Presidents Address - Brigade Association AGM October 2010

by Stewart Cresswell OBE RAF(Rtrd) 
It seems only the other day that we were all together for the 2009 AGM.  My word, how time has flown or is it just the passing years; I cannot believe, for example, that my last ten years with the Association have been and gone. If you add my time as General Secretary of the Brigade then it’s a lot more.   In that period much has changed - it would be surprising if it had not. We may bemoan the passing of some things that we cherished dearly, or regret the shift of emphasis of others, both within the Brigade and the wider world. It is too easy to see dark clouds in the offing and hark back instead to yester-year when we thought that a rainbow was coming over the hill.  We should forget the line – “cheer up it could be worse,  but think instead how the Association might further help the Brigade and that we not only carry on but go forward with a “can do” approach; it can work wonders. The situation we find ourselves in is not all gloom and doom: 

This morning the committee discussed key issues and the position we, as an Association, find ourselves in – no money coming in and for that matter little going out  - in the latter case because there have been very few requests for financial help.  

You do not need reminding of the Brigade’s achievements spanning more than a century and the part the Brigade Association has played in the latter years. We should be mighty proud of both and our particular contributions helping young people in a very imperfect world.   I meet folk who speak fondly of our organisation, describing it as the best thing they ever got into when they were young, and it is heartening to talk to non-Brigade people about our work, including to those who have little faith; their genuine interest and positive remarks make me feel good.  However it does not alter the plain fact that we are travelling along a hard road in a modern and increasingly secular society with its frenetic pace, diverse demands and numerous attractions along some with mind blowing distractions as well. Yet there are ways of addressing seemingly intractable issues which, if not providing the ideal solution, can often ameliorate them. In short, there are ways of keeping the genie in the bottle, it’s not always obvious and may well not be top of the popularity pole. 

Of course there is key assumption here: that we accept the proposition that, no matter the difficulties, there is so much that we can do in order to advance our work in support of the Brigade. I truly believe that and do not see any reason to throw in the towel, far from it.   Let me offer a  few thoughts . 

First, there is the overriding need for good communication. It was difficult enough when I was at Wath in the 1990’s. I am amazed that in some areas not much has changed since then: it can still be well nigh impossible to get our message across in a timely and effective way so that  it reaches its target complete as the intended message and not distorted as in a game of Chinese Whispers.  When I talk to people about our work and they get an inkling of what we trying to do, there is invariably unreserved admiration for what we do. Crudely and simply put, the Association can help provide youngsters with alternatives to  “kicking  beer cans around street corners” You know only too well that we  may assist in a wide variety ways, from  funding  first aid courses and helping with camping costs, to provision of training literature and so much more. We must capitalize on these occasions and grasp each one with both hands. We must sell ourselves and sell our wares; that must be part of the Association communications package. 

The Brigade has an exciting story to tell and the Association should contribute to that telling, shouting about its work at every conceivable opportunity. Not easy, I know only too well. Hearing, for example, third or fourth hand or more, about companies engaged in life or death  struggles to exist and their reluctance to approach us for help is frustrating to say the least. Over the last 20 or more years I think I have heard most so called explanations ranging from “we don’t see the Brigade News sheet so how can we know what is available” to “I didn’t think we could ask the Association for help”. There are plenty of other examples. 

 I especially recall that when I was General Secretary that  I got wind of one struggling company -   it had little money and fewer resources and did not think it could or should  bid for funds. Rather its over riding concern was to ensure that the company was closed down fully in accordance with Brigade regulations –all the paperwork was correct, musical equipment was being sent back to stores and so on. But eventually a bid for a grant was worked up and sent to NHQ. If I recall correctly, the Association assisted financially with, amongst things, provision of a play parachute; there was also support in other ways too and the company lived on.  Yes, we can make a difference but we need first to get our message across to companies that we can help them; and we are bursting to do so too although sadly these days, following the recent loss of a substantial annual grant, available sums are no longer as much as we would wish. Yet even without lots of cash in the bank we can often help simply by engaging with leaders and young people. Inspiring is not too strong a word; I hope you get the idea.  

That’s all very well you may say, but how can we communication more effectively and thus more easily, user friendly is a phrase that comes to mind.  Given that nowadays the world relies so heavily on IT and not least on computers such as ones we have in offices and homes  – my children (they are actually grown men busy travelling the world) and my grandchildren are aces with it - can we not make greater use of the Net to the great benefit of  the Association. Use would be well nigh free and available at times to suit operators and in a timely fashion – just think no more letter writing or having to find stamps and envelopes and then remembering to post each item.   It would however demand time and commitment but what a marvellous way to further boost awareness of the Association and bring it fully into the 21st century.  Our present statement on the Web is fine but are we not missing a trick in failing to maximize all that up to date communications have to offer?   May be we should try to make greater use of this medium. 

The second area is fund raising: I suspect you will inwardly groan at this, it’s a hardy, regular topic but it is still one that is not easy to crack, especially in the current economic climate. It’s a climate that affects us all, including this Association. I have no magic solution however, just a few loose thoughts.  Could we not have a go, at very local levels of, organising say, mini fund raising efforts.  Help for Heroes has became famous for the many, many activities it has sponsored. Some exploits have been very simple, without great outlays of cash just relaying on the generosity of locals – friends, neighbours, family and so on, all designed in subtle or not so subtle ways of extracting money from people in order to further this charitable cause.  From bridge groups and vegetable sales, from fun runs, jam and cake stalls to open gardens and car boot events and so much more.  I saw on TV the other day that one group had raise funds for some good cause by space hopping over the Humber Bridge – it took an hour by the way and raised some impressive sum. And before you say anything, no, I am not going to space hop over the Bridge but these examples do illustrate real possibilities amongst so many. Remember our own AGM raffle which each year raises valuable sums thanks to our two raffle wizards – you could not say no them could you?  I am sure you can think of many others. Of course we cannot expect to match impressive donations of recent years but every little raised helps dwindling Association funds dwindle that little bit more slowly; we can then continue our work supporting young people so that they may have fun and enjoy friendships and do so within a Christian setting.  And even if we don’t have the funds we can still provide encouragement. After all that’s what this organisation is about. 

So what are we left with; either to continue our work so far as we can or shut up shop.  I know which I am opting for. How about you?
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