
2015 National Service Assembly of Overeaters Anonymous Great Britain

Discussion on OA service structure
Sue (OAGB National Service Board Chair) led a discussion on OA service structure, based on the paper on p. 35-37 of the 2015 National Service Assembly Delegate Pack One (attached).

She told the assembly that the question was about the service structure, not the existence of OA in Great Britain.  The discussion was not aimed at a formal resolution but about facing reality about recovery and service.  Sue's view was that service is a matter of attitude not lifestyle.  She reminded the assembly of OAGB's legal status (as a registered charity and limited company), which protects the Board members as individual trustees from personal liability.

At present the system of volunteers backing up the small number of Board members works well until a volunteer drops out.  Also, contrary to prediction, no volunteer has yet migrated to Board membership.

She offered the model of OA in Great Britain without a National Service Board.  Most other OA regions do not have another service level between intergroup and region.  She read out the passage in Tradition Seven of the OA “Twelve and Twelve”, p. 165-166, on the need for members and groups to be self-supporting in areas other than financial, by offering service.  The services at present done by the NSB would be taken on by intergroups, e.g. website development; or would cease to exist, e.g. without OAGB Literature, all literature would be ordered directly from the USA by individuals or groups.

Delegates had put notes on the walls of the meeting room showing their or their groups' thoughts on  the options and queries in the discussion paper and suggestions for the future.  Caroline summarised the responses to the options:
1. Do nothing, god is in charge - most said that we still need to do the work.  There was a mention of a paid employee;
2. Dismantle OAGB, putting the work back to intergroups - there was a general “No” to this, although one response suggested that it would be an opportunity to consider core values;
3. Increase Board commitment at the intergroup level - there was a general “Yes” to this suggestion, which includes possibly requiring intergroups to maintain a Board member as an intergroup position – but difficulties were highlighted;
4. Other ideas – most were to increase the role of intergroups, perhaps by making use of new communications technology.  One suggested abandoning intergroups.  A paid employee was mentioned again.  There were suggestions of changing the service requirements for eligibility for Board membership to open the field of candidates, and for encouraging more people to do service at Board level.  One suggestion was that service be compulsory.

Chris summarised the responses to the queries:
1. What attracts you to do NSB work? - mostly helping others, giving back, good for own recovery, working with other recovering people, Twelfth Step; also “What if no OAGB?”;
2. What puts you off coming on to the Board? – abstinence and service requirements, lack of knowledge and skills, lack of time (many), travel problems; done it before; “distance” between groups and NSB; lack of job descriptions; prioritising local intergroup and sponsoring;
3. Is there any other way to make Board service more attractive? - move the meetings around the country; being clearer on job descriptions and giving more information; reducing the workload; changing the abstinence and service requirements; Board members doing chairs at groups round the country to describe their role; change in format, e.g. hold National Service Assembly more often; Skype meetings; encourage more sponsorship and an attitude of service; displaying recovery as a result of doing service.

The delegates then took part in small-group discussions for twenty minutes, after which there was open sharing of individuals' and small groups' thoughts.  These included:

· The current service requirement for candidature for the NSB in one intergroup is two years on the intergroup board, for which a further two years as group service representative are required; hence no-one without four or more years' attendance at intergroup can join the NSB;

· The NSB might have a rota of Board members visiting intergroups;

· Publishing Board agendas and job specifications;

· Sponsors should encourage individuals' responsibilities and a culture of service;

· The current structure is confusing, i.e. groups can send reps to intergroup and to the National Service Assembly (NSA), intergroups can send reps to NSA, Region 9 and World Service Business Conference (WSBC), the NSB can send delegates to Region 9 and WSBC...

· Group members are distant from the Board – spreading Board meetings around the country and inviting group members to come and listen might address that.

· Communications including the Board letting group members know the opportunities to help the Board;

· Online meetings and groups, e.g. via Skype, Google Hangout or other new technology (Tradition alert – OAGB does not endorse any outside enterprises mentioned in this report: they are merely for illustration).  

· In general, demystify the workings of service bodies for ordinary members; also insert a mention of service into the group meeting format, and encourage groups to talk about service regularly (weekly or monthly).  Service is generally easier than people fear it is.

· Acceptance – that the current structure is working, or will work, really well, including accepting that when people step away from service positions, others will step forward.

· There is confusion about abstinence requirements.

· Delegates to NSA should report back to their groups and intergroups.  There is currently no Board member in North West England Intergroup, so the intergroup is not getting an understanding of the functions of the NSB (again, need to demystify).

· Formalise non-formal service;

· Membership retention – over half the delegates at today's NSA are first-timers, but we need people with about five years' experience of this level of service in OA to join the NSB. Have we enough members with that much experience?  Are they all preoccupied with service at group or intergroup level?

· Back to basics – the current OAGB structure was designed to support a fixed office and employees, a major ambition of OAGB in the 1990s when it was set up, but what do members want done at national level now?

· How to take the message back to members?  Sponsors need to encourage sponsees to do service, by planning it as with food plan and doing the Steps.

