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1. Background
Winford Post Office and Stores struggled to remain viable for several years particularly following the opening of a new Spar shop at Winford Garage, just under two miles away.  Back in 2018 the business was due to close, and with the support of the Parish Council a Steering Group was established to explore the possibility of taking it over as a Community-run shop. This reflected the experience of several other villages in the area, such as East Harptree, Farmborough, Hawkesbury Upton and Oldbury on Severn, where community efforts had managed to rescue threatened or previously closed shops and turn them into successful volunteer-run enterprises at the heart of their communities.

Following a well-attended public meeting, Winford Community Shop Ltd was registered with FCA as a Community Benefit Society (a legal entity which is recognised as a suitable vehicle for a not for profit trading operation). A Community Share issue raised almost £30,000, including donations, which was sufficient to enable the shop to go ahead, and in due course together with grant funding from the Leader programme to fund a much-needed shop makeover, incorporating a ‘new’ open-plan Post Office Local.   The new group took on the retail business from the end of May 2019, and after a major refit took over the Post Office just in time for Christmas – a baptism of fire, but thanks to the efforts of all concerned managed successfully.

Over the succeeding months various improvements were made, including the introduction of ‘real’ milk dispensed into reusable glass bottles.   All was going well, although volunteer resources were stretched at times.   Two additional part time staff were recruited to help manage demand, particularly at the Post Office.

And then the pandemic struck.
2. Our Mission

At the end of 2018, the Steering Committee adopted this Mission for the ‘new’ Winford Shop and Post office.   

‘To establish a community shop within walking distance of the village centre, which addresses local needs by selling grocery and other basic goods, including good quality local produce and providing access to a wide range of services, including post office. This will contribute to the sustainability of the local community and help to ensure that those without transport are not further disadvantaged.’   
The desperate events of 2020 showed just how important this would be – the shop played an essential role in helping people to cope with the loss of amenity caused by the pandemic and ensuing lockdown(s).   Thanks to the efforts of our staff and volunteers the service continued without interruption.   Although many of our older volunteers had to shield, we recruited several younger people, including some who were on furlough.
Through the summer of 2020, trade boomed as people opted to shop locally, and despite supply shortages and the restrictions imposed by the pandemic sales were way ahead of forecast, and the shop recorded quite a substantial profit.   The challenge now is to build on that start over the next three years that this plan covers.
3. Products and Services

From the outset our aim has been to provide
· a full range of staple goods at affordable prices 
· a range of local produce and craft goods, which may vary according to time and season

· ethically sourced products, preferably eco friendly

· Post Office services through our Post Office Local contract, with the Post Office open in line with shop opening hours (except Sundays)
· newspapers 

· a limited range of alcohol

· other added value services as appropriate (eg prescription collection or dry cleaning)

· an information point with notice board facilities

· a social meeting place, including a (very) small seating area for tea and coffee once the pandemic allows.  There is also outdoor seating (popular with cyclists).
4 Operations
Shop hours are currently 0900 to 1700 Monday to Friday, 0900 to 1300 on Saturdays and 0900 to midday Sunday.   Whilst our original intention was to open rather longer hours, this takes account of resources, especially volunteers, and Post Office collection times, and on the evidence to date it meets most customer requirements.

The size of the shop meets most needs, and the open plan counter works well, although storage behind the counter is very limited.   Although we offer a hot drink service via a bean to cup machine, seated space is minimal, so use as a café is, even in normal times, very limited.   Given the success of cafes in other Community Shops, this remains an ambition for the future.

Our policy is to have two people working for both service and security reasons.  The shop uses Epos Now, an electronic point of sale system which facilitates accurate pricing and ordering, and also sales analysis.
Limited storage is available in the open-ended lean-to alongside, although the aim is to display most products on the shop shelves.   The Management Committee want to make the shop as sustainable environmentally as we can, so our refrigeration has been replaced recently with lower energy models.   Eco friendly products feature prominently in our sales range.
While there is always scope for detail improvements, the basic set up works well, making reasonable use of limited space.  The Committee recently completed the Plunkett Health check, to review operational practices in line with good practice.  We are currently completing an Action Plan to implement the findings, including documentation of policies and procedures.  This should be substantially completed by the end of the year.
5 Staff and Volunteers
The shop relies heavily on volunteers, who look after the retail till and carry out various related tasks.    We currently have around 35 active volunteers who work behind the counter, but with seven day working and three shifts per day this is only just sufficient, so volunteer recruitment and retention is really important.  ‘Three Rings’ database is used to support rota management, and works effectively.

