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MINUTES

Meeting of members of Derby County Board of Directors and representatives from Derby County Community Partnership (DCCP), 

the Supporters Clubs (SC) and RamsTrust (RT)

Present:
Jeremy Keith – Chief Executive DCFC



Steve Harding
- Director DCFC



Paul Clouting – Operations Director DCFC



Jim Fearn – Head of Media DCFC



Ann Whitlock – DCCP



Chris Mitchell – DCCP



Andy Smith – DCCP



Simon Hamilton – RT



Paul Hallsworth – RT



Paul Mortimer – RT



John Cheetham – SC



Toby Sills – SC



Barry Smith – SC

1. APOLOGIES – None

2. INTRODUCTION/STRUCTURE OF MEETINGS (Jeremy Keith)

JK said the club’s day-to-day experience of running a football club was that people wanted to ask questions, particularly of the Board of Directors. Currently the only communication channels were membership of supporter groups, writing letters to the club or the BBC Radio Derby phone-in. He believed the best form of market research was monitoring complaints and the club was now determined to put in place a mechanism where individual supporters could feed back issues to Derby County.

Feedback would take the form of:

· Four joint meetings per year with executive representatives of official fan groups

· Two focus groups – one focussed on ticketing, the other an ad hoc group to discuss off-field issues from the matchday experience to retail lines

· New feedback section on the club website to enable fans to send in ideas on how to improve our club

· Introduction of customer feedback forms in key areas of the stadium

· Live online Q&A forums with Board members, football management and players to involve fans wherever they live in the world

Jeremy remarked as a general observation that there had been “bad news” at Derby County for a long time and he said Board members and representatives of fans’ groups should be aware that negative comments carried weight, not only in the local community but with the national media and other football clubs. This was not a healthy situation and he looked forward to a time when, after the Rams had played the likes of West Ham and Fulham off the park, Derby County actually attracted a mention in match reports churned out by the national press. He said he was looking for a change of tone.

Paul Clouting said by setting up the feedback mechanisms the club was arguably setting itself up for a fall. It was one thing to encourage feedback, but, for this exercise to be worthwhile, Derby County had to be in a position to act on information. He said the business was lean right now and maintaining lines of communication would be tough on resources – but it was important to make a start and put building blocks in place.

Ann Whitlock (DCCP) accepted the club was taking on a big task but said it was still possible for Derby County to prioritise feedback issues through the adoption of a practical strategy.

Paul Hallsworth (RT) said seeking feedback was fine, but a lot of fans were apathetic about the running of the club and wanted nothing more than to watch their team on a Saturday. It therefore made sense to channel feedback through fan groups.

Jeremy Keith said that if 50,000 fans became involved in feeding back ideas then the club would obviously struggle. However, he hoped the fans who did get involved represented a broad a spectrum of support.

Paul Clouting hoped fans would actually set some of the priorities within the business. People would always shout about emotive issues such as ticketing, but other issues would be unearthed. He said Derby County competed in the leisure sector and there were many new people who could be attracted to the club through the improvement of fans’ match day experience.

Steve Harding said it was important to recognise, and give importance to,  individual issues raised by fans.

Toby Sills (SC) felt people who, for some reason, did not want to be part of a supporters’ organisation should not be disenfranchised. 

3. TOM HUDDLESTONE

Jeremy Keith announced to the meeting that Tom Huddlestone would be joining Tottenham in the summer. The Board had made a decision not to try to cover up this arrangement until the end of the season and a press statement was going out that evening. He said the Board wanted to operate in an open way with fans and this was an opportunity for Tom to step up.

Simon Hamilton (RT) asked whether the deal had been done for financial or team strategy reasons.

Jeremy Keith replied that neither was the case. An offer had been made for the player and the Board had decided it could not stand in Tom’s way because it was an opportunity for him to progress.

Ann Whitlock (DCCP) asked how Tom felt about the deal and Jeremy Keith said the player was keen to test himself at a higher level.

4. APPOINTMENT OF PAUL CLOUTING

Jeremy Keith explained for the benefit of everyone present, the appointment of Paul Clouting as Operations Director. He said the Board’s review of the business had identified the need for a full-time individual charged with growing the football club’s revenue lines. A benchmarking exercise had been carried out with other clubs in the Championship, taking into account the size of fan bases, and Derby County were third from the bottom of the league in terms of income set against fanbase. He said Paul had significantly improved revenue lines as Commercial Director at Ipswich Town Football Club and had fought hard to keep supporters and corporate customers happy, even when the club went into Administration.

Paul Clouting said there were many ways he wanted to make Derby County more accessible, not least through the improvement of the much-criticised club phone system and the situation of the Pride Park Ticket Office, which seemed to be sited in one of the windiest corners of England. He wanted to involve focus groups to improve ticketing and test the development of on-line ticketing. Ultimately he wanted the ticketing system to be robust enough to be able to handle tens of thousands of tickets in one day for a pop concert, for example. There was room for improvement too in the retail lines currently stocked by club shops.

