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President Helen Boaden welcomed Members 
to the Special General Meeting, which the 
Board had called in order to propose the 
Motions to amend the Rules as set out in the 
Agenda. Before the formal business of the 
SGM, the President invited Chief Executive Jim 
Forward, in his capacity as General Secretary 
to talk Members through the process adopted 
in the Society’s first attempt to distribute the 
AGM documents digitally, which had received 
mixed reviews from Members. Jim accepted 
there were lessons to be learned. 

There were main areas of concern:

1.  The over-stepping of the remit granted  
by the Members to permit the digital  
distribution of AGM documents 

2.  The quality of implementation

3.  The adverse effect on voting 

He explained the desired outcomes of moving 
to digital distribution: to encourage more 
Members to read the Annual Report and 
other documents; to produce an attractive 
document which celebrated HF Holidays’ 

achievements; to reduce the cost of 
production and distribution; and, to save paper. 
With hindsight, he recognised that relying 
on email to invite Members to accept digital 
access to the documents was a mistake. 

Jim also acknowledged concern over the 
timing of document circulation and the initial 
omission of the Minutes of the previous SGM/
AGM. This was an operational oversight and, 
while the Minutes do not form part of the 
formal notification of the Meeting, the practice 
of providing access to them will be continued. 
The omission was rectified within five days of 
the first dispatch of documents. 

Jim further acknowledged that although 
online voting had increased, the flawed 
implementation had resulted in fewer 
Members participating in the postal vote for 
the election of candidates to the Board of 
Directors. 

Jim offered his sincere apologies, and 
expressed the Board’s desire to learn lessons 
from the first year, in its pursuit of digital 
distribution. 

Opening the SGM, the President asked if there 
were any matters arising from the Minutes 
of the 2017 SGM. Bob Gomersall from Ilkley 
reminded Members that he had proposed the 
motion to allow Members to opt in to receive 
the AGM documents electronically, or by 
post if not. He was very critical of the Board’s 
implementation that was at odds with the 

reasons given by the Board and contrary to 
guidelines in the Companies Act. 

In his view, notice of the AGM did not meet 
the requirements of the Rules and a large 
group of Members had been disenfranchised. 
He said electronic communication should 
be introduced with great care, and not with a 
primary aim of saving money. He called on the 
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Board to ensure that next year’s documents 
are sent by post unless Members have 
explicitly given permission.

Daphne Forrest from London pointed out that 
while Membership had grown 5% last year, the 
number of Members voting had dropped.

 Mike Garrett from Staines urged caution 
in respect of applying the Society’s Rules, 
stating that HF Holidays operates under the 
Companies Act 2006. 

One member felt that the change transferred 
the cost to the individual, while David Allen 
from Cheshire pointed out that having the 
digital documents avoids having to print them. 
Roger Keyworth from Chichester disagreed, 
saying he could not read documents online. 

Graham Burhop from Beaconsfield suggested 
the digital notification of the documents 

be marked to distinguish them from other 
emails and Tim Scott, of East Riding, Yorkshire, 
described the documents he had received by 
post as confusing, urging an analysis of how 
the Society corresponds with its Members. 

John Fogarty of Liverpool acknowledged the 
time it would take to get such a new process 
right and asked Members for their patience 
and support of the Board.

Jim thanked Members for their feedback and, 
referring to the reference made earlier to the 
Companies Act 2006, advised Members that 
the Society operates under the Co-operative 
and Communities Benefit Societies Act 2014. 
The President then called for a vote and the 
Minutes of the 2017 SGM were approved 
with 167 in favour, 1 member against and 12 
abstentions. 

The President introduced Anne Ellmes 
who proposed the Society’s Rule changes, 
explaining that most of them were required by 
changes in the law.  Resolutions 1, 2, 5 and 7 
were to change references in the Rules from 
the repealed Industrial & Provident Societies 
Act of 1968 to the Co-operative and Co-
operative and Communities Benefit Societies 
Act 2014 and also to update some outdated 
language, i.e. replace the word Chairman 
with Chair. A misprint on Rule numbering also 
needed amending. 

Resolutions 3, 4 and 6 were then explained by 
Anne.

The reworded Rule 8.1 would better reflect 
the relationship between the Society and 
its Members, who are more than investors 
in the Society; Members should support the 

Society’s objects and activities as outlined in 
Rule 6.

Rule 12.2 was to be amended to future proof 
the Rule as to the maximum shareholding 
allowed. 

A new Rule, 36.1. 3, was a technical update in 
line with the 2014 Act about the administration 
of the Society in the event of bankruptcy.

Comments and questions on all the 
resolutions were invited from the floor. David 
Jones from Shropshire asked why it had 
taken four years to propose the changes. 
Anne explained the process of preparation 
and the lead-in times involved. After some 
further points of clarification, and having been 
seconded by Director Robert Ainsworth, each 
Resolution was passed unanimously. 

Resolutions
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104th Annual General Meeting
Saturday 14 April 2018 at 1.45pm

In the Chair: Helen Boaden, President

Present: Cheryl Hunnisett (Chair), Robert Ainsworth, Steven Booth, Steve Bishop,  
Stephen Swift (Vice Chair), Anne Ellmes, Kate Geal, Nicola Howarth, Robert Locke, Brian Tilley, 

David Brown, Wendy Sudbury

The General Secretary – Jim Forward

The Head of Finance – Justine McCrea

Approximately 240 Members were present

1. Welcome 

President Helen Boaden gave a warm welcome 
to the 104th Annual General Meeting of HF 
Holidays, this being her third year in the role. 
She thanked Vice President Keith White for 
standing in for her at last year’s Meeting.