· NSB members blogging every week on to website so that people get an idea of what is involved week by week;

· A delegate said they had stood for an Intergroup position that they knew they could do, whereas NSB candidates have to stand for the Board in general, not knowing until after they are elected which responsibility they will be asked to take on.  

· Board job descriptions should be circulated to groups so that members can develop the necessary skills;

· Board members should offer positivity about their service – although we know it's sometimes negative;

· A third of groups nationally are affiliated to Southeast England Intergroup, which is not represented on the NSB, while Heart of England is well represented, so should we not have proportional representation on the NSB?  And why has HoE a strong service tradition whereas SEE has not?

· A rep from an intergroup reported that there was a problem holding workshops after intergroup meetings because members attending the intergroup could not give rides to members who wanted to come only for the workshop.  Moving the workshop to before the intergroup meeting encouraged members to come for the workshop and stay on.

· A key way to get more people doing service is for them to be encouraged into it by their sponsors, and this is an important part of the role of being a sponsor.

· It was suggested that disbanding OAGB now would cause it to come back stronger, as has happened to some intergroups.

Sue responded to some of these points.  On the history, the concept of a fixed office with employees  led to the formation of the limited company on the basis of the professional advice received in the 1990s, but the financial and legal liabilities are still present because OAGB has an employee and many volunteers and large financial commitment on the literature service.  The NSB could let candidates specify before election which role they will take on.  She believes that Heart of England Intergroup's commitment to service has been strengthened by its early introduction of an abstinence requirement for officers and  the annual running of the Convention.

Board members went on to list the positive aspects of their service:

Sue – her ongoing recovery is due to her involvement in service, although service is sometimes tiring or frustrating.  She gets to work with people who are passionate about recovery.

Pam – her growth in OA has come to a completely different level.  Board meetings leave her with a “buzz”.

Linda – has learnt skills, and gets to meet and work with people she wouldn't have otherwise.  It is more interesting to be at the NSA as a Board member than as a group rep.

Elena – found she could do things she didn't know she could do, out of her comfort zone.  She has gratitude.  She is also “buzzing” on a Monday after weekends working with OA friends.  She has had to learn to hand over her family life to do service.

Rachel – finds NSB service and travel to Region 9 Assembly fun and loves it.  It has brought her serenity and joy and a greater understanding of recovery and made her more abstinent and saner.  Trusting and being trusted; accepting what she can't do.

Sue requested that all the contributions be summarised and circulated on the OAGB email loop: Vicki agreed to do this on receiving typed-up notes from Sheila.

Discussion document
(issued in National Service Assembly Delegate Pack One)

The OA Service Structure in Great Britain: have we got it right?

History

The National Service Board of Great Britain is a registered charity and limited company, set
 up originally in 1996. This was done to protect the liability of the Board members (in those
 days the Fellowship was investigating having a physical office and employing staff) and also
 the fellowship of Great Britain as a whole. This legal status protects the Board; liability of
 each Board member is limited to £1. But this protection comes with certain obligations
 regarding the Charities Commission and Companies House. They are important but not
 massively complicated. This work seems to be off putting for many people though. It also
 means that by law if our Board numbers fall below 3 then we have to fold up OAGB. We
 could still continue as an OA service body however, but employing Deborah and being
 responsible for the large amounts of OA money that we transact might prove very tricky – we
 were advised legally back in 1995 that being a charity and limited company was our best
 option for our circumstances.

In addition to our legal responsibilities, we are responsible for employing our special worker
 (Deborah who works 14 hours per week) and we oversee the OAGB Literature Service, the
 national website and co-ordinate communications throughout the UK, e.g. the 07000
 telephone line, email answering for potential new members, traditions and other queries for
 existing members, circulate flyers for workshops and retreats. We send delegates to vote on
 our behalf to WSBC and the R9 Assembly. In previous years we have also engaged in many
 national PI initiatives, ran 12th Step within weekend retreats and workshops. We oversee
 Step by Step magazine and facilitate financial support to IGs needing it for PI work. We
 have provided guidelines for topics such as how to do PI, children and young people in OA,
 and journalists attending meetings.

Our role is to serve the Assembly, to execute its wishes, and to serve the fellowship of OA in
 Great Britain as a whole between meetings of the Assembly. (From bylaws)

Over the last 20 years numbers on the Board have varied, but it’s fair to say that it’s not
 popular service and that most years we have a period of worrying, who will come on next to
 take over? Most years the Chair has to send out letters asking the IGs to discuss this, and
 approach people individually encouraging them to apply. Some years things seem more
 desperate than others but we have always endured. The Board did run with 3 members in
 approx 2011 for a while, but each member did several jobs. It is not really sustainable or
 fair.

Over the last decade we have moved towards sub committees and other volunteer positions,
 they do some of the actual work of the Board, overseen by a Board member. Now we are at
 the stage where without them we could not function at all. When this was originally
 promoted the idea/hope was that such volunteers would in time stand for the Board, but this
 doesn’t seemed to have happened.

