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Mike Hoskins, welcome to In the Chair, the series of interviews with acting chairs, practicing chairs in the not-for-profit sector. We would like to welcome you to this conversations. Can you start by telling us a little about the organisations you have been chairing in Somerset and Dorset?

Yes, I have chaired a number of organisations. I began my life as a chair of a small rural arts centre trust in Somerset. I was also the chair of Take Art, the  small rural arts development centre in Somerset for twelve years and I remained board member of that organisation after that. In fact I have been a board member for twenty-two years now, which is amazing. I am currently also chair of the Greater Dorset which is Creative Industries Development Company which was set up by Greater Dorset County Council.  And in time I think I have covered a whole spectrum of stuff to do with everything from the awful to the pretty good. So it’s been an interesting time.
Mike, tell us what the pretty awful looks like as a chair?
Okay, the organisation I was a chair of went through a very bad time financially.  We went (   )  , we made staff redundant, and at the end of that process brought a court case against an employee for fraud. So, it was as bad as it can get really. At the end of that time we were subject to a charity commission investigation because of the fraud case. So it was a very formative time really. I’ve sort of carried that learning with me for ever really. This was just over 20 years ago. In that awful time one encounters things that one didn’t expect to encounter as the chair of a board. I certainly didn’t expect to make staff redundant and all the attendant misery on that score. I certainly never expected to bring a court case against an employee because that is really harsh and one learns an awful lot from that for sure.

Michael, tell us about the court case that you took out against an employee?
We did. We took out a court case for fraud against the treasurer who was an employee. I think he was employed for I think two days a week to look after the accounts  of the organisation and over the course of three years managed to salt away what we think was, through the organisation, probably about 15,000 through some really creative and interesting accounting. And when I suddenly realized that at the end of I think, the second year that we had not actually presented any audited accounts because it kept on getting put off.  I went to see the auditor and the  auditor told me he hadn’t seen the treasurer for about two years. I was also a bit suspicious on that the organisation was receiving a lot of letters about unpaid bills. And when we confronted the treasurer on that issue he turned up for a meeting. He told us he had not made a single entry in the accounts book for two and a half years. He had a box of receipts and he put the box of receipts and the empty account book on my desk and walked out. We then had obviously because there didn’t seem to be any sort of way in which the treasurer was going to repay the money or make recompense for what looked like a bad case of fraud, we called in the police and that triggered a charity commission investigation. The court case eventually ended up with the treasurer being imprisoned for two years. We of course didn’t actually get the money back because you don’t in these cases. So the      went dark and remained dark for two years while the crisis was sorted. I’ve learnt a lot from that actually. I’ve learnt a lot about board members being safe and being aware of their financial responsibilities. It had not even occurred to me for instance before that, legally the accounts book is supposed to be available for inspection every board meeting. I had never seen the accounts book because I was told by the treasurer that the accounts book was fine. One doesn’t like to mistrust one’s employees. I also learnt in that time an awful lot about signing checks. I know that it’s a golden rule that you never sign a blank check but i wouldn’t mind betting that a lot of people in charitable organisations do it. I certainly did it because of the rather clever way in which those checks were presented to me. It takes too long to go into detail but it was always done in a rush, it was always done as I was going out of the door, it was also done accompanied by an invoice even though the check wasn’t made out to the invoice. All those sorts of things. Quite clever covering for what was, in fact, theft from the organisation. So now I am now a lot more canny about what I advise our     to do in my current role as a (   ) officer in relation to certain reports, financial responsibilities. I am certainly more keen to impress on people that they never ever sign blank checks – that’s the golden rule. I don’t know really...As a chair I was certainly never equipped to deal with that. Nobody told me how to deal with that. I had to take some really serious sort of guidance from one or two arts professionals in the area, from solicitors, from other financial experts, from the auditor. A rather serious part of the year following the uncovering of the fraud, a rather serious  part of my life was devoted to trying to sort all that out not least of which was trying to sort two and a half years of receipts and entering them in an accounts book which unfortunately fell to me...luckily my mother was around actually who used to be a sort of till operator in a shop, she took on that totally unpaid, a volunteer. She was retired at that time and she sorted out the whole things for me which was fantastic. Beyond the call of duty I have to say. It was a rather formative experience at the time if rather awful at the time. In fact, very awful.

