
8 September 2005
	Democracy Death Throes of the MEA Charity 

	Subsequent to the publication of 'THE ONE CLICK STORY, The Underbelly of ME/CFS Politics Revealed', we will be writing shortly on how in the UK at the present time, it is without doubt the case that the psychiatric lobby has very effectively infiltrated the British ME/CFS charities in many ways, both subtle and overt, to the catastrophic damage of the best interests of ME/CFS patients. 

In the interim, we publish news in relation to the failing Myalgic 'Encephalopathy' Association charity that is being run as the personal fiefdom of one Dr. Charles Shepherd. The MEA has recently announced the results of its EGM. The changes proposed by the Board to the MEA's governing document, the Memorandum & Articles of Association, via Resolutions 1, 2, 3 and 4 have been passed. 

This means that the Board of Trustees will have themselves the power
to prevent any candidate of whom they don't approve, for whatever reason, from joining the Board of Trustees. It means that the Annual General Meeting election process will cease to be a democratic one. Free and fair determination over who is elected to represent the needs and best interests of the membership has been taken out of the hands of the membership and the charity has taken one step further towards operating as the utterly discredited charity AfME operates.

The irony of this is that had the Board of Trustees had these powers in 2003, it is unlikely that Dr Charles Shepherd would have been allowed to stand for election. What Val Hockey, a previously much derided Chair of the MEA sought desperately to come to pass to protect the vested interests of this charity that did not coincide either then or now with the interests of its members, Shepherd has achieved. 

Suzy Chapman has written elsewhere on the internet: "In the absence of confirmed, up to date figures, but on the basis of a voting membership of 5000, the combined EGM postal vote and secret ballot was returned by 4.4% of the entire membership. This is a lower return than last year's AGM Trustee elections for which it was stated that a total 298 ballot papers were received, of which three were blank. I note no confirmation that the EGM was quorate and no figures for attendance at the EGM by fully paid up voting members and no details of what discussion, if any, took place at the EGM."

Stephen Ralph, whose recent and most dubious credentials have been to attempt to personally destabilise the Hooper DVD that is one of the best initiatives to come out of the ME/CFS community for some time, is currently censoring comment on the debacle that this charity has become to suit his own purposes. We shall explore at a later stage what these purposes might be. Certain elements of the ME/CFS community scene are, as ever, playing right into the hands of the psychiatric lobby of which Shepherd is a fully well paid associate member. One Click will be writing more on this issue anon.

Please see below two of the most cogent and accurate writings by Ciaran Farrell, previous MEA Board of Trustees member, on what has been going on with this charity and what the passing of Resolutions 1, 2, 3 and 4 will actually mean for MEA members and the wider ME/CFS community. 

Below is witness to the appalling double dealings of the Trustees. Plus of course the fact that Farrell maintains that the MEA Board is secretly attempting to merge with the AfME charity, currently under investigation by the NHS Fraud Squad.

The writings below are lengthy. They do not revolve around the passing of resolutions at an EGM per se, but the democracy death throes of a charity in which, once, so many people misplaced so much hope. All MEA members, charity workers and the wider ME/CFS community should read every word. The usual antics of the MEA Chair, Christine Llewellyn, are, as ever, writ large. 

The One Click Group 

*******************************************************

No. 1

From Ciaran Farrell 

I come from a tradition and background of community based grass roots activism that values the contribution each person can make to a committee through the individuals skills, knowledge, background a cultural, political and religious views, because each person has a valid point of view. Part and parcel of this tradition is that it is a matter of pride and of professionalism that one works with whoever is there in a professional way and one expects others to do the same for the good of the community which one serves as a representative on the committee. 

I believe in the value and diversity of having new blood and fresh ideas come into a committee though the election of others who may not see matters the way the committee does. This experience may jar on those who already sit on the committee, but it will hopefully stir something deep inside the existing committee members enabling them to grow and develop as committee members and so be able to serve the community in better and more informed ways. Committees often lose sight of the people they are there to serve and as a result they lose touch with the needs wants and aspirations of the community or certain sections of the constituency the committee is there to serve.

