MEA: Unlimited power is apt to corrupt...

From: suzychapman@greywood.freeserve.co.uk

May be reposted in part or in full

Part One:  

Unlimited power is apt to corrupt the minds of those who possess it; and this I know, my lords: that where law ends, tyranny begins.  William Pitt, Speech, Hansard, 9 January 1770

In July 2004 I submitted an application to the Head Office of the ME Association to become a member of that charity.  My application was intercepted by Ms Christine Llewellyn, Chair of the Board of Trustees.  On 9 July, my cheque was sent back to me and I was told that my application for membership had been denied.

No reason has ever been given.

I am the List owner of two internet forums.  I provide a platform where all charity issues can be freely discussed and I won't allow my independence to be compromised.  I have raised issues with the MEA directly and in public.  I have been critical of some of the current Board's policies and of their modus operandi.  In raising these issues I have always remained polite and considered.  Rather than seeking to 'destroy' the MEA, as some MEA Trustees have claimed when critics like me voice their concerns, my only concern has been that the MEA's Board carries out its duties to its membership properly and professionally, that it interacts with the ME online community in a dignified and respectful manner appropriate for the representatives and "public face" of a professional organisation, that it is accountable, open and transparent and keeps its membership properly informed, that it answers queries properly and does not seek to obfuscate, that it engages its members in consultation and decision making processes and that it represents the best interests of the membership it exists to serve, and the wider ME community.

But certain officers and members of the Board have sought to suppress discussion of charity issues, have not accepted the need for accountability and have not welcomed criticism, however polite or constructive.  And this, I presume, is why I am not permitted to become a member of the Association.

And you could be the next to find your membership denied.  Or if you are already a member, your existing membership might not be renewed if the MEA Board of Trustees does not like what you write on the internet or prefers not to address the issues you have raised directly with them or considers you to be too critical and a "trouble maker".  They may even put up public notices referring to you by name on their website, announcing that they have terminated your "voluminous" correspondence with them.

The Charity Commission sees members of a charity as being in the role of a "critical friend" of the charity.  This means that members of the charity are considered to be able to raise questions, queries and inquiries of the charity as a matter of course in the interests of the charity which take precedence over "blind loyalty" to the charity, its policies and modus operandi.  However, the view of certain officers of the Board and the culture of the MEA Board, itself, is to demand "blind loyalty" to them and the MEA and not to raise questions, queries or to make inquiries of the MEA, as they see their members as merely passive subscribers to their operation whose only role is to loyally pay membership subscriptions and write a blank cheque for their loyalty to the MEA in its entirety.

And so the MEA attempts to silence its critics, prefers to withhold information, ignores "awkward questions" and does not keep its membership properly informed.  It does not run its operations in a proper and professional manner and it attempts to control free and open discussion of charity issues via the internet.  Already censorship is being carried out on the Association's new "blog" site.

Ironically, the medium which Dr Shepherd made so much use of, himself, in 2003 in order to bring about a palace revolution has since been manipulated by him and certain other members of the Board for their own political ends and the public behaviour of three members of the Board on the internet has lost the charity support and credibility.  But what is going on behind the scenes is even more disturbing.

As a non member, I cannot attend AGMs and I have no vote, but I could if I wished stand for election to the Board, for the Memorandum & Articles of Association does not disbar non members from putting themselves forward for election to the Board of Trustees.

But if the Board has its way, then this will change, too.  For the Board seeks to make a number of changes to the Mem & Arts which will allow them to deny or remove from membership anyone who is critical of them or of whom they disapprove.  They propose to prevent non members from standing in MEA AGM elections.  They propose to bring in a system of interviews so that prospective candidates of whom they do not approve can be dissuaded from standing. They will try to give themselves the power to deny any candidate who fails their "interview" a place on the ballot paper.  They also want to introduce a system for the elections whereby the current Board will recommend that the membership votes for certain "approved" candidates and votes against those of whom the Board disapproves, and furthermore they will fail to engage the Association's members in decision making over key issues and will not put these out for consultation for the membership to vote on.

These changes will enable the MEA to become a self perpetuating oligarchy.

And it has already started.  Last year, one candidate in the MEA AGM elections was subjected to a very dirty public and private campaign to discredit him.  Despite this campaign, he was successfully elected to the Board but he has continued to be subjected to illegal practices, to intense provocation and, even more shockingly from a charity which exists to serve members with significant levels of disability, to disablist discrimination.

And this Trustee, elected to the Board by the membership in November 2004 has now been removed from the Board, illegally.

See [Co-Cure] ACT: Ciaran Farrell illegally "sacked" as Trustee by MEA Board 

at:  http://listserv.nodak.edu/cgi-bin/wa.exe?A2=ind0503e&L=co-cure&F=&S=&P=522

Is this what members and prospective members of the ME Association want?