 So what is your advice to new chairs and chairs of small arts organisations as they go in as a new chair not suspecting that there is anything awful?

I think the advice is to always question. There are always golden rules: never sign a blank check; always make sure you know where the accounts book is-even if you don’t understand it make sure you know where it is and make it up-to-date once or twice a year and if you can make that visual inspection no one should think any the less of you as a chair about doing that because that’s your job. You must make it clear to your staff that you are not questioning what they are doing, you are just making sure that you are fulfilling your own financial responsibility. There must be quite a rigorous system in place for signing checks and making payments which reference back to the invoice. I think that is absolutely essential. You are signing something and it is a legal entity so you must make sure that you are fulfilling your financial responsibility. I think it is perfectly okay to question, never to assume that everything is going along fine. Any treasurer or any other employee who is worth their value to you will not mind being questioned about the affairs of the company and will be prepared to give you the time to make you see that. So you have to understand it-there is no short cut in that. We all deal with accounts and we all think ‘oh, this is boring, I don’t really want to look at figures. I don’t think there is any good reason to go into figures in any great detail but to get the feel of what the company is doing financially and to question when it would appear that there is a deficit somewhere and as I said no employee would mind you questioning that if they are completely in the clear. That would be my primary advice and to make sure you understand the rules and understand the relationship between your company and the charity commission and to do everything possible to make sure you don’t end up under charity commission investigation because that is not a pleasant thing. You do get some quite heavy questioning from charity commission particularly if you inadvertently let things slip. So it’s a responsibility to be taken seriously, I think.

The investigation by the charity commission sounds fascinating and I am glad to say not many of us go through that interesting process. Can you tell us what it was like and how you dealt with it as a chair?
It’s quite scary actually because you have to answer a lot of questions that you don’t necessarily know the answers to, particularly if you’ve put a step wrong legally. In terms of signing checks they will ask you why you signed the check and you may not have an answer to that apart from ‘actually the circumstances were this and that and ignorance is not always a good defence in any kind of case    and so it does make you feel a little bit scared because the investigation is rigorous and quite rightly so as it should be. And you have to come clean on that and say ‘yes, I did it’ and in the circumstances that we were in I think they could see this was not a deliberate act on behalf of myself or any other board member. It was an act of deception that was likely to end in a court case and they were understanding of that but all the same they are not going to let you off the hook lightly...but you need to make sure it doesn’t happen by being safe because it isn’t a pleasant experience and you wouldn’t expect it to be.

Tell me how the organisation recovered from this terrible situation? Did it survive and how did you manage to steer it through to a safer position and how long did it take?

It did survive actually and it survives today which is fantastic. The venue went dark for over a year. There were very, very long discussions with the local authority and in the end the support of the local authority was absolutely crucial in getting us back on track. We had a very long case to make obviously to our funders about that which we did and in the end it came back, it regained its funding from the local authority and at that point I left the organisation because it was back on track and the organisation picked up more or less from where it had left off. The programming was never as secure for the first few years and there were one or two aspects of the programming which went completely and never came back but since then it has surprisingly gone from strength to strength and it’s just had a £60,000 refurb to the venue. Got it through the People’s Millions. It’s got a new set of trustees, it’s with new enthusiasm. Interestingly it’s lost all its local authority funding. It’s not funded by the local authority at all but it has found a niche and the niche is acoustic folk music and it plays that market. It has national names playing as the acoustics in the venue are fantastic and it has a not particularly compromising ticket pricing scheme. It charges people for the value of the event and it fills up and they survived which is fabulous after going through that awfully dark time which is really good. So yes it’s back on track and that’s good.