In this respect having someone elected or appointed to a committee who has championed the membership’s needs wants and desires and has a mandate for change from the membership is a good thing and it can serve as a wake up call for the committee that they have grown too staid, too hidebound and too set in their ways and that they will have to make changes if they want to properly or adequately represent those who they serve.

If you read the Charity Commission booklet “Membership Charities” you will find that the Commission very clearly state that those membership charities, or their Boards, committees etc who come into conflict with their membership are those which suffer from one or more of the following problems, each of which leads to a lack of transparency and accountability which becomes the modus operandi of the governing Board or Committee of the charity. They can each be regarded as symptoms of a cancer type of organisational disease that pervades one area after another of a charity’s operation. They are :-

• “Trustees are not clear about their role and their legal responsibilities toward their charity’s members.

• Charity members are not clear about their role and responsibilities towards the charity.

• There are insufficient or inadequate governance structures in place to manage the charity’s relationship with its members.

• The trustee body puts up barriers to membership involvement, either deliberately or inadvertently.

• The charity’s membership lacks diversity so the trustee board is self perpetuating or change – resistant and unrepresentative of its potential beneficiaries.

• Members or trustees deliberately abuse voting procedures and rights.

• There are weak administrative arrangements in place leading to accusations of elections being held on the basis of inaccurate membership lists or problems with organising quorate meetings”.

The Charity Commission consider that if a charity has one or more of these problems, the result will be conflict between the charity and its members. It can clearly be seen that AfME score pretty highly, but the MEA are even more profoundly guilty. 

What this shows is that rules, regulations, procedures and running a charity by the book is very important. The problem is that after the palace revolution led by Dr. Shepherd, the Shepherd / Llewellyn regime tore up what was left of the rule book that remained after the ravages of the Ann Campbell / Val Hockey regime, but did not replace it with anything except their own personal “rules” thought up as they went along to suit their own personal agendas, whims and power seeking self aggrandisement.

The cogent parts of the Charity Commissions booklet “Membership Charities” that deals with what happens when a charity suffers from the problems the commission lists can be summed up by the following as :-

Simply taking the line that it is ok for a committee to build a castle around itself and then pull up the drawbridge and lower the portcullis is a recipe for disaster as it invariably means that the committee is deliberately walking away from the purpose of their existence, and that is to serve the community by building ever greater fortifications against the community the committee is there to represent.

It therefore follows that the committee will become more and more undemocratic, self serving and unrepresentative of the community it is there to serve, and any attempts to call for the draw bridge to be lowered and the portcullis raised will be met by a hail of arrows from the castle battlements. 

Any activities that involve any form of 2 way communication such as consultation and debate between the committee and the membership will be curtailed and stopped and the membership of the organisation will start to fall as the members will see less and less point in being a member of an organisation that does not speak for them, or have anything in common with them. 

The committee will adopt a siege mentality and strengthen and deepen its defences until it lives in a bunker fortified against any attempt to make the committee listen to the concerns and grievances of the membership. The committees polices will reflect the personal opinions of key members of the committee and they will not be representative of the membership's views due to the lack of consultation, and/or the unwillingness of the committee to take on board the results of any consultations or soundings the committee might conduct. 

Committee members will start to claim that they know what the members really want and will claim that this is backed up by the silent majority of members who they will claim agree with them, without any evidence that this is indeed the case. The committee leading figures and chairperson will become ever more strident, dictatorial and authoritarian in their pronouncements that they know what is good for the membership and they will dismiss in divisive and derisory ways any comment or criticism of their assertions or polices, whilst refusing to answer legitimate questions.

In the end the bunker mentality will take over completely and the committee will only be able to recognise the world outside their bunker from maps pinned on the blast proof walls, as they do not leave the safety and security of their bunker for fear of criticism and debate which would find them sorely lacking. 

The committee will then dispense with any form of elections if they can, or so seek such an absolute control over the election process that they can absolutely ensure that only their mates will ever be elected.

