Chair’s report  




 
“Good evening everyone.
This set of accounts covers the period 1 July 2023 to 30 June 2024, the fifth year of trading of the Candover Valley Community Store. 
As we have heard from Andrew, and seen from the accounts, trading in the Candover Valley Store’s fifth year has settled into a satisfactorily steady pattern.  I make no apology for repeating the figures which Andrew has already gone through and which are highlighted in the hand-out.
· A record turnover of £474.7K, an 11% increase on the previous year.
· The total number of visits (or transactions) 57,121 - up 3% on last year 
· A slight increase (1%) in the average basket size 
· A surplus of £37.4K – a significant increase on the modest profit of £2,955 in the last financial year. 
This impressive financial result has been achieved despite a difficult and upsetting start to the financial year. 
As you know, in the last weeks of the previous financial year (end of June 2023),  the Candover Valley Store experienced significant disruption to trading following not only the loss of the telegraph pole which brought down the store’s telephone and internet lines but also the subsequent burglary of the post office. 
While the store only lost one day of trading thanks to the hard work of the store’s staff and volunteers combined with the magnificent help given by so many members of the community, the post office (the main target of the burglary) was however closed for a week while post office equipment that had been damaged or stolen was replaced.  The management committee will remain forever grateful to our customers for their kindness, patience and support particularly during the period immediately after the burglary, when it took several weeks to make the necessary repairs, to replace the telegraph pole, restore the internet, reconnect the card readers and return to normality.
As a result of the burglary, we felt it was essential to improve the security of the store.  Stronger, more secure back doors were installed as well as a new post office fogging system and security grilles were fitted on all doors and windows.   These measures account for £10k of increased cost of repairs this financial year.
But after the disrupted start to the financial year, the Candover Valley Store has gone on to make a full recovery in a trading year that in the end turned out to be relatively uneventful, calm and positive.
Wastage and product selection
An important factor that has contributed to this year’s improved financial results has been a significant effort to reduce wastage and improve margins with tighter ordering and better product selection.  Garry and the team are to be congratulated for significantly improving the store’s control over wastage and reductions, which has been below the 3% target for three months of the financial year and less than 4% every month.  Particular thanks are also due to Jocelyn Rogerson whose detailed and painstaking compilation of monthly wastage figures help the team identify issues, tighten up ordering and select product ranges.
Staffing
As we have already seen (in the pie chart in your hand-out) wages and salaries make up 56% of the Candover Valley Store’s administrative expenses and this is about par with staff costs for the previous year (when we had staff absences that had to be covered due to long term sickness and maternity leave).  Staff salaries and hourly rates, which are kept under regular review, were increased in January 2024 and are due for review again next month.  
There have been no changes in our staffing levels this financial year.  Garry Green is the store’s  full time manager;  Emma Simpson is our part-time assistant manager.   Alison Cumber, Louise Harris and Rebecca Jackson are part-time senior assistants/duty managers.  4 unpaid volunteer duty managers (Carolyn, Jocelyn, Lucy and me) and a loyal band of about 40 volunteers assist the paid staff in running the store on a day-to-day basis and the CVCS management committee is most grateful for all their efforts on behalf of the store.  
The Candover Valley Store has continued to employ youth workers aged 16 – 19 to help cover shifts at weekends.  We are proud to be able to provide job opportunities and valuable work experience in an area where part-time jobs are scarce. 
Staffing – going forward
For the next financial year from 1 July 2024 to the end of June 2025 the committee has adopted a plan that will see investment in our paid staff (who are our most important asset).   
The plan to invest in and increase the number of paid staff will, of necessity, increase expenditure, but is essential if we are to reduce the unsustainable load on the volunteer duty managers and keep the shop and post office running six and a half days a week 363 days a year.    
The plan is well underway and many of you will know that we have already recruited a new member of staff.  We are delighted that Jen Beavis who joined the team as a part-time senior assistant in August has now successfully completed her 3 month probation period and is up and running on the post office.  
Post office
As detailed in the accounts, commission from the Post Office in the financial year ending 30 June 2024 amounted to £15,851 a 32% increase on the previous financial year (£11,990).  This commission is based on the number of items processed through the post office and this significant increase shows that the post office has been increasingly well used this financial year, as thousands of transactions have continued passing across the post office counter.
But as we have said at all our previous AGMs, our sub-post office is not a money making enterprise in itself (even with this increased commission) but it is an integral part of the store, because it provides an essential service to our rural community – somewhere you can take out and pay in cash, post letters and parcels, pick up/return Amazon deliveries and pay (certain) bills without having to drive six miles in any direction to a much busier post office.
Let me now tell you about a couple of recent Candover Valley Store initiatives starting with our social media and marketing programme:
The Candover Valley Store is fortunate to have a very loyal customer base, but the management committee recognised that there is a need not only to nurture our existing customers (and encourage them to shop with us) but also to seek out new customers to discover all that the store has to offer.   