Let’s move on to a different organisation organisation in Somerset which is Take Art where you were chair for twelve years. Tell us about the changes you saw as chair and about the expansion and change and growth that occurred as chair.

I’ve been and remained a member of Take Art for twenty-two years and for twelve of those years up to two years ago I was chair of the board. In that time it went from being an organisation that employed two people to an organisation that employed 18. That obviously is a considerable expansion and with all the attendant human resources issues that you have to deal with in that situation, most notably putting in place structures and making sure that you have a whole set of policies and development plans . I don’t say you have to have two people in an organisation but it is a different kettle of fish. It is a different animal and you move from knowing the two people you employ very well, almost as friends, to not knowing some of the staff at all and that is quite an interesting conundrum. You can sometimes turn up in the office as the chair of an organisation that has grown and some of the people in the office don’t know who you are...You have a whole new dynamic in place there and a whole new way of operating which is a challenge and you have whole issues about whom you relate to in the organisation. The chair of an organisation relates to perhaps one person and you are still relating to that same person because that person became the director of the entire organisation but you also have a slightly hierarchical relationship with other employees as well and of course the big challenge in an organisation that grows is maintaining trust and communication. And making sure the staff  are au fait with the organisation, that they are working for the organisation in a relatively happy and supported way. With eighteen people that’s a different issue from dealing with two people. You can solve two people’s problems in an afternoon – you can’t solve eighteen people’s problems in an afternoon. Not that they all have problems obviously but you have to put in place a structure so that there is a reporting process for people, they know who they are communicating with. When it was an organisation with two people, I as chair was responsible for their interviews and employment for instance. I directly sat on a few interview panels. I did not sit in on interview panels when it went past four or five people and you start to put in place hierarchical structures for that sort of thing so the organisation is hiring people that you haven’t seen in interview. You haven’t seen the job description and all that stuff is quite a challenge really and to maintain your interest and your learning about the organisation and your satisfaction that the organisation is doing well becomes a little bit more of a complex procedure. The fantastic thing about Take Art is that it has been a very well-funded organisation, not in the sense of having loads and loads of money to spend on what it wants to, but the funding base up to the moment has been solid and has been from the start. It’s tackled incremental growth in a way that always has brought discussion to the board. Most of the board members have been in place for nearly twenty years as well. It’s a very stable board and it’s fiercely protective of the core service of the organisation. So any expansion is always talked about in the light of can we still deliver what we wanted to deliver twenty years ago because if we can’t deliver that we don’t want to be the board of the organisation because that is what we set out to do. We have to maintain that all the time. That is not being resistant to change but just making sure the organisation stays well and healthy and builds in a way that is strategically planned and takes things on in a way that is developmental rather than ad hoc something to do with funding or whatever.

How does such an established board take new risks?
It has to do with the make up of the board. It has a fair cross-section of people on it from different backgrounds. There are people still on that board who are village-hall promoters. There are people who go and see things in village halls. There are people like me who bring a sort of local authority perspective to the board and I think the issue is one around trust and knowing how to communicate in board meetings. You have to be open and honest with each other in board meetings and I think we as a group of trustees, we are generally open and honest. We do question. There’s a good mix of personalities so that you will always get a challenge if you make some assumption about something. There are people who are fiercely protective of the village hall promotion scheme; there are people who will bring a sort of business head to it; so there is a real mix there. Over the years we have developed a way of talking which is open and honest. It is a challenge and risk is always a challenge. We won’t ignore risk because it is important to the organisation but that is combined with trying to keep the core of the organisation operational. So there is always a balance to be had and we have an extremely good chief executive who has also been with the organisation for twenty years and we have a robust relationship with that chief exec and he uses the boars as a good standing point. So I’m confident that the chief exec brings stuff to the board where we can bring our various expertise to bear on things and we can have a good discussion. And because we have worked together for so long we all know there are rules to that discussion and we need to work towards an end. So that is the great thing about a board which is as stable as it is. 