Thus the committee will become a self perpetuating oligarchy with the members of the committee representing only themselves and not the membership to the detriment of the membership who they will sell down the river for their own ends.

This picture of the terminal decline of a charity or voluntary organisation though the disease of lack of transparency, accountability and democracy is a common enough one, which very well describes what has happened to both AfME and the MEA.

The way to prevent this disease is simple enough, and I have described it above, and that is to have a culture of openness, transparency, accountability and democratic decision making based on discussion and debate.

As long as any new charity lives in accordance with these principals it will not suffer the fate of AfME or the MEA, and the key to doing this is having proper regular AGMs and AGM elections and for the Board / committee to stand back from the election process and let the members decide who to elect. Just as important is the commitment to work with whoever the membership do elect.

If you look back over the history of the MEA over the last 2 or so years, with the above in mind, then you will find that the palace revolution led by Dr. Shepherd was indeed simply a means by which he and his supporters including the current chairperson of the MEA could obtain power, as when they attained office they started off down the same old road that the Val Hockey / Ann Campbell regime had gone down.

It is to be noted that Val Hockey / Ann Campbell regime would not break the law and so they stood back and let democracy take its course, which meant that the palace revolution of Dr. Shepherd succeeded. The Shepherd / Llewellyn regime did not in any way open the MEA up and if you recall they did not want to answer questions concerning the financial and organisational state of the MEA, or to involve the membership in these key areas of the MEA’s problems, in stark contrast to their promises.

The Shepherd / Llewellyn regime lost no time in putting up barriers to the membership to try to ensure that they could not be assailed in the way they had been as they wanted to become a self perpetuating oligarchy. They first stole the unconstitutional and illegal clothes of the Val Hockey / Ann Campbell regime by trying to force me to withdraw my candidacy for the MEA AGM elections though the use of an unconstitutional and illegal interview designed to select me out of my place on the ballot paper. The MEA only backed off when they found out I was determined to take them to court over the matter, as they unlike their predecessors, were willing to break the law. 

It is interesting to note that the Val Hockey / Ann Campbell regime did not ask for employment references as if candidates were applying for a position of office junior, but the regime of Shepherd / Llewellyn did.

The MEA then attempted to ignore specific Charity Commission rulings about how the MEA AGM election was to be conducted and set about the creation of an electoral system that would favour the election of existing Trustees, based upon the ideas of the Val Hockey / Ann Campbell regime that they did not follow through on due to their inherently divisive nature and highly questionable legality.

When the MEA realised I was going to be elected despite their attempts to discredit me in their magazine on the basis that there were “inconsistencies” in my election statement and other slanderous things, the MEA changed the electoral system under which the MEA AGM elections were being conducted.

This raised considerably the barrier to my being elected, which was the reason and purpose behind the mid ballot change.

The Chairperson of the MEA has a membership list, and she was monitoring how many members voted in the election though ringing up the MEA’s office and asking for the membership numbers of the members who voted. The MEA asked for members to write their membership number on the envelope containing the ballot paper, and the ballot was in any event not secret, so it was quite clear that the Chairperson could easily find out from the office staff who had voted and who had not, and obtain information on how any given individual had voted.

The Chairperson used this information to monitor and coordinate a campaign of illegal canvassing against me though the use of the MEA membership list and the membership list of the message board MESSageUk where she had been a moderator, as well as MEA members who had contacted the MEA via the MEA’s ME connect e – mail system in order to obtain help and advice from the charity. She basically stole the membership list of MESSageUk for this purpose, and she used all her contacts as the Chairperson of the MEA to discredit and vilify me in order to try to stop MEA members from voting for me, and make them vote against me though a campaign of bullying and intimidation. 

She used the MEA membership list in conjunction with the other lists to select MEA members who she sent e – mails to that vilified and slandered me and bullied people into voting against me. She could check to see if her illegal canvassing had obtained the result she wanted though the use of the calls to the MEA office and her copy of the membership list.