In her opening remarks, Helen said that 
she was reminded on her latest holiday at 
Sedbergh of all the things she loved about HF 
Holidays - the food, the service and the people 
she met while staying in a stunning historic 
house. She said that in other countries, the 
co-operative movement had barely got off 
the ground, so Members should celebrate HF 
Holidays as an incredibly precious organisation.

She welcomed each of the Activity Clubs 
represented at the Meeting before formally 
reminding Members that the Meeting was 
governed by the standing orders for conduct. 

2. Receipt of Correspondence

Correspondence had been received from 
Members including apologies and questions 
that were put into the Members’ Forum.

3. Confirmation of the Report of the Annual  
General Meeting 25 March 2017

Helen asked for comments and questions 
from the floor in connection with the Report of 
last year’s AGM.

Peter Forrest of London moved that the 
Minutes of last year’s AGM should not be 
accepted. He explained that, after apologies at 

that Meeting from the then Chair and the Chief 
Executive that the 2016 AGM Minutes were 
an inadequate record. Assurance had been 
given that steps would be taken to ensure 
the wider Membership was made aware of 
these reinstated critical comments, through 
an erratum. The flawed implementation of 
last year’s SGM resolutions meant that many 
Members had not received the documents or 
the Minutes & erratum, thereby not having the 
opportunity to read the criticisms and making 
a mockery of the assurances given last year. 

Paul Shearman of Harrogate sought 
clarification as to whether he was being asked 
to comment on the Minutes or approve them 
as a true record of the Meeting. Following 
confirmation that approval, rather than 
comment, was sought, Helen asked for a show 
of hands and the Minutes were approved 
by 109 votes in favour, 7 against, and 67 
abstentions.

4. Matters arising not included in the Agenda 

Bob Gomersall asked the Board to ensure that 
minutes of the Meeting would be circulated in 
a proper way to the Members who had not yet 
seen them.

5. The Annual Report and Accounts for the  
year ended 31 October 2017

Helen called on the Chair of the Board, Cheryl 
Hunnisett, to propose the Annual Report and 
Accounts for the year ending 31 October 
2017.
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Cheryl introduced herself not only as one of 
the few female Board Directors but also as 
a guest, a member, a leader and currently as 
Chair of the Board.

She explained that the new style of Annual 
Report sought to provide Members with more 
transparency and detail.

Financially, it had been a good year. Revenue 
increased by £1.7 million (6.1%), with turnover 
of just over £30.2 million. Operating surplus 
had risen to £351,000.  Much of this progress 
was achieved by delivering on three of the 
strategic goals: fuller occupancy in the UK, 
a focus on our core business, including our 
abroad programme, and delivering on best 
price for early bookings. She thanked former 
Board Directors Malcolm Oliver, Bob Gomersall 
and Alan Dixon for their part in this success. 

Cheryl said there were several key items 
in the Annual Report that warranted more 
explanation. 

The reduction of £500,000 in cash (note 17) 
was due to early payment of invoices, and the 
cash position had since normalised.  

The £150,000 loss on currency fluctuations 
was due to underestimating how many guests 
would book European holidays, in what had 
turned out to be a bumper year. 

Referring to the movement of fair value 
on financial instruments, Cheryl explained 
that the drop of £643,000 was a technical 
bookkeeping valuation. Ordering foreign 
currency in advance allows the Society to set 
brochure prices and budgets with confidence. 
These orders are then valued at exchange 
rates prevailing at the end of each financial 
year. £100,000 of other costs also related to 
foreign currency.  

£72,000 was spent on project and consultancy 
fees, mainly for external support during the 
transition to our new Head of Finance.  

The re-valuation of properties showed a deficit 
of £819,000. Cheryl explained that a £964,000 
capital spend does not necessarily translate 

into a higher valuation of the properties 
since much of the work carried out had been 
defensive.  

£182,000 was spent on mortgage 
repayments, leaving outstanding mortgages at 
£798,000 on an estate valued at £20,471,000.

Cheryl acknowledged that the removal of 
the single-room supplement, welcomed by 
Members, had reduced sales revenue by 
£350,000, mitigated by a doubling of the 
non-member Associate Fee to £10 and the 
introduction of premium single rooms.

Holiday sales were £700,000 up on last year. 
The planned reduction of cafés and B&B sales 
had been implemented, with a drop of 2,000 
guests, replaced by around 1,500 guests on 
core holidays. Revenue per guest week had 
grown, despite the loss of the single-room 
supplement. 

House costs had not increased in three years, 
staying at £12.2 million. Food costs were static 
and wages, as a percentage of sales, remained 
unchanged. Hence net contribution from UK 
holidays grew £400,000 to £3.2 million.

There was a continuing high level of 
satisfaction for the enjoyment of walks and 
leisure activities. Cheryl attributed success 
to the hard work of the product teams and 
the dedication of 1,000 voluntary leaders 
delivering high standards.

£600,000 had been spent on repairs to the 
country houses, together with £1,500,000 
of capital investment to improve bedrooms, 
including premium single rooms, and 
bathrooms. Guest feedback demonstrated 
that guests believe that they get good value 
from our holidays. There had been a noticeable 
return of guests who had stayed away for a 
few years and 95% of guests said they would 
recommend HF Holidays to others. Complaint 
levels were just 0.4%. 

