore, such a decision might also have a cost to the Church in terms of reputation and confidence, with the ending of its 250-year theological publishing history.   


26. The Epworth Press Interim Reference Group does not recommend this option.   
Resolutions
1. 
The Council agrees to pursue Option 3 and asks the Epworth Press interim Reference Group to explore the practical, legal and cost implications of this further on its behalf.
2.
The Council requests that the membership of the Epworth Press interim Reference Group is immediately reconfigured to appropriately reflect the skills needs arising from exploring Option 3, under the continued chairing of the Revd Dr Stephen Wigley. 
3. 
The Council directs that a report be made to update the 2011 Conference on the Interim Reference Groups’ progress exploring Option 3 ; and directs that the Reference Group thereafter report to subsequent meetings of the Council on its further progress and to seek Council approval for entering into any strategic alliance.   
Annex A
	Epworth Press Accounts:  1 Oct 2009 - 18 February 2011
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Income
	
	
	
	Expenditure
	

	Carry Forward to 30 Sept 09
	10794.19
	
	Production
	44050.05

	Sales
	
	
	
	Marketing
	3957

	
	Standard
	69321.39
	
	Rental
	
	2625

	
	Special
	1038.41
	
	Commission on sales
	17750.52

	Royalties receivable
	2154.58
	
	Committee costs
	1929.6

	
	
	
	
	Research & Development
	2100

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	72514.38
	
	
	
	72412.17

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	Balance
	102.21