Are you happy that individuals, like myself, are being marginalised by the current Board?  Do you want the Board of Trustees to be able to exercise complete control over who enters its coterie and who does not?  Do you want a Board that subjects fellow Board members who continue to question its modus operandi to intimidation, discrimination and illegal practices?

Do you want to see a Board disenfranchise the membership from democratic election processes and from  consultation over key issues rather than act as agents for the needs and wishes of the membership who elected them to office and whose interests they exist soley to represent?  Are you prepared to entrust the future of this "caring" charity to a clique that in practice treats its membership and the ME community with contempt?

Are you happy to see the MEA hurtling down this route?

How do we stop this corruption?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Part Two: 

I also want to see an end to the culture of secrecy at the heart of the MEA and a return to the situation where members are being properly consulted about the way in which the charity operates and moves forward.

Dr Charles Shepherd, MEA AGM Trustee candidacy election statement, 30 October 2003

The issue of my denial of membership drags inexorably on...

Following the rejection of my first application to join the Association, I was told by Ms Angela Flack, MEA Trustee, on 14 July 2004, via an email, that the Board consider carefully each and every request for membership since they had been elected.  I was further advised by Ms Flack, in a second email, the following day, that my application for membership, just as all others received, was considered by all members of the Board when it was received and that the decision was taken in a professional and democratic way.

If this were indeed the case, then this would present the Board with considerable administrative difficulties since it meets only once every couple of months or so.  How then could the Board of Trustees consider each and every application and not frequently be in breach of its 30 day rule for the processing of subscriptions, which is clearly stated on its application form?*  And if applications are being considered by non "suitable electronic means" in between Board meetings, then each and every decision about who to accept and who to refuse would need to be ratified at the next meeting of the Board and minuted, accordingly.  Time would need to be set aside on the Agenda of each meeting of the Board specifically in order to discuss all outstanding applications or to ratify those decisions already made for all the applications received by the Association since the last meeting of the Board, which would have taken place a couple of months previously.

Clearly this would not be practical.  But if this were the case, and Ms Flack is adamant that it is, then this will be evident in the minutes of Board meetings.  The Board of Trustees will therefore have no difficulty whatsoever confirming that this is so.  Except to date, they have refused to confirm.

Ms Flack advised me, at the time, that she proffered this information in a personal capacity.  However, since this information pertains to specific board level decision making and policy, as well as to general policy and operation of the Association, then Ms Flack would not have been in a position to convey this to me unofficially or in a personal capacity and therefore it must be presumed that in conveying this information to me, Ms Flack was speaking in her capacity as a member of the Board for, and on behalf of, the Board of Trustees.

And if it is not the case that all applications are considered by the Board of Trustees then Ms Flack has deliberately misinformed me.  And if so, why and on whose authority has she done so?  Unless and until informed otherwise, I have no choice but to accept the veracity of the information Ms Flack has conveyed to me since as a Trustee she is obliged to carry out her duties with due respect for probity, and the Board, itself, has been unwilling to confirm or deny Ms Flack's claims.

But if this policy has been introduced by the Board then it will be documented and the Board will be able to provide anyone, be they existing member or prospective member, who enquires about the MEA's procedures for the processing of applications with an answer to this question.

But many questions relating to the Association's policies and procedures for the consideration and processing of applications still remain unanswered.  Dr Shepherd would not answer them, nor would Ms Llewellyn and nor

would Mr Riley.  Neither was Ms Llewellyn willing to answer other questions raised, such as whether I might submit representations or personal references in order that a second application might be fairly considered; what information had been provided to the Board, and by whom, in order that the Board might make a decision about my first application, and where, in what form, and by whom, the information used by the Board on which to base their decision is being held.

So I am waiting for the new Company Secretary, Ms Gill Briody, to answer the following questions.   I trust that Ms Briody will embrace the concept of accountability where her colleagues have repeatedly failed and I have asked

her to respond to the following:

1] That since the Association is unwilling to meet the requirement for "Written confirmation and delivery of product(s)/subscription within 30 days from date of purchase" in accordance with the above clause*, because it intends to discuss my application at a Board meeting on 7 April, what decisions have been taken and by whom in relation to the processing of my application, since if any decisions were taken by anyone they have breached the 30 day rule; or if the matter has been left to accrue on an ad hoc basis why does the MEA not have adequate administrative policies and procedures in place to ensure that the MEA is able to keep its commitment to the 30 day rule?

2] Would you please confirm firstly in your capacity as Operations Manager and secondly in your capacity as Company Secretary whether each and every application for membership to the Association is considered by all members of the Board in accordance with the information proffered by Trustee Ms Angela Flack and by what means decisions about whether to accept or reject applications are made?

3] Since the decision in July 2004 to reject my first application was taken in between Board meetings please confirm by what means that decision was taken?