There had been no growth in worldwide 
holidays, where bookings were down 1.9%.  
The perception of terrorism led to guests 
preferring ‘safe’ destinations. The poor 
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purchasing power of the pound was also a 
factor. Growth had been seen in Trails, up 
17.5% on the previous year. European holidays 
also showed strong growth, up 12.5%, despite 
challenges such as cancellation of Madeira 
holidays due to poor weather and the cost of 
new flights following the failure of Monarch 
Airlines.  That said, HF Holidays compares well 
with other operators in the escorted adventure 
tour sector, with a gross profit margin of 20%. 

92% of guests say they would recommend HF 
Holidays’ abroad holidays, thanks to the great 
choice of locations offered, excellent hotels, 
well planned walks and high-quality leaders. 
While scores for overall enjoyment were high, 
they had not increased during the year. There 
will be a return to paper dispatch of holiday 
information for European holidays and more 
work with some partner hotels to help deliver 
standards expected. 

Overhead expenditure and Membership 
services had increased by £178,000 to 
£5,900,000.  This increase was in line with the 
rise in sales of 6.1%.  HF Holidays is on par 
for central costs with other operators in our 
sector.

It had been an exceptional year for 
Membership with 1,775 new Members and 
£970,000 increase in share capital, compared 
to an average of £650,000 in previous years. 
This took share capital to £8,600,000 including 
contributions via bequests of £27,000. Cheryl 
thanked HF Holidays’ Members for their 
support.

Looking ahead to 2018, Cheryl warned that we 
would need to absorb significant costs in areas 
beyond our control: minimum wage up by 
4.4%; employer pension contributions doubled 
to 2%; higher business rates; and, credit card 
charges no longer passed to guests. There 
would also be costs associated with complying 
with General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), and predicted rises in energy and food 
costs.

The Board was also alert to the effects that 
Brexit, and concerns about terrorism, might 

have on consumer confidence. Continuously 
improving standards and the range of holidays 
would help HF Holidays remain resilient.

A recent survey showed that Members want 
to see their funds used for the improvement 
of properties and HF planned to build a growth 
fund.  

Emphasising that investment in HF Holidays is 
not short-term, but wanting to offer a fair level 
of interest, the Board was proposing a rate of 
1.75% on Member shareholdings. 

Cheryl then moved for acceptance of the 
Annual Report & Accounts for the year ended 
31 October 2017 and authority to pay 1.75% 
interest on Member shareholdings.

Helen then called upon Vice Chair Stephen 
Swift to second the Motion.

Stephen introduced himself as a keen walker, 
who, along with his wife enjoys HF holidays in 
the UK and abroad. He was until recently Chief 
Executive of Blue Cross, the national animal 
charity, prior to which he was Commercial 
Director of the National Trust. 

He talked Members through the key areas of 
the Society’s strategic 2020 Goals, grouped 
into four key areas: holiday experience; 
financial performance, developing our people; 
and, guest and member engagement. The 
Goals are reviewed regularly and have had 
significant impact on the overall success of HF 
Holidays.

Stephen said that the history of financial 
performance showed very uneven 
performance, close to break-even on average 
over the years since 2001. Some ‘green 
shoots’ were now emerging.

He emphasised the complexity of the HF 
business and explained the renewed focus 
on our core Guided Waking holidays.  Leisure 
Activities, Self-Guided Walking, Family 
holidays and Groups were all growing well 
and helping to address the relative decline in 
guests under 60. Short breaks, particularly for 
weekends, challenger holidays in the mountain 
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houses, and Outdoor Escapes were proving 
successful in the UK, with new and some 
more challenging destinations for walking and 
sightseeing in Europe, often including new 
experiences,  such as local food, travelling on 
boat or train, were all helping to attract the 
next generation.  There are new destinations 
for worldwide holidays too. 

We had picked up many awards in the year: 
Which? subscribers ranked us top at 93%, 
ahead of some big names such as Trailfinders, 
Exodus and Ramblers Holidays; we’ve been 
rated gold on Feefo; and earned Silver Travel 
Awards, Best Activity Tour Operator, and Best 
Accommodation Provider at the Group Leisure 
and Travel Awards.  

Members will know that HF Holidays cares 
about the environment, and the community 
and we take Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) seriously,  earning a gold award in the 
Green Tourism Business Scheme at Monk 
Coniston and Freshwater Bay, and reaching for 
Gold at all 18 country houses. 

We now have a new target to get rid of single 
use plastics, abandoning one-use sandwich 
boxes and little shower gels. 

The Pathways Fund also supports the 
community. Stephen thanked Members and 
guests for donating £38,000, with £24,000 
spent on upgrading footpaths, stiles and 
fences and supporting Mountain Rescue and 
the Air Ambulance.  Staff can now take one 
paid day a year to support a charity of their 
choice. 

People are at the heart of HF Holidays and 
the results of our 2016 team survey led to a 
number of actions, including an exercise to 
make explicit the Values of HF Holidays, as part 
of a comprehensive Leadership Development 
Programme. We are also increasing 
familiarisation trips for staff members. 

Four conferences are held each year for 
our volunteer Leaders, along with regular 
monthly communications.  The other way 
of volunteering within HF is to stand for 

election to the Board, and Stephen invited 
anyone interested to come and talk to Board 
Members. 