Qualifications for standing:-

(t)
 Qualifications for selection of candidates for election to the National Service
 Board shall be set by each Intergroup, provided that each candidate shall
 have at least one year of current abstinence and at least two years of service
 beyond the group level at the time of election. Permission for any exception
 in qualifications for valid reasons, if deemed credible by the Board, may be
 received by application in writing.

(u)
 OA Board members will be drawn as far as possible from the areas serviced
 by Intergroups of Great Britain. If no suitable candidate is available from an
 Intergroup area, then the Board vacancy may be filled by an experienced
 member from another area. The Assembly will check that in doing so, the
 balance of the Board membership is not unduly weighted in favour of one
 area. However, once elected, Board members will serve the fellowship in
 Great Britain as a whole.

Current situation

Currently we have 5 members, 2 of us finish this October (Pam and Sue have done 4 years),
 leaving Linda and Elena. Rachel’s first 2 year term finishes also, and she is hoping to stand
 again but due to personal circumstances may not be able to stand. We can have up to 14
 Board members.

Linda is from Caledonian IG, Rachel from Heart of England, Elena from West of England.
  We now have just 2 more members who have come forward for election for 2015; this will
 make a Board of either 4 or 5 for the next year. IGs can often be in a similar position, i.e.
 struggling to fill their Board, and once their IG Board members move onto NSB work they
 again have to be backfilled. This might be a good thing, however, as it means people step
 up to service.

We have worked with just 5 members for the past 2 or 3 years and do pretty well
 considering. We have been very lucky that most of us have managed to maintain our
 commitment to the Board but it’s fair to say that most of us struggle to keep up. In past
 years sometimes members have had to resign because of home circumstances, luckily this
 hasn’t happened to any of us so far. If it did it would make things very hard indeed for those
 of us left. We estimate that we spend between 4 to 6 hours per week on Board work, this
 varies. When we were re-doing the website we all spent a lot more than this on it, then
 some weeks there are very few emails and nothing happening. We attend for 4 all day Board
 meetings per year, these are currently held on Saturdays in Birmingham, but the venue
 alters according to where the Board members live.

We are perhaps doing more service than we should be, but we feel it helps keep us well.
 We don’t cover all the work that some groups or members would like us to do, and that we
 have done in the past when we have had more board members e.g., PI, PO, 12th step within,
 run workshops, offer more support/guidance - but maybe groups would prefer that this work
 is done more locally at IG level.

Sometimes Board members have found that even though some of the actual work is done by
 their volunteers, keeping up to date and monitoring them is too much for them – especially if
 the volunteers can’t keep up with their work and need a lot of time/support – it’s almost
 easier sometimes to do a job oneself than watch someone else do it badly or not do it at all.
  Unfortunately life happens to all of us, the problem seems that we have no slack in our
 system with only 5 members.

The future – for discussion

Do we have the right service structure for Great Britain? Is our service structure too

top heavy for each group and its members, i.e. having both an IG and a National

Board to support?

Should we change things or leave them as they are? Currently we aren’t self supporting,
 some members are doing the bulk of the work. What can we as a Fellowship do about this?

Options include: -

1. Do nothing, god is in charge, and everything always has worked out ok. So it will

continue to do so.

2. Dismantle OAGB, putting the work back to the IGs. This would mean (for example)

different IG’s would have to take on the Literature Service, website maintenance, and

communications responsibility. The Board is not sure how feasible this is in reality.

Therefore probably the Lit Service would have to fold – people would then buy direct
 from WSO. We would dismantle the OAGB website and rely solely on the WSO one
 for newcomers. We would lose our national focus, there would be no one GB based 

to answer traditions and other queries, such matters would either have to be dealt
 with at IG level or would be forwarded to the Region 9 Trustee. We would rely on the
 Region 9 website to publicise our events etc, or maybe folding OAGB would
 strengthen the IGs who would then provide their own websites, communications, etc.

3. Increase Board commitment from the IG level, for example, by requesting each IG to

ensure that its Board has a permanent position of an NSB member that it kept filled
 (similar to having a WSBC or R9 rep). This would need a change of thinking at the
 IG level, highlighting and prioritising the importance of the Board work.

Please can you read this document out and discuss this with your group/IG prior to the
 Assembly. Please come back with a group conscience outlining which of the above
 suggestions your group favours the most, and also answer honestly the three questions
 below. Your answers will help drive the discussion at the Assembly and give us all a feel of
 what the Fellowship wants to do about this problem.

· What attracts you to doing NSB work?

· What puts you off coming onto the Board?

· Is there any other way to make Board service work more attractive?

We look forward to hearing your views on this. We won’t solve this problem in October but
 we felt it was time to have a broad and honest discussion and see where it took us as a
 Fellowship. If it looks that bylaw amendments are necessary these won’t be actioned until
 2016, unless the Board numbers fall to the extent that urgent action is necessary.

Thank you for this opportunity to be of service.

Yours in fellowship,

Sue J

Chair of the National Service Board of Overeaters Anonymous Great Britain

August 2015