We do regularly discuss getting new people on it. It is always a considerative process and it is not always people we know and we always hold a couple of trial meetings with new people so that they can also begin to understand the dynamic of the organisation and that they will fit with that dynamic without necessarily being of one opinion where that dynamic should lead. It is a rural organisation and it covers the whole of the county of Somerset so you have to be a pretty dedicated person to attend board meetings because some of those board meetings will be thirty or forty miles away and you may be driving there in January and so you have to be a dedicated person and you have to want to do it. We have acquired a group of ten or so dedicated people and you don’t want to break that easily for the sake of just getting someone new on but we do regularly discuss that new board member stuff and we do bring new people on. So it’s not all the same board members as it was twenty years ago. I would say about fifty percent of them have joined at various times in the last twenty years. So we are not all old and dusty.

What are the challenges of running and chairing an organisation in a rural context?
As you would expect it is principally to do with distance and living in a rural county. Board members can live over a vast geographical area so you might end up with board members having to drive thirty to forty miles to a board meeting and it might be a horribly cold and icy January night and so there’s a pure practical, physical, logistical issue around how do you get people there and where do you have the meeting. I live quite close to the Take Art offices and it would be really nice for me if  all the meetings take place in the Take Art office but that would involve other board members driving fifty or sixty miles across Somerset and you can’t really insist they do that six or seven times a year and particularly in winter. 

On an organisational basis you are dealing with audience development issues which are different. Where does your audience come from? Are they driving the same number of miles? For small village performances the audience is very, very local. So what you are dealing with is local and very loyal pockets of attendees and they need support and help and luckily we are in a position where the staff can provide that sort of support and help but you as board members have to go out and talk to people and see shows and make sure that they know what they are dealing with is an organisation. So you may be driving fifty or sixty miles to go to a village hall which is very difficult to find in the dark and at the end of that you will be greeted wonderfully and very enthusiastically but it does take up a slice of your life. So you are not just taking a short bus drive into a city centre to do that job. It’s pretty mobile actually and that is interesting in itself. Wouldn’t change it for the world…very, very rewarding organisations to be part of but very challenging definitely.

What is Creative Dorset and how did you become chair?

Creative Dorset is our creative industries development company. It was set up by the Dorset County Council that I am now manager for. It was set up by my unit, my team, under the county council’s powers of well-being in order to deliver on a target for the county council and for the strategic partnership, about providing business support for creative industries. I really became chair of that by dint of the fact that I’m the Arts Development manager and it was me and colleagues who set up the organisation. It’s a sort of different role from being the chair of a purely voluntary organisation 
Why is Creative Dorset a not-for-profit organisation?
I think it’s because we wanted to set up something that had a  certain flexibility in it. I think we could have set up an organisation that operated within the county council system. There’s a number of reasons for not doing that, one of them being, it can be quite a rigid place to be and one has a lot of bureaucratic formula to go through. But the principle reason was that we thought that creative businesses would not automatically trust an organisation that had Dorset County Council written all over it. So we wanted to approach those businesses with sound and good business development advice. There is, what’s the word – it’s not suspicion necessarily - but any small business and we are dealing with small businesses here, does not necessarily like something with a local authority stamp on it because people might begin to suspect that as a county council we were trying to get figures about what they were paying in terms of tax which leads to a little bit of a untrustworthy atmosphere around. So I think we came to a decision that we ought to have an arms length company that its public face, even though its driven by the county council, would be one of independence and actually even practically and legally it is one of independence as well so the elected members on the board are not on the board of    , are not there to toe a county council line. They are actually trustees of the company so they have to make sure that the company progresses financially, securely and in all other aspects as well. So we are not talking something that is a puppet of the county council because legally it can’t be. We are talking something that has independence, that can be flexible. That’s a big decision around how does it respond to the outside world. And local authorities – I love them dearly – but sometimes they don’t respond quickly to the outside world very quickly. And a single person or a small enterprise like creative Dorset can be very, very flexible and if you get the right person in post, if you have the right person in post, that can achieve more, quicker.