Finally, emphasising the HF goals of friendship, 
fun and active enjoyment of the great 
outdoors, Stephen Swift seconded the motion 
to receive the Annual Report and Accounts 
for the Year Ending October 2017 and the 
payment of 1.75% interest to shareholders.  

The discussion was then opened to the floor. 

Peter Forest of London praised HF for 
garnering next generation holidaymakers, 
and for the recovery in turnover, after, he 
said, a near 8% slump in turnover in the year 
ending October 2015, due mainly, he argued, 
to pricing mistakes.  However, the modest 
operating surplus before exceptional items 
of £351,000 was only 1.2% of turnover 
against HF’s objective of 5%. Also, the Society 
had incurred a cash loss of £418,000 after 
currency movements. Since the mid-1990s 
HF had turned over about £0.5 billion, with 
an operating surplus of just £3 million, the 
majority of which had been earned in the five 
consecutive financial years ending 31 October 
2000. In the 17 years, up to 31 October 2017, 
HF turned over more than a third of a billion 
pounds, yet had achieved a loss of £171,000.  
He expressed his disappointment that the 
additional business had not resulted in a bigger 
contribution to the bottom line, urging the 
Board to generate profit to be able to stand 
on its own two feet.  HF Holidays’ Members 
had increased their investment by nearly £6.5 
million which, he said, was welcomed, but 
those funds should not be used to support the 
operating surplus. It was too early to support 
the Board’s optimism of rebuilding HF’s 
financial performance. 

Tim Scott from Swanland was delighted to see 
the progress that had been made over the 
current year giving credit to the salaried staff, 
voluntary leaders, and Board of Directors. He 
noted that derivative assets or options are 
risky investments, and he asked why a loss on 
foreign currency had occurred.
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Cheryl confirmed that we did not use options. 
Robert Ainsworth explained that forward 
purchasing foreign currency for its extensive 
overseas activity, allows the Society to know 
the exchange rate that would apply to the 
invoices it must pay and be confident when 
setting brochure prices.

David Gray from Liversedge (Vice President) 
suggested the audience look at the same 
figure for the previous year, which was positive 
by £771,000. 

Ron Bayliss, from Canada, complimented 
HF on the excellent holidays and wonderful 
fellowship.  

Bob Gomersall congratulated the Board 
on progress in the last year. He asked that 
the Board review its accounting policy on 
capitalising refurbishments then writing them 
down, without impact on the profit and loss 
account. The policy should be published in a 
clear form in the Annual Report and Accounts. 
He was also concerned about reserves, 
which had dropped by around £4million since 
the 1990s and had been compensated for 
by member investment. He questioned 
whether the Board were confident that the 
Society is on target in the coming year and in 
subsequent years, to achieve targeted surplus 
in 2020. 

Cheryl confirmed that the way the Society 
deals with capital expenditure and repairs has 
been subject to scrutiny this year in discussion 
with the auditors. 

Robert Ainsworth added that the finance 
target by 2020 is to make 5% return on sales 
after adding back depreciation. Of course 
there are no guarantees but progress has 
been made. Sales are up, houses are getting 
full, and the Society is going in the right 
direction. Member contributions through 
increased shareholding have funded capital 
investment to improve the HF Holidays’ 
portfolio of properties.  This in turn will increase 
turnover and increase profitability; and, 
hopefully, by 2020 will boost profits to enable 
the Society to generate sufficient cash to 

maintain the country houses, and at the same 
time pay a dividend.  

Roger Keyworth of Chichester asked whether 
it was necessary to revalue fixed assets each 
year. Robert Ainsworth confirmed that we 
had to revalue our properties in line with the 
FRS102 accounting policy.

Caroline Thompson from Conwy asked why 
some special offers, for example bring a friend 
for free and Black Friday deals were sometimes 
below cost recovery. It was explained that if a 
group has cancelled, especially at short notice, 
a deep discount is not harmful, because it 
contributes to fixed costs.   From time to time, 
discounts are used to encourage bookings on 
Guided Walking holidays, e.g. in the middle of 
February. Discounts also brought our holidays 
within the reach of a wider range of guests. 
However, as we get stronger and our houses 
get fuller it will be increasingly difficult to find 
gaps to offer deep discounts. 

Helen invited Members to vote on the 
acceptance of the Annual Report and 
Accounts for the year ended 31 October 2017 
and an interest payment to shareholders 
of 1.75%. The Motion was carried with the 
majority in favour and one vote against.

6. The election of the President and  
Vice Presidents 

David Brown reminded Members that Helen 
Boaden had served the Society extremely well 
as President for the past three years and the 
Board were delighted to invite her to continue 
in that role. This was agreed by acclamation. 

David then proposed the re-election of 
Vice Presidents: Peter Boulter, John Cass, 
David Gray, Harry Wroe and Keith White; and 
announced that Joyce Hilton and Angela 
Brassey had accepted the invitation to be 
nominated as Vice Presidents for the ensuing 
year. All were approved by acclamation. 

Peter Boulter announced that this would be his 
last AGM and was thanked and complimented 
for his wonderful service to HF Holidays 
as a great walks leader, a great adventurer, 
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and radical force on the Board. He was also 
commended for consistently supporting HF 
Holidays, both the principles and the practice. 