We employ one full time and two part time staff, totalling 74 hours per week. Their primary role is to look after the Post Office, which is open 37 hours per week (plus opening and closing procedures), but they are also scheduled to serve on the retail counter and take responsibility for various aspects of shop management.    
Work continues on training and support procedures – a comprehensive volunteer manual has been compiled, and key HR and other Policies are currently being updated.

We value the social as well as service value of employment of working in the shop, for both staff and particularly volunteers, and are keen to give opportunities to younger people looking for work experience – several local teenagers have done work experience at the shop as part of the Duke of Edinburgh award scheme.   

6 The Post Office

Under the terms of the Post Office Local contract, opening hours are largely in line with shop hours, except for Sundays.   This means that staffing costs are significantly higher than remuneration, so the Post Office runs at a significant loss, even with a payment of £5,000 per annum to recognise the value of rural post offices. 

Nonetheless, we know from previous research and current feedback that the Post Office is really valued by the community, so it provides an important part of the overall service offer, despite the financial cost and the amount of work involved in its management.  Winford Community Shop Ltd is the Subpostmaster, with two members of the Management Committee acting as signatories.   Although the three staff members cover the full opening hours, volunteers are required to cover absence etc from time to time, so at least three volunteers, including Management Committee members, are trained on Post Office business.
7 Sales and marketing

The aim is to sell a reasonably wide range of food and related products at prices which while inevitably tending to be higher than the major supermarkets are no more than comparable shops in the area. Discretionary goods such as local produce are priced at a level which balances affordability and cost benefit.  We aim to make local goods and produce an important part of the overall offer as this can attract more customers as well being less price sensitive. The aim is to achieve a Gross Margin of around 25%, which has been achieved to date.
The Management Committee recognise that although much has been done, more work needs to be done on product promotion, using both traditional and social media.  Current plans include
· more prominent external road signage

· optimising external display

· welcome pack for residents moving into the parish, including special offers encouraging people to make use of our milk machine

· strengthening use of social media, and updating the website to promote the shop
· introducing more seasonal promotions, and supplier taster events
· more focus on high margin products, eg local produce and greetings cards
· reviewing point of sale advertising

· reviewing discount and write off procedures for dated stock

· enhancing the external space to encourage more people to use the seating area to have a coffee

· delegating specific responsibilities to committee members, staff or volunteers as appropriate.

After unexpectedly high sales levels in 2020/21, largely driven by response to the pandemic, we recognise that some reduction is likely in the current year.   However, our plan is for steady sales growth in turnover of between 5 and 10% per annum in future years, while maintaining gross margin at 25% or higher.
8 Funding

After an initial grant from Winford Parish Council to establish the shop as a Community Benefit Society, over £28,000 was raised through a Community Share issue with a further £1,500 in donations. The minimum share purchase was £25 and 108 supporters purchased shares.    Despite the name, they are in effect long term loans, repayable at the discretion of the Society.  Further share issues can be made, either to raise capital for a particular reason or to give new people the opportunity to join and widen the share base.   Although modest rates of interest can be paid under the terms of Community Shares, we have no plans to do so at present given the possible need to raise substantial further finance.
The shop received a grant of £14,500from the Leader programme, managed by West of England Rural Network, to help fund the major refit on taking over the Post Office, and a further grant of £5,000 from the Bristol Airport Community Fund to purchase new, more efficient fridge and freezer units.   We also benefitted from a government grant of £10,000 to help retail businesses cope with the pandemic.
As a trading entity, the shop is liable for Corporation Tax under current tax legislation, but we hope to get HMRC agreement to treat a proportion (possibly 15%) of volunteer time as in-kind expenditure which would reduce this liability (there is some relevant case law under the ‘Peterhead Principle’).   After a small net loss in the first year of operation, Winford Community Shop Ltd made a profit of over £28,000 before tax and depreciation in 2020/21, but we expect more modest profits averaging £6,000 pa over the next three years.
As at 31st October 2021, Winford Community Shop Ltd had a cash balance of just over £42,000, of which up to £10,000 is required for working capital.
9 The Longer Term

Winford Community Shop is now an established part of the community, and the mix of employed and volunteer staff should be sustainable in the long term.   Succession planning is an important factor, and we need to maintain our efforts to increase and refresh the pool of volunteers – including the Management Committee, most of whom have been with the enterprise since its formation.