Ann Whitlock (DCCP) said female fans were disenchanted with the choice of lines in the shops.

Paul Clouting assured everyone that this situation was improving. The club had a female merchandise buyer who had her eye on women’s lines. He said the retail side of the business was very important to Derby County, as was customer service. Paul said that although the club had a good community scheme, it operated in pockets at the moment and needed a more co-ordinated approach. Proper co-ordination, he said, would make the scheme bigger and better. The community scheme was actually an important marketing arm of the club because it touched so many people, not just in the city, but in wider rural areas too. Many areas of the business needed focus, but the reason he had accepted the invitation to join Derby County was because he could see the Board was very keen to build something. In his previous job he had played a part in building a business that was held up as an example of good practice, not just in football, but outside the game as well.

5. STEVE HARDING

Steve Harding explained his role with Derby County. He said it had evolved. When the Board first took control he was aware that John Sleightholme, Jeremy Keith and himself were known as the Three Amigos. His experience was sales and marketing and he had tried to give some direction to the club’s sales and marketing programme. He stressed though that his role had always been non-executive. His involvement in the business was on a daily basis through numerous phone calls, and, particularly in areas of marketing, he was often used as a sounding board for new ideas.

6. FINANCE

Paul Mortimer (RT) asked what plans the Board had to inject cash into the club other than through the financial backing of season ticket holders.

Jeremy Keith said the Board had been open and honest from day one about its plan to get the fundamentals of the business right. He said the Board was confident of taking the club forward and the signs were good.

Paul Mortimer (RT) asked if the club was seen to be dismantling its team (Tom Huddlestone) how could it hope, as planned, to double its turnover. Disenchanted fans would not be prepared to dig deeper into their pockets.

Jeremy Keith reiterated that the Board had recognised the club’s revenue was below where it should be. A team had been put together on the football side of the business that was currently delivering fifth place in the Championship and cup football. If the club could consistently deliver this level of success, then revenue would improve. He said the Board was not minded to take a “Sugar Daddy approach” to running the club. Everyone in the room had started the season, he said, with the mindset that a mid-table position would represent an improvement on 2003/04. It looked like this objective would be achieved and next season the aim would be to move on still further. Everyone had an opinion on Tom Huddlestone’s impending departure, but this was not the fans’ job or his job, it was the manager’s job. Positive steps had been taken this season and progression had been achieved in the way the Board had always said it would be achieved.

Paul Clouting said players would come and go, but overall the team would get stronger. A building exercise was being undertaken and it would be wrong to expect the club to double its turnover in a single year.

Barry Smith (SC) pointed out that even Premiership giants like Arsenal could not guarantee to hang on to their best players.

Jeremy Keith introduced the subject of the “us and them” mentality that seemed to exist in fans’ minds about the Board of Directors. He said the Board couldn’t seem to break down this attitude, but he assured the room that he loved the club. He had gone through a period of mourning with his family, he said, about Tom Huddlestone because he truly now regarded Tom as part of his extended family. People were always quick to point out that the Board were not from Derby so apparently could not have an emotional attachment to the club, but he said it was time to accept they would stay the course.

Ann Whitlock (DCCP) said the evening represented a huge step forward because of the open nature of the dialogue between Board members and ordinary fans. She said the Board should not agonise about the apparent gap between itself and fans – building a bridge across the gap would inevitably take time.

Simon Hamilton (RT) said the outside perception was that the Board had come into the football club without any money but still wanted to run it – and this wasn’t traditionally how things were done. He could appreciate Board members felt emotion about the club, but there was a difficulty in understanding exactly why they were here. The fact they were business people concerned the fans, he said.

Jeremy Keith replied that time would prove the Board’s good intentions. He said some fans seemed to be waiting for a jack-in-a-box trick that saw Board members one day suddenly running off with swag bags and maybe a piece of land. However, hopefully in time the supporters of Derby County would buy into the Board. What helped the process was providing fans with a platform to say what they thought to his face. He could deal with criticism if he was given the right to respond in an open and frank debate, but not if comments were made behind his back with no right of reply.

7. QUESTIONS

A. Administration (SC) 

Steve Harding answered the question concerning rumours that Derby County Football Club would go into Administration when it reached 60/61 points. He said there were no plans for Administration; this route was not part of the business strategy and he could look fans straight in the eye on the issue.

Jeremy Keith said he might be partly responsible for the rumours of Administration being in circulation. He explained he and Paul Clouting had met members of the RamsTrust Board informally and they asked if the club had considered going into Administration once 60 or 61 points had been attained. He said because the Board had genuinely not thought about the possibility, the answer given at the time had been rather vague when it should have been a categorical “no”.

Paul Clouting said any business that had gone through the pain of Administration would not want to go there.

B. Takeover
Steve Harding responded to RamsTrust’s question about the likelihood of a takeover. He said there had been no discussions and no approaches and it was business as usual at the club.