7. Announcement of candidates declared  
to the Board of Directors 

The President reminded Members that this 
year there were four candidates and three 
vacancies for the Board of Directors for the 
coming year. 

Unfortunately, one of the candidates, Maurice 
Prendergast, had to withdraw his candidacy 
after the ballot had started, and therefore 
the three remaining candidates would 
automatically be elected to the Board.  The full 
election results were shared in the interests of 
transparency:

Ben Reid had received 1,685 votes (28%);

Malcolm Oliver had received 1,619 votes, 
(27%); Maurice Prendergast had received 
1,333 votes (23%); and, Stephen Guile had 
received 1,277 votes, (22%). 

8. A resolution of thanks

Steven Booth offered a resolution of thanks 
to the outgoing directors: Anne Ellmes, Nicola 
Howarth and David Brown.

Anne had started holidaying with HF Holidays 
in 1990 and  noticed that there were a lot 
of Directors in grey suits, who were not 
answering her questions.  Determined to make 
a change, she got herself elected.  She lobbied 

hard for the removal of the single supplement 
and is proud of that success.  

Nicola was finishing her second term as a 
Director. HF Holidays have benefited from her 
skills and qualities in chairing the Question and 
Answers Forum, setting a good precedent for 
whoever follows next year.  She is also a walks 
Leader and a Field Advisor who planned the 
walks for the Harris & Lewis Trail holiday.  

David Brown joined the Board in 1972. (Factual 
error, he was first elected in 1979).  Since then 
he has served for six terms, alongside five 
Chief Executives. He has been the oracle of 
the Rules and continues to champion Family 
holidays.  As a leader and Board Director he 
has continually contributed to the values and 
the ethos of HF Holidays.  

Steven Booth invited Members to show their 
appreciation for the three retiring Directors 
which they did by acclamation.

9. Activity club draw

Before bringing the Meeting to a close, Helen 
announced that OAC Gold were the winners of 
the 2018 Activity Club draw.  

10. Time and place of next Meeting

The 2019 AGM will be on Saturday 30 March 
at Regent’s University, formerly Regent’s 
College, in London. The President thanked the 
audience for their time, patience, attention, 
and commitment to the Society.  
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Simon Cox presented HF Holidays' Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) activity describing 
how HF Holidays aims to be socially 
responsible both internally and outwardly, 
concerned for our own organisation, the 
community and the legacy we pass on for the 
next generation to enjoy. 

A survey in November 2017 indicated that 
50% of Members put ‘investing in green 
practices and the greening of our houses’ in 
the top three priorities for investment.  

A small team from within HF Holidays identified 
four key actions:

1. Adopt a charity of the year, pledging a  
corporate donation and a Pathways Fund  
contribution and arranging team  
fundraising events.

2. All our country houses to gain a Gold  
 Green Tourism Award supporting the  

Society’s commitment to good  
environment practices.

3. All employees able to use one paid  
working day a year to volunteer for a  
charity of their choice. 

4. Aim to substantially reduce single use  
plastic from our business within in three  
years, eliminating plastic straws, stirrers,  
and little shampoo bottles from all our  
 country houses.

In addition, we’re taking steps to encourage 
our team to get outside and be more active, 
promoting physical and mental health within 
the organisation through physical wellbeing, 
nutrition, exercise and stress management 

An update on HF Holidays’ CSR achievements 
and commitments can be found at:   
www.hfholidays.co.uk/csr    

Jim Forward gave a presentation about 
HF Holidays’ UK properties, emphasising 
the ongoing focus on quality and, the need 
for consistent maintenance, so that the 
properties remain a key source of our financial 
strength and stability.

The 2017 Members’ survey highlighted that 
Members prioritised the development and 
upkeep of our country houses above paying 
higher dividends or acquiring new properties. 

HF Holidays’ five year estate development 
plan includes ongoing refurbishment for the 
18 UK country houses, not just to improve 
the properties, but aiming also to reduce our 
environmental footprint. Replacing boilers with 
more efficient ones, using carpets made out of 
tyres, and fitting taps that use less water have 
all helped our houses achieve Gold, Silver or 
Bronze Green Tourism Awards.  

The rollout of the bedroom refurbishment, 
which is now more than 50% complete was 

determined by the ratings our Members and 
guests gave those houses. 

Jim recognised the efforts of Matthew 
Humphreys who leads on UK properties and 
has addressed a number of outstanding health 
and safety issues.  This winter there were 27 
medium-sized projects across the estate 
including building new steps; replacing boilers; 
re-pressurising water systems; replacing beds; 
clearing trees; and, continuing to improve the 
Wi-Fi.  

To continue this estate development plan 
requires £7.5 million over the next five years. 
If the business continues to perform at the 
level it did in 2017, and Members continue 
to invest in the Society at the same rate, this 
would bring in £8.5 million, making the plan 
affordable. One of the key goals for 2020 
is generating £1.5 million of cash annually 
from operations, so that thereafter Member 
investment can be dedicated to growth rather 
than defensive projects. 

Guest Speaker – Simon Cox, Area Operations Manager, HF Holidays

Address by, Jim Forward, HF Holidays’ Chief Executive
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All property estates require upkeep and 
the money invested in this task is known as 
defensive spend. That has been the focus 
for the last five years – bringing the estate up 
to the standard expected by today’s guests 
and members. However, this investment 
maintains rather than grows the business. 
In the core season last year, 93% of our 
bedrooms were occupied with guests on core 
holidays resulting in hardly any B&B guests. We 
have some room for growth in the shoulder 
seasons, using products such as Spring and 
Winter Walking, more Leisure Activities and 
great deals to tempt groups in March and late 
November. 