It should also be noted that due to the very poor administration of the MEA’s membership data base, ballot papers were sent out to many who were not members of the MEA as they had not paid their subscriptions for the current year etc, as the magazine with the ballot paper went out to the entire circulation list of ME Essential magazine. This was because the ballot paper was printed on the reverse of name and address sheet, known as the carrier sheet.

Furthermore it ought to be noted that the lack of engagement between the membership and the Shepherd / Llewellyn regime meant that so few MEA members turned up at the 2004 AGM following the coup at the 2003 AGM that the meeting was inquorate. This is indeed a sad reflection on the Shepherd / Llewellyn regime and reflects the simple political reality that the Shepherd / Llewellyn regime was not going to permit any useful or meaningful discussion or debate of any and every issue of concern to the MEA membership.

In other words, the majority of the MEA members who had been instrumental in bringing the Shepherd / Llewellyn regime to power had now turned their backs on that regime due to the regime’s performance while in office.

The Chairperson of the MEA has illegally refused me and others a copy of this self same MEA membership list, which she used for overtly illegal purposes under company law, yet she refuses to release the membership list to me in direct violation of company law. The reason I want a copy of the list is simple, to take to the MEA membership my case against the MEA in the form of a simple letter.

In terms of being outspoken, the Chairperson of the MEA is certainly that, but against the wrong people. I and many other people in the ME community have come to know and dread the very late night ‘phone calls full of shouting, swearing and other disablist abuse in which it is quite obvious that she has imbibed quantities of alcohol.

I can prove what I say here as I have verbatim records of a number of such calls, and I have been informed by many leading figures within the ME community that they too have suffered at her hands in the same way, including at least one current member of the MEA Board. I took the precaution of making some verbatim records of these calls as I was unable to stop them, and so I needed evidence for the police or telephone service providers should this be required if I were forced by her behaviour to have to make a complaint.

In over 20 years of community activity as an activist and over 15 years involved in local politics I have never, ever been driven to the point of seriously compiling evidence for an official complaint. This in itself speaks volumes.

However, of the many examples of the double dealings of the individual concerned I shall restrict myself to one as an example. It is this: I received a call from the Chairperson regarding the stance of the MEA in relation to the PACE / FINE trials.

She informed me that it would be impossible to stop them, and that the MEA had received a letter from the PACE / FINE trial psychs that the MEA would not get any research funding if the MEA carried on with their opposition to the trials.

The Chairperson then put it to me in no uncertain terms that since the PACE / FINE trail psychiatrists or their trial could not be beaten, then the MEA must join with them as AfME had done because the only way the MEA could have any influence over the course of the trials was to be on a level footing with AfME who had a seat on the monitoring panel of the trials.

The Chairperson then laid it on the line that she considered that that my job was to provide her with a very clever way in which she could lead the MEA into partnership with the PACE / FINE psychiatrists and their trials, and ditch the previous “silly” “stupid and unrealistic opposition to the trials which would rob the MEA of research funding”. She wanted me to find a way for her to conduct a complete about face on the matter, without her losing any face. Not only this, she wanted me “to get out there on the internet and start singing the praises of the MEA for the way the MEA have seen the light over the PACE / FINE trials”.

I would not do so, and an argument ensued. I know a number of leading figures within the ME community have received exactly this sort of call from her as some of them have confided in me, and I in them.

This and many other occasions like it have brought it very firmly home to me that the current Chairperson of the MEA has two faces, the one she uses to play to the gallery of public opinion of the ME community, and the other one that is all about doing what is expedient for her to gain and maintain her own personal power and position and extend these if she can.

It is probably for this reason that she cannot, or more accurately in my view, will not see that that there are very real distinctions to be made between herself personally and the professional office she holds as the Chairperson of a charity. It is my personal view that the particular individual concerned ought to have resigned from office some time ago, along with Dr. Shepherd and a number of other Trustees as they are totally unfit to hold office.


All the best for now!!


