SBA NEWSFLASH Noon Thursday 8 June 2006

WHAT IF ALL STOW BUSINESSES  WERE A SINGLE, INTEGRATED BUSINESS? 

WHAT WOULD OUR BUSINESS PLAN BE?
Defying sub-tropical heat and the temptation to sip Pimms in the garden,

a dozen stalwart Members climbed the stairs at Tudor House Furniture

last night to debate the present and future of Stow business.

[Don't you wish you'd been there? Of course you do!]

Mark Luscombe (Chair) opened the meeting by welcoming new and regular Members.

Sander Meredeen (Joint Hon Sec) reported apologies for absence from three members, including Jenni Turner who was unwell.

We sent Jenni (Joint Hon Sec) our best wishes for a full and speedy recovery.

Sander reported the resignation in early May of our Treasurer, Karen Edginton, due to ill-health. A letter of good wishes and thanks had been sent.

We urgently need a replacement since without funds and up-to-date membership data, we in danger of drifting!

Mark reported discussions with the Manager of Barclays Bank and promised to pursue an replacement for Karen.

Sander reported on a Management Groups meeting on 3 May and a Town Meeting, organised by STC that same evening.

The principal message to emerge was an appeal by STC Chairman Alan Rose that Council was there to carry out, so far as possible, 

the wishes of Stow people. It was therefore up to US to tell Council what kind of Stow we wished to see in the future. 

Acting on that prompt, Sander said he had written to Mike Corker, Town Clerk, asking for an informal meeting between Alan Rose and two or three Councillors

with the Chair and two or three SBA Officers to discuss ways in which the SBA and STC might co-operate more closely in achieving common objectives.   That meeting had now been fixed for Wednesday 12 July. Sander thought it imperative that SBA should clarify its own medium and longer-term development strategy in good time for that meeting.

Sander recorded that the May Horse Fair had passed off without major incidents, other than access by rescue vehicles to the Fair site in the 

event of a serious fire or other emergency. He also reminded Members that a Public Meeting to discuss the Fairs had been organised by STC for 7pm on Tuesday 11 July.

Finally, Sander put on record that Jay Rayner had attacked Stow business and the town in general in an article in The Observer of 14 May. The  article ahd given great offence and stirred up strong emotions with the community.  He had written a rebuttal letter on behalf of SBA to the Observer which had been published on 21 May. Others felt that the article was beneath contempt and unworthy of a response. But, as one trader had noted: ' This article and others like it will remain on the Internet for a long time and will put people off visiting Stow'. 

The rest of the meeting, lasting up to two hours, was devoted to a vigorous debate on two issues:

First, what, if anything, should the SBA do to help combat these unwarranted attacks on Stow by eg AA Gill, Jay Rayner and others?
Second, how did Members wish to see Stow develop and promote its business interests in the foreseeable future? 
Brenda Russell (Little Broom, Maugesbury) thought ANY publicity was GOOD publicity We invite people to come and judge Stow for themselves. She suggested compiling a 'Book of Compliments' to counter adverse publicity.

  

Quentin Thomas (Tudor House) reported that  Cotswold Life intended to cover reaction in its July issue. Quentin wanted Stow to respond by citing  multiple examples of what the town could offer visitors - from high quality shops, restaurants and hotels to many and varied local attractions. Many people who came to Stow did not know of other local attractions, like Chipping Camden or Broadway and surrounding villages. We should try to co-operate with these places. Above all we should publicise Stow as a CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE - and live up to that name. 

Rod Watts (Red Rag Gallery) posed this telling question: Suppose all the businesses in Stow were one integrated business. What would its business plan be? First, we should be honest about the kind of trading town Stow is NOW. Second, we should decide what sort of trading town we wanted Stow to become in the years ahead. Third, we should then devise a business strategy for moving the town forward from where we are NOW to WHERE WE WANT TO BE. At present there were too many confused ideas of exactly what traders wanted. If nothing like this was done, Stow - in his opinion -  would continue its present slow decline. Stow traders must recognise this need and then work together to advance towards a more prosperous future. Every successful business needed a vision for its future. Stow business lacked that vision. Image was crucial to business survival and success. He wanted to know why we were not attracting more new Members. Without membership and income, the SBA would die - and with it Stow business.

Sander wondered whether it would pay the SBA to employ a professional publicist to boost its attractions. But that needed money and that meant more members.

James Wiseman (Foundation) ;agreed with the need for more focus and supported the idea of a business strategy. His experience with his Cheltenham shop showed that  tangible benefits flowed from a local Fair or Festival.  Stow lacked any such festival - other than the Horse Fair. We should devise new  kinds of  attractions for Stow as one means of boosting business. 

Quentin thought we should take greater advantage of Cheltenham Race Weeks and organise linked events. Ditto Moreton-in-Marsh Show and Loughborough Opera.

He questioned the extent to which more members would help. Of Stow's 100 plus businesses, he would not expect more than 60 to become active members. Traders who questioned whether the £80 annual subscription was worth paying were not the kind of busineses we wanted in Stow! £80 would not buy a quarter page advertisement in any worthwhile Cotswold magazine. 

Cllr Chris Turner joined the meeting and drew attention to the Gloucestershire Market Towns Forum. He thought it worthwhile to explore the possibility of using the GMTF to seek out matched funding from the Government Office for the Southwest for projecting Stow as a leading Cotswold market town.

As an example of what bold publicity could do, Wendy Logan (Scotts of Stow) produced a copy of 'The Cotswold Passport' which offered 'Special Cotswold Offers for Our Very Best Customers'. This would be mailed to some 300,000 Scotts of Stow's customers over the coming weekend, togehter with their new catalogue. This was an opportunity for wider publicity which the SBA might wish to pursue in Summer 2007. See attachment.

Sander said he felt the discussion had gone on long enough. What we now needed was a low key meeting to thrash out a clear SBA business strategy with practical plans for implementation. That would need to be put to Members for approval in due course. He asked who would pick up the baton and carry it forward? A significant number of those present indicated that they attend such a meeting, dates for which would be canvassed shortly.

Mark Luscomen concluded the meeting by urging all Members to play a more active part in promoting Stow business through the SBA. He wanted to see a vigorous response to criticism of Stow in the July issue of Cotswold Life and hoped that other media would pick up on that response. He thanked Quentin Thomas for his hopspitality and all those present for attending.

The next meeting would be on Wednesday 5 July at Tudor House Furniture on The Square.