But now, the conundrum in the UK, is how we 
grow our UK business when we are virtually 
full? Jim presented a slide showing how size 
is a major driver of sales for any one of our 
houses more important than locations or 
length of season. He was not suggesting 
that all our houses should be the size of 
Longmynd House, but the smaller houses are 
constraining our sales growth. 

Size also drives profitability. Our larger houses 
make nearly four times as much surplus as 
our smaller houses. Smaller houses can just 
about cover their fixed costs; larger houses 

cover their fixed costs and make good money 
from subsequent sales.  Our smallest houses 
convert just 6% of sales into surplus, whilst 
medium houses manage 15% and the largest 
houses in the estate deliver 19%. In contrast, 
the average UK hotel has 94 bedrooms and 
delivers a 32% profit conversion.  

The conclusion is that the Society should 
seek to sympathetically expand and improve 
the smaller houses. This will help the HF 
brand grow and deliver a stronger financial 
performance whilst improving the facilities we 
offer our Members and guests.  

HF Holidays has good momentum in the 
UK - we are attracting more guests on our 
core holidays; we are starting to bring in more 
next generation guests; satisfaction levels 
amongst our guests are high and growing; 
and the financial performance of our estate is 
on the up.  However, HF Holidays is reaching 
a point of saturation.  By addressing the 
size of our houses, in a sympathetic way, 
using the relatively low -risk tactic of site 
development, we would address what holds 
back HF Holidays’ financial performance and 
permanently transform the Society to ensure 
that it continues to grow long into the future.  
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Younger Leaders

Last year the Society was asked what they 
were doing to attract younger Leaders. Nicola 
confirmed that there is a healthy number of 
high quality Leaders currently.  The average 
age of all Leaders is currently 62, the average 
age of new Leaders recruited in 2017 was 57.  

Reward points

Last year, the Society had not issued an 
annual statement of reward points and there 
had been errors when Members booked. A 
new position had been created in for an IT 
Development Manager who started in January 

and has been reviewing all the systems to 
give a clear, strategic roadmap for the future. 
The Membership team has also recruited one 
additional employee who works full time. He 
hoped to improve the reward points process 
over the next 12 months.

Challenge holidays to attract younger guests

Steve Backhouse explained that new Weekend 
Challenge holidays had been introduced. 
They had sold successfully and attracted next 
generation guests.  Further holidays were 
being planned for 2019.

Booking consecutive holidays 

Mike Stephen from Canada regretted that 
he was unable to make bookings using the 
website when trying to book two consecutive 
seven-day Guided Walking holidays.  David 
Harrington confirmed that the problem is 
availability, not online booking. In peak season, 
our country houses are 90% full. Mike’s chosen 
houses were full when he tried to book in 
January - when the holidays had already been 
on sale for several months. David encouraged 
Members seeking particular dates to book 
earlier. 

Substandard accommodation

Linda Davies asked whether prices should 
be reduced in substandard accommodation 
including chalets.

Kate Geal explained that the Society now has 
only a few rooms that are discounted due 

to their poor condition, not least thanks to 
the refurbishment programme. The chalets 
at Nythfa House are now refurbished, and 
the chalets at Derwent Bank are soon to be 
replaced. All the rooms at Harrington House 
are now en-suite.  Across the estate there 
are only approximately 20 bedrooms which 
are still discounted, including the chalets at 
Alltshellach and Newfield Hall, and a few rooms 
that are intrinsically difficult to refurbish owing 
to their quirky nature. 

Late booking fee

Gwen Bathem from Harrow asked why, when 
she booked to stay for the AGM, she was 
asked to pay an extra late booking fee. 

David Harrington explained that HF Holidays 
does not charge a late booking fee. He asked 
Gwen to talk to him personally so that any 
confusion could be clarified.

Members’ Forum
In the Chair: Nicola Howarth, Board Director

Panel: Kate Geal, Board Director; Steve Bishop, Board Director; Anne Ellmes, Board Director; 
Matthew Humphreys, Head of Hotel Operations; David Harrington, Head of Commercial;  

Steve Backhouse, Head of Holidays.

Nicola Howarth welcomed Members to the Members’ Forum. 

The following feedback was shared, following the matters raised in 2017’s Members Forum, 
which the Board had promised to look into further:

Questions from the floor and written questions to the 2018 Members Forum
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Dandelion Café – Isle of Wight

Ruth Murr from the Isle of Wight asked 
about the closing of the Dandelion Café at 
Freshwater Bay Hotel.  

Steve Bishop said the decision to close the 
café had been difficult, noting that residents 
have enjoyed using the facilities. But the café 
was a distraction to the manager and his 
team, whose energies should be focussed on 
our resident guests. The house continues to 
support the local community through hosting 
events for the Rotary Club, the Round Table, 
local birthday parties and the annual Walk the 
Wight event.  

Communication by email

Marie Norminton from Middleborough 
asked why we incur avoidable costs sending 
information by post when we have an email.

David explained that evidence suggests that 
not every email received is opened; whereas 
communications sent by post achieve a higher 
response rate. David agreed that the way 
forward is digitalisation but there is currently 
still a need for paper to support it.  