What is the underlying vision and mission of Creative Dorset and how does it relate to the arts ecology in the county?
The company was set up after some considerable research in the area around the growth of  the creative sector and knowing that the creative economy sector is growing faster than the other economy sectors but also finding out that Dorset wasn’t necessarily growing at the same rate, was actually somewhat slower, and understanding intuitively as well as the report that there were a lot of businesses in Dorset that were small organisations dealing with everything from computing to architecture; people making lifestyle choices to come and live in the country and do something creative. We set that up in response to that but also driven in the initial stages by a target and the target was around providing intensive assistance to local creative businesses and basically there is a point system about how you engage with creative businesses, whether they come to businesses, whether you have telephone conversations, whether they come to training, whether they invest in their own company. So for the first two and a half years of the company’s life it was driven by that target because that target was a specific target within the local area agreement. It was always designed, in addition to the target, to work with the arts ecology and as our original report pointed out to us, you cannot have a creative economy without an arts ecology. So it was always intended that Creative Dorset would work very closely with the arts ecology. It has developed a method of doing that. I’m not convinced that when we first set it up we knew the arts industries understood what creative industries development was all about, how it sort of applied to their practice. A lot of artists will tell you they don’t run a business. A lot of arts organisations will tell you they don’t run along business lines so therefore why do they need business advice and I think it’s taken two or three years for those organisations to understand that we are not trying to convert them into some major capitalist enterprise but we are trying to bring them into the fold of something which makes a county-wide picture which builds on the arts ecology, on creative industries which all in themselves are partners in trying to make Dorset an attractive place for people to live. 

What do you see as the role of chairs of organisations in rural context?
I think they have a very special role to play. A chair’s role is pretty crucial really because they can say and do things that your employees maybe cannot. They can be ambassadors and they can be someone that you can talk to as an arts officer in a relatively impartial way about their organisation and how its developing and because it’s driven by a desire to be there and most of them are driven by a desire to learn and perhaps more importantly they are there because they are passionate about the organisation. Sometimes they get very passionate about the argument and we might get into some deep organisations about things. You always know that people are driven by that passion and chairs are driven by that passion. Employee are also driven by that passion obviously but for the chair  there’s an opportunity to go out and have real high impact discussions about their organisation and be ambassadors for their organisation and to make sure that their organisation remains vital and learning and keeps aiming at that core role which keeps the wheels of that organisation turning. It’s a great job and I think they are really, really important people. 

What does a successful board look like and what is the role of the chair in making it successful? What differentiates successful and not-so-successful boards?
A board needs to be learning all the time. It needs to have a free flow of information and communication and conversation that is about enquiring and learning and the not-so-successful take a uncompromising stance about their organisation. They don’t go with the flow. As somebody said ‘rather than have the rug pulled from under your feet, you have got to learn to stand on a shifting carpet.’ That’s a really interesting phrase about being prepared and learning to adapt and to, not compromise exactly, but go with the flow and the role of the chair is to keep that flow of information going at meetings to make sure that everybody benefits from having that enquiry, from talking about it and to make sure all views are heard and we have to reach a conclusion on that and that’s the chair’s job - is to make people speak and to make them be heard. 

And you have seen this as a differentiating factor between good boards and underperforming boards?

Absolutely. If a board meeting is not dynamic and filled with energy; is not prepared to discuss where the future of the organisation lies, where it should go, then it becomes a little stultifying and it’s quite possible for boards to adapt a sort of back-against-the-wall policy, we are all under threat, we’ll stick for what and we know what we are doing which is a little uncompromising, a little unbending – they need to be a little more flexible.
What do you get out of the role of chair?
I think I never stopped learning about what it is that drives organisations and what it is that drives people who run those organisations. I think I get a huge satisfaction from being able to talk to employees and other board members who are passionate about their organisations about how that organisation is unfolding and developing. And the chance to (   )  an organisation sometime and say this is good, ‘we are doing some good work’ and to feel that is happening and to be associated with something that is delivering is really good. Often you sit with groups of people who are constantly enquiring about how this should be done and that is really good because you learn a lot from that.