Simon Hamilton (RT) asked if the club would consider any approaches.

Jeremy Keith replied that if someone offered £400-billion for the club he would certainly consider it. However, the agenda of the Board was to get the club into the Premiership and make that experience as enjoyable as possible for everyone. He added the Board were not at the club “to make a fast buck” and actually loved football. There was a perception that owners of football clubs had big egos, but this wasn’t the case at Derby County. The Directors were not trying to achieve fame or notoriety.

C. Club Charter Promises (DCCP)

Because of time constraints Ann Whitlock (DCCP) said she was happy for this subject to be discussed in more detail at a future meeting.

Paul Clouting assured the room he was passionate about what the club should be doing in the community.

D. Nottingham Forest away game (SC)

John Cheetham (SC) stated that while they were pleased the Nottingham Forest safety committee had increased the allocation of tickets for the game on February 26, what could be done to ensure the same problem did not arise when the two clubs met again.

Paul Clouting confirmed that Derby County stewards would be on duty at the City Ground but stressed there was a move in football to punish the clubs of “bad boy supporters”. He said Forest had worked hard to get numbers increased and now it was incumbent on Rams fans to play the game. If they insisted on standing during the game they ran the risk of numbers being reduced next time. Often, he said, it was just 2% of fans that let everyone else down.

E. Share Purchase (RT)

Simon Hamilton (RT) asked the Board whether they would be prepared to sell shares to individual investors and/or a consortium.

Jeremy Keith said the club would consider offers providing the interested parties were like-minded people who shared the Board’s aim to take the club forward. If a modern-day Robert Maxwell turned up with money, the Board would not take it, he said. It was not just about money – the Directors wanted to continue the good work they were doing and initiatives that had been started.

Simon Hamilton (RT) said there were examples of other clubs inviting a representative of the fans onto the Board. Was this Derby County’s intention?

Jeremy Keith replied that fan involvement at Board level had worked successfully at some clubs but had ended up as a disaster at others, not least because of issues of confidentiality. He said fan representation on the Board was not something Derby County was courting. Some football clubs were run entirely by fans, but this was a different situation – more of a community effort. In any case, he said, all Board members were fans of Derby County and constructive feedback from supporters could be achieved in other ways.

Ann Whitlock (DCCP) said it was a question that would not go away and the issue needed to be properly examined so that everyone fully understood the pros and cons.

Paul Clouting said what supporters actually craved was access to the club, particularly its Directors. What supporters were now getting was far more useful than actually sitiing in Board meetings, which were generally pretty boring.

Toby Sills (SC) questioned how one supporter could in any case fairly represent the opinions of a broad fan-base.

Jeremy Keith said if the club was genuinely involving fans in the right way and listening to their opinions then maybe the suggestion of Board level fan representation would die down. There was a perceived glamour about being a Board member, he said, that didn’t actually exist.

Simon Hamilton (RT) accepted that the practicality of putting a fan on the Board was fraught with problems but pointed out that when fundamental decisions about the club were made, this happened at Board level.

F. Conference feedback (DCCP)

Chris Mitchell (DCCP) referred to independent feedback from conference staged by DCCP – a community forum on June 16 last year and a kick-it-out racism day for primary schools on October 12. He said the documents highlighted important themes and ideas that should be examined by the Board of Directors.

G. No-smoking stadium (SC)

Toby Sills (SC) asked in view of the smoking ban at the forthcoming England U21 game at Pride Park Stadium, whether the club had approached Fresh Start, a programme delivered by all Primary Care Trusts across Southern Derbyshire for smokers ready to stop.

Jim Fearn confirmed that a meeting had been arranged with Fresh Start to provide an educational back-up to the England U21 game ban.

Paul Clouting said banning smoking was an emotive subject that the club would consider carefully in consultation with fans. The England game was an ideal opportunity for a one-off no-smoking experiment because of the large number of young people who would be attending Pride Park Stadium on February 8.

H. Club Staff (RT)

Simon Hamilton (RT) asked what had happened to the four experts that had been introduced by the Board following their review of the business.

Jeremy Keith said Paul Clouting had been given the benefit of their perspective on the business and conversations still took place – but the sudden impact issues had now been seen through.

I. Community Relations (DCCP & RT)

Simon Hamilton stressed RamsTrust were keen to work with the club on community initiatives.

Ann Whitlock said it was DCCP’s intention to assist the club in monitoring and evaluating its work in the community and Andy Smith (DCCP) said he hoped with DCCP to embark on a data-basing consultation process with season ticket holders.

Paul Clouting pointed out that Jim Fearn took on the new role of Head of Community Affairs on March 1. The club would always look to involve other organisations in its community work, but it would also be taking a more proactive focus.

8. DATE OF NEXT MEETING

The meeting agreed the date of the next group meeting would be Tuesday April 26.

The meeting closed at 8.30pm.
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