Extending a holiday

Paula Hughes asked about booking an 
extension at the same hotel on an HF walking 
holiday abroad.

David explained that some long-haul holidays 
offer this service, but we don’t generally offer 
that service for holidays to Europe. Extra nights 
can interrupt the hotel’s sales patterns, especially 
in the smaller hotels.  However, we would bear it 
in mind and see if we could do more. 

Fairtrade tea and coffee

Several members had asked why HF Holidays 
has abandoned their policy of buying Fairtrade 
coffee and tea.

Matthew Humprheys  said that HF Holidays 
had not changed its policy on Fairtrade.  We 
work closely with food and beverage suppliers 
to check sources and although some items 
might not carry the Fairtrade logo they were 
sourced from sustainable areas 

Remuneration of the CEO

John Casey asked why, in light of good 
corporate governance practice and 
transparency, the remuneration of the HF 
Holidays’ CEO was not published in the Annual 
Report.

Anne Ellmes replied that it is normal practice to 
publish the remuneration of a Director, but not 
necessarily of a CEO. HF Holidays’ Directors 
are volunteers and are only reimbursed their 
expenses.

Younger Members

James Young from London asked whether HF 
Holidays had ever advertised in magazines 
read by people who organise hen parties or 
stag parties.

Steve Bishop confirmed that we do not target 
hen and stag parties.  We advertise in Walking 
magazines for Leaders, but find traditional 
advertising in magazines relatively expensive 
with relatively low return.  To target the next 
generation of people, we invest our budget 
digitally, with some success in the last year or 
so.

Early booking offers

Philip Powell and Dorothy Davies questioned 
whether weekly emails and leaflets encourage 
late booking at discounted prices.  

Nicola Howarth said that for the last four 
years, the Society has used dynamic pricing 
to promote and sell UK holidays.  This is in line 
with most other companies in the UK holiday 
sector that have a fixed number of beds to 
fill. The earliest bookers get the best price, 
helping HF Holidays’ reduce the volume of 
price complaints enormously.  The discount 
gradually reduces the closer to the holiday 
departure date. In addition, an email with a 
headline offer is more likely to be opened and 
acted upon than a comparable email with just 
a price point. David encouraged the audience 
to book early and reminded the audience of 
our price promise: early bookers will never pay 
more for the same holiday. 
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Photography holidays

Roger Keyworth from Chichester was 
concerned HF Holidays was trying to 
discontinue Photography holidays.

Steve Backhouse offered reassurance that 
Photography holidays have a very wide appeal 
and more had been scheduled. 

Brochure 

Philip Powell and Dorothy Davies asked about 
the change from a standalone brochure to 
one where the internet has to be used. They 
pointed out that, having already worked a 
day at a computer screen, it is not healthy or 
relaxing to go online again to book a holiday.  

Steve Backhouse explained that reducing the 
number of pages in the walking brochure, had 
saved approximately £40,000, mainly through 
postage.  The saving was then spent on digital 
marketing that had been very successful in 
attracting new guests. However, brochures still 
have an important role in attracting both new 
and repeat guests.

Reward Points

Lucy Jones from Edinburgh noted that the 
lead booker earned all the reward points on 
a booking and asked if it was possible that 
individual Members on a booking could earn 
their rewards points instead. 

David noted  this as one of the challenges to 
be looked into with the deeper review of the 
reward point system. 

Call centre

Joan Morgan from Leatherhead wanted 
to know what steps HF Holidays is taking 
to ensure that the team in the call centre 
provide all the options available at the time of 
enquiry; whether Members without access to 
a computer are disadvantaged; and whether 
there was a policy on holding back rooms. 

David confirmed that we do not hold back 
rooms, except on a provisional booking, and 
that the call centre team have full access to 
all products and offers. We recruit friendly and 
engaging team members and train them in all 
the complexities of HF Holidays.  One minute 

they could be selling a holiday to New Zealand, 
and the next they are providing information 
about a Photography holiday at one of our 
houses. This makes it hard for the team 
members to know everything, but they always 
start by asking what a guest is looking for.  

Discovery Walks

Angela Pearson from Addingham had a 
question around Discovery Walks now being 
called Guided Walking with Sightseeing.  

Steve Backhouse confirmed that  
some changes have been made to the 
Discovery Walk holidays following some  
poor guest feedback, including renaming  
them to avoid confusion with Discovery  
Tours. The key area of improvement has 
been to provide better quality walks. As 
a result, more people had booked these 
holidays, including next generation guests. 
Nevertheless, he recognised that some guests 
would prefer shorter walks, of say 3 or 4 miles, 
and this was being looked at by the office 
team.

Diversity

Mel Barlow, Gillian Moforth and Robin Coates 
all had questions regarding diversity through 
gender, age and background. Gillian also asked 
why there were no female candidates for the 
2018 Board nominations.  

Kate said that the Board recognised that it 
needed to do more in relation to diversity in all 
forms, and that it was no longer good enough 
to say ‘there’s nothing stopping people 
standing’. 

Kate confirmed that the Board meeting will 
look at the organisation’s gender pay gap as 
well as wider issues of diversity.

Steve Whitfield from Stockport urged HF 
Holidays to take a more active stance towards 
diversity.

Nicola responded by encouraging Members to 
stand for election to the Board and asked that 
they speak to current Directors if they needed 
any information or reassurance about what 
was involved.
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Local ale

Harry Mycock expressed appreciation for 
local ales in HF Houses but asked why it 
is sometimes replaced by Shed Head, an 
American Pale Ale.  