The shop’s physical development is constrained by space and ownership.   The shop forms part of a residential property, the owner being a former proprietor of the shop, whose mother lives in the adjoining house.   Winford Community Shop has a five-year lease on the premises, which runs until 2024.  At this stage there is no certainty that the lease will be available for renewal, or if so for how long, so over the next year or so we will need to develop options for premises.   These include

Renewal on similar terms – enables continued operation but still leaves the longer term uncertain

Long term lease – would be preferable but probably not realistic at this stage given the current dual occupation arrangements

Outright purchase – this would depend on the current owner’s intentions, so may not be an option at this stage.  It would provide long term security but require substantial fundraising.   The business is currently profitable, but on current projections unlikely to have reserves of much more than £50,000 at most by 2024 when the current lease is due to expire.  
Funding options could include
· a further Community Share issue – we could expect reasonable support, but probably unlikely to raise more than (say) 10% of the required amount, perhaps more if modest interest is offered.
· a commercial loan – possible but repayment could be stretching given likely increase in interest rates
· Parish Council support, potentially through a Public Works Loan, available to Councils on advantageous terms.   

· Additionally, match funding may be available through a Government Community Ownership grant, which could provide up to £250,000 assuming the business can raise an equivalent amount.  The fund runs to 2024/25, so in line with the current lease end date.
Alternative Premises – this could be either an existing building which might accommodate the shop, or a new site (subject to planning permission).

With few obvious possibilities this is likely to difficult and potentially expensive, so contingency plans need to be considered in good time.

This property issue will be a key priority for the Management Committee within the next eighteen months.

10 Financial Projections and Strategy
Detailed projections for the next three financial years to March 2024 are at Annex A.  After a challenging but ultimately profitable trading year in 2020/21, our aim is to consolidate the good work done to date, ensure that all our procedures are up to date and effective, and continue to build our reserves. We expect the shop to return a modest profit, but with the strong likelihood of requiring substantial expenditure, particularly in view of the property lease position and to a lesser extent the long-term requirement to repay Community Shareholders.
As above, our aim is to ensure that £10,000 remains readily available as working capital, with a medium-term objective of building reserves to at least £50,000 to allow for development issues, particularly given the long-term lease situation.
11 Risk Analysis

A more detailed analysis of the main commercial and other risks identified is at Annex B.   The key areas include:

· Property – as above, security of tenure beyond 2024 is unclear, so this is a top priority for the Management Committee over the next eighteen months.

· Staffing – loss of one or more staff would be a challenge particularly given the demands of the post office, so early recruitment would be a priority.   Volunteer retention is also a key issue. 
· Finance – the main risk would be loss of trade; sales are monitored closely by the Management Committee so we should be in a position to take prompt action.
· Post Office – under the PO Local contract, the post office operates at a significant loss, but it’s an important facility for the village.   Accounting losses are also a risk.  Our focus is on maximising sales and ensuring that the accounts are correctly balanced.

· Security – the threat of criminal attack or fraud is an ongoing hazard, policy is to ensure that there are always at least two people on duty, and the post office operates on a low level of ready cash. There is an effective alarm system which provides out of hours security.
 12 Governance

As a Community Benefit Society, Winford Community Shop Ltd is accountable to the community, and assets cannot be sold other than for community benefit.   The business is run by a Management Committee, elected annually by Shareholders, who are the members of the Society.

A summary of the Society’s rules, which are approved by the Financial Conduct Authority, is at Annex C, together with details of the current Management Committee members.

Annex 1 
Governance and Management
Winford Community Shop Ltd is registered with the Financial Conduct Agency as a Community Benefit Society.

Our legal purpose is to trade for the benefit of the community (the Parish of Winford), and not for private benefit; profits are to be retained and used for the benefit of the community.    

As a Registered Society, the Community Shop is owned by its members, who are the shareholders, each of whom has one vote irrespective of the number of shares held.    Day to day operation of the Community Shop is be managed by a committee, which is elected by the members.    Members meetings will be convened at least annually and members will be able to elect the committee, submit and vote on motions, in accordance with procedures detailed in the constitution.

The Management Committee must be a minimum of three people and a maximum of twelve.   Up to a quarter may be co-opted pending the next annual members meeting.   Committee members are elected for a three-year term of office.

As at 31st October the members of the Management Committee are as follows:
Phillip Febrey
Chair

Carol House

Secretary

Liz Weaver

Treasurer

Jane Thompson
Vice Chair

Denise Poole

Simon Martin

Dick Whittington

Elaine Gibbins also attends meetings on behalf of the staff team.
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