A pivotal meeting was held in January this year at which it was decided to invest in a social media and marketing campaign to engage with existing customers and spread the Candover Valley Store’s reach to potential new customers.  In March 2024,  Worry Less Design (WLD) was engaged to help with this.
Worry Less Design started by updating the Candover Valley Store’s Facebook and Instagram accounts to create a consistent branding to showcase our many and varied products and services. 
Product posts and video clips have followed, showing day-to-day life in the Candover Valley Store, from customers enjoying cups of coffee, to Emma putting out freshly baked pastries, to volunteers stacking shelves.  Worry Less Design has gone on to feature some of our volunteers during national volunteer’s week, posted clips of Jocelyn selecting plants from Kirton Farm Nurseries and of Lucy explaining some of the benefits of the post office.  At Easter, the Candover Valley Store’s first ever giveaway on social media (a very special Easter Egg) - got a huge number of views.
Worry Less Design has been the driving force behind the store’s very successful hot drink loyalty card and our 5th anniversary photo competition held in June.  It is hoped that customers new and old enjoy reading the emails and social media updates now issued regularly about what is happening in store, whether that is information about new products, special offers or tasting events.  We look forward to continuing our collaboration with Caroline and Christie of Worry Less Design in the future.
Walled garden project
The second initiative I wanted to mention is the Candover Valley Store gardening project which started in the previous financial year - when with the kind permission of Lady Sainsbury (and the help of Paul Roberts and Tina), a group of volunteers was permitted to cultivate an area of the Preston House walled kitchen garden.   Despite a slow, wet, cold start to the 2024 season, a good crop of colourful flowers (sweetpeas, clary, cornflowers, antirrhinums, cosmos and dahlias) and vegetables (french, dwarf and runner beans, beetroot; shallots, chard, courgettes and squash) have been planted, picked and harvested for sale in the store. The flower posies have been particularly successful, with the last of the dahlias being sold in the shop just this week.  Next year, the plan is to build on this successful experiment in providing seasonal, locally grown produce with zero food miles.  Garlic and broad beans have been already been planted in readiness for the new season!
So in conclusion
The results outlined in this report show a comfortable surplus and strong signs of growth,  demonstrating that the Candover Valley Store has recovered well from the difficulties experienced at the start of the financial year. 
Improving on the results of the previous two years has been important to ensure the viability and security of the store.  For the next financial year, the aim and on-going target of the management committee is to achieve a profit to turnover ratio of just over 3% which gives a more acceptable operating level for a small convenience store.    
The financial plan for the next financial year targets revenue of £485K (ex VAT); we want to set aside £5k of support for the community projects and achieve a surplus of £16k or about 3% of revenue. 
Current trading figures would indicate that we are currently on track to achieve this target.  Today we are already five months into our sixth year of trading and turnover continues to remain highly satisfactory.  Despite dismal September weather and the occasional 3 day road closure turnover is up on all previous years.    While we recognise this increased turnover will still be influenced by inflation, we can also see an increase in the number of daily transactions and are encouraged by these continuing signs of growth.
Challenging times undoubtedly lie ahead both locally and internationally, but the store has a healthy bank balance, a loyal customer base, a stable trading pattern, a wonderful team of staff and a band of generous, hard working volunteers. 
The management committee will continue to invest in our paid staff, to develop a marketing and social media programme to drive up footfall;  to monitor costs and expenses against revenue and to look at how best to develop the store to ensure it serves the community and the wider customer base it attracts.    
Thank you’s
And it is at this point that I have to say a few very important thank you’s.
1) Thank you to Garry Green our indefatigable store manager who continues to lead the store forward, whether it is expanding our range of frozen ready meals or persuading us to buy yet another freezer. Thank you Garry, for the energy you bring to your role, for all your very hard work and for always being ahead of the game.
2) Thank you to all our paid staff – Emma,  Ali, Louise, Becky and now Jen.  We are most grateful to you for your commitment to the store and for your great customer service skills.
3) Thank you to our loyal band of unpaid volunteers who give so generously of their time and make the Candover Valley Store the uniquely warm and friendly place it is.
4) Thank you to all our many other volunteers who work behind the scenes – whether updating the website, checking dates, sorting out IT issues, making cakes, picking up deliveries or planting & harvesting in the walled garden.
5)Thank you to the DIY team for keeping the shop in good repair whether it is unblocking the drains, repositioning the external signage, changing the light bulbs, putting up shelves in the Village Hall stock room or resetting the subsiding pavement blockwork.  
Thank you to all our volunteers -  thank you for your support - we could not do this without you and we are so grateful for your help.  
6) May I also thank my fellow committee members Chris, Jane Ballard, Lucy, Carolyn, Jocelyn, Alison, Andrew and Wendy for all the many things they do to keep the store fully operational.  It is an honour and a privilege to be your chair.
7) Finally and most importantly, may I, on behalf of the management committee, thank all our shareholders and valued customers for their loyal support throughout the year.
That concludes the chairman’s report”.  
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