Steve Bishop said all houses should be 
providing a local ale and a local gin at the 
bar, part of our approach of embracing local 
produce wherever possible.  Guests will find 
local produce profiled in our bars and our UK 
holidays offer a local food night and beer/gin 
tasting evenings. 

En-suite rooms

Ron Baliss, Canada wanted to know whether 
any rooms in any of the houses are still not 
en-suite.

Matthew confirmed that there are around a 
dozen scattered around the estate. 

Luggage Labels

Harry Mycock asked why luggage labels were 
dispatched electronically, with the traveller 
expected to print, fold, and staple the label. 

Nicola explained that the Society was keen to 
use digital communication and cut down on 
printing. After successfully piloting on Family 
and Self-Guided holidays, in 2017 HF Holidays 
had moved to digital dispatch for all abroad 
holidays.  However this had proved more 
challenging than envisaged.  The decision has 
been taken to keep the final dispatch paper-
based for the time being, so luggage labels and 
other holiday information would go back to 
being posted. 

Cancellations 

Pippa Coway from Ripon asked if HF Holidays 
cancelled holidays late in the day as a result of 
under bookings.

David confirmed that regular reviews of all 
sales take place both for UK and abroad 
holidays. We do not want to cancel holidays 
and certainly when we plan our programme we 
expect all holidays to run. A small percentage 
of holidays fail to sell, despite our best efforts 
and targeted marketing. We always try to 

mitigate the disappointment that can be 
caused by a cancellation.

Breakfasts

Why are breakfast choices limited in their 
choice of protein?

Matthew reported that over 80% of our 
guests now rated our breakfasts as very good.  
The country houses had trialled an artisan 
style breakfast with cheeses and meats and 
different types of breads. Unfortunately, there 
had not been much take up, and that food had 
been wasted.  

Board Directors

Paul Shearman from Harrogate asked how we 
advertise to recruit Board Directors. 

Nicola stated that all the Directors have 
to be Members of HF Holidays and so our 
advertising is primarily through the Members’ 
magazine and through contact with Members; 
however, advertising more widely was certainly 
something that could be considered.

Kate said that the Board reviewed its own 
governance from time to time. Currently the 
Board was collectively happy with the quality 
of candidates putting themselves forward for 
election.

GDPR

Mike Garratt from Staines noted that EU 
General Data Protection Regulation, GDPR, 
would come into effect on 25 May 2018. He 
asked whether HF Holidays had reviewed the 
Society’s readiness for GDPR. 

Nicola confirmed that HF Holidays was well 
aware of the legislation and had worked closely 
with a consultant to ensure that we meet all 
the requirements.  

3 and 4-night breaks

Gordon Heath from Pinner asked if HF 
Holidays would consider reverting to 7-night 
holidays, i.e. without 3 or 4-night holidays 
running concurrently in the house.

Steve Backhouse confirmed that 7-night 
holidays remain very popular, particularly 
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at locations such as Alltschellach and 
Chy Morvah. Equally short breaks are 
phenomenally popular, and HF Holidays had 
experienced huge growth over the years. 
The Society had to cater for this market to fill 
its country houses. Steve noted that some 
holidays were initially been sold as 7-nights 
only, but usually 3 and 4-night holidays had to 
be added later to ensure that all the rooms 
were sold. Hence it was better to sell short 
breaks from the outset to give them the 
maximum opportunity to sell.  

Music Appreciation holidays

Why have the Music Appreciation holidays had 
been cancelled?

Anne agreed that this decision was 
disappointing, but was a reflection of lower 
bookings on these holidays. The Society had 
to respond to the market and offer the range 
of holidays that our guests and Members most 
wanted to buy.

Editorial 

Trevor Bon from Essex wanted to know 
whether we invite journalists to review and 
write about our holidays. 

Steve Bishop confirmed that HF Holidays is 
always keen to encourage reviews. Recent 
articles in walking magazines and national 
papers had given us very positive coverage.  
Leading on from this question Steve 
mentioned the encouraging results from our 
recent TV advertising,  that had driven many 
additional visits to the HF Holidays website.

Paper

Cynthia Cluely from Rotherham, asked about 
flight changes and the volume of paper sent 
each time a flight change is communicated to 
our guests. 

Nicola highlighted the dilemma: if we send 
information digitally it may be missed; whereas 
posting information may be perceived as 
wasteful or not environmentally sensitive.  
We had to be sure guests knew about any 
changes. 

Guided Walking

Anne Boat from Harrogate wanted to know 
if it was possible for the Leader to have a 
mobile phone number for each walker, and for 
the walkers to have a contact number for the 
Leader.

Nicola noted that that we may need to look at 
how people can get in touch with the Leader if 
anything goes wrong.

Dolserau Hall

Richard Ammendy from Wakefield asked 
about the large area of wasted space near the 
entrance to the manager’s office at Dolserau 
Hall.  

Nicola explained it’s one of the houses where 
we have fewer bedrooms than we would like, 
but that we also have to consider the impact 
on the public rooms when we add bedrooms. 
Matthew agreed with Richard’s assessment 
of Dolserau Hall, and that there were 
opportunities to redevelop the ground floor 
space in the future.

Nicola Howarth thanked Members for their questions and brought the  
Members’ Forum to a close.

 

 

 