Ciaran

******************************************************

No.2

From Ciaran Farrell


I wish to emphasise that the MEA, and its Chairperson in my experience as a Trustee do one thing in public to play to the gallery of public opinion, and quite another behind the scenes. This takes many forms, and one of them is the part the MEA plays in the ME Alliance of ME charities whereby the MEA are certainly not critical of the AfME line! Another is through the representation that the MEA have on the national centres working party, and here again, the line the MEA takes is not one that AfME would in any way greatly take issue with.

The MEA Board secretly considered merging with AfME and this would be
through a process of coalescence though joint working through the ME
Alliance which would ensure that the MEA would streamline itself along
the lines of AfME as a model, which would mean adopting AfME style views
and policies. This the MEA think will make the MEA irresistible merger
partners when they consider the time right to pop the question to AfME.

What the MEA are unaware of is that AfME are not interested in acquiring
the MEA as the there is a significant overlap in membership and the
organisation and membership data base of the MEA is so problematic it
would not be economically worthwhile for AfME to recruit MEA members
via a merger. The other matters relate to staffing, as AfME would not
want to acquire any of the current MEA staff, and supporting the MEA
operation would be a millstone around AfME's neck.

The most fundamental thing is that to pursue any merger with any other
charity, the MEA needs to be able to assure, that is prove that the MEA
is solvent and viable in the medium financial term, and it is not at the
present time from what I can see. The MEA Board have not done enough to restore financial and organisational health to the MEA, as they do not
see the need to, largely because they are completely out of their depth.
They are therefore pinning their hopes that if they court AfME, then the
white knight of AfME will come to their rescue. I believe they will be
sorely mistaken.

Yet despite all these considerations the MEA still consider that they
are doing the right thing in pursuing a courtship with AfME behind the
backs of the MEA membership.

During the time I was a Trustee there were some 3,300 e - mails that
went though the MEA's electronic office / boardroom, and these provide a
very clear picture of what the Trustees of the MEA think and do. There
are still a great many revelations that I and others are yet to make
public.

I was also successful in being able to obtain some sets of back MEA
Board minutes, and these reveal what the MEA Board really think and do.
I knew things were bad before I was elected, once I was, I found out
that they were far worse that I had dared imagine.

I will give a single example, but I could give a very great many. This
concerns the claims made about the MEA's petition that was supposedly
29,000 signatures on, and the 300 proforma letters from ME Essential
magazine as part of the MEA's anti PACE / FINE campaign. These 300
letters for example were supposed to be forwarded to the Secretary of
State for Health / Dept of Health. They never were.

The reason for this was that the MEA Board decided that one letter
equalled one vote, and that 300 votes in favour of the campaign was not
something to be proud of as they considered it to be unrepresentative of
the membership. They therefore decided that they were not going to send
in any of the letters, and so they did not send them in.

This is just one example of the way in which the MEA has badly let down
and betrayed the MEA membership and the ME community, but as I say,
there are a great many others, like the meetings with the PACE / FINE
trial psychiatrists when the MEA had made a very public stance against
the PACE / FINE trials.

Let us see just how many MEA members send in their voting slips for the
changes to the MEA Mem & Arts, and find out if the MEA will take the
same view about that matter.

Incidentally, clause 57.1 of the MEA Mem & Arts requires any motion to
change the Mem & Arts to be passed by a majority of 75%, yet there was
no mention of this in any of the MEA's material concerning the postal
vote exercise they are using to push through the changes that will give
them absolute control over the election process.

One of the things I want, and have campaigned for a number of years is
more democracy within the ME charities, not less, so I cannot think that
those who are determined to take away members democratic rights can want the same things I want.

Over the years I have held many posts of responsibility and I have found
that those organisations that act in an open and democratic way are
those that are open to reasoned argument and will listen to the views
people express and act accordingly. Those organisations who do not, are
closed shops and self perpetuating oligarchies, just like the MEA is set
on becoming.

All in all, I have learnt to take the pronouncements of Ms. Llewellyn
with more than a pinch of salt, and I now regard them as nothing more
than her playing to the gallery for her own self aggrandisement.

All the best for now!!


Ciaran
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