If the means by which that decision was taken demanded that in order for it to be a valid decision it would have needed to be ratified at the next meeting of the Board, please confirm the date of the meeting of the Board at which the decision to reject my application was ratified.

Please confirm whether the ratification of this decision was placed on the Agenda for that meeting.

Please confirm whether the ratification of this decision was minuted at that meeting of the Board.

Although Mr Neil Riley is listed in the Report of the AGM in the Feb 2005 issue of the MEA's ME Essential magazine as having been elected to the position of Company Secretary at the MEA's AGM in December, Ms Briody,

Operations Manager, is listed in the back of the same issue as being holder of the office of Company Secretary.  We must assume, therefore, that Mr Riley has at some time resigned this office and that the office of Company Secretary is currently held by Ms Briody.  As the Association's Operations Manager, Ms Briody is a salaried member of staff and not permitted to become a Trustee, herself.  Presumably, the transfer of this key office and the date on which it took effect will have been minuted, accordingly.

There has been no summary of the January 2005 Board meeting placed on the MEA's website or elsewhere.  This transfer of office from a Trustee to a member of staff (which has certain implications in company and charity law) has yet to be officially acknowledged either via the MEA's website or the new MEA blog.  A notice advising of this change and when it took place was omitted from the body of the February issue of the MEA's magazine.

The questions above were put to Ms Gill Briody, in her official capacity as Company Secretary, on 18 and 24 March, in paper letters.  Ms Briody was also sent electronic copies of these letters which were CCd to all Trustees.  I was not anticipating any response from the Company Secretary to my communications until after the Easter break and I am perfectly prepared to wait until Ms Briody is able to respond, in full, to my questions.

Mr Neil Riley, former Company Secretary, elected to terminate his correspondence with me in relation to the issue of my first membership application, on 9 December.  He was evidently not prepared to provide answers to my legitimate questions and he advised me that he did not intend to continue his dialogue with me.

Curiously, before the Association's current Company Secretary had had a chance to respond to my letters to her, or had even had sight of them, Mr Riley took it upon himself to intercede and respond, instead.  Twice.

Mr Riley is not the Company Secretary and I did not ask for, nor do I require any response from him.  He was not prepared to provide proper answers to my questions in December when he was holding the position of Company Secretary, himself, yet he presumes to take responsibility for addressing these issues, now.

This raises some further questions:

Why does Mr Riley presume to respond to a letter addressed to the Company Secretary when he no longer holds any office on the Board other than that of Trustee?  On whose authority and in what capacity does Mr Riley respond?  Why is Mr Riley so anxious to prevent Ms Briody from answering these questions, herself?  Is he afraid of the answers she might give and their implications for previous claims made relating to the Association's policies and procedures for the processing of membership applications, and more specifically, to the Board's determination of my own application?

Is this yet more evidence of the Board's attempts to control the giving out of responses to "difficult" and potentially embarrassing questions about the Association's policies, or the lack thereof?

Is Ms Briody's tenure of the office of Company Secretary little more than a sinecure, for it is evident that although Mr Riley no longer wishes to carry personal responsibility for being named office holder himself, he nevertheless appears determined to retain control, unconstitutionally, over the office of Company Secretary as a back seat driver.

In future, can we expect all communications sent to the Association's Company Secretary to be intercepted and responded to by Mr Neil Riley before the Company Secretary has even had sight of them and before she has had an opportunity to respond to them, herself?

The office of Company Secretary carries with it certain legal obligations and responsibilities.  Members of the Association and members of the public have a right to know to whom enquiries should be addressed.  They have a right to expect that a letter addressed to a charity's Company Secretary will be dealt with and answered by that named office holder and that a full, considered response will be forthcoming.  They will not welcome, nor should they expect to be fobbed off with a patronising and obfuscating  pre-emptive email from an individual signing himself only as "Neil" who elbows in and responds for an office holder to whom formal paper letters have been addressed but for which she has not yet had sight of, herself.

Mr Riley had no locus to interject and take up this correspondence prior to the Company Secretary's dealing with it and it was presumptuous of him to have done so.

I have written to Ms Briody and told her that I am not prepared to accept obfuscation from Mr Riley, nor do I require any response from Mr Riley at all, and that I should be pleased if she would ask him not to contact me again.  But although Mr Riley was aware that I was not prepared to accept any further responses from him to correspondence addressed specifically to the Company Secretary, he continued to send me emails and continued to obfuscate and pompously demand to be told "under what Statutes" I am "challenging the Association" in the manner of some petty and officious legal clerk.

There have now been three changes of Company Secretary in little over a year.  Why is this key office being juggled around from lap to lap like a hot potato at a time when the Association is in desperate need of stability and continuity?

Since the decision in July 2004 to reject my first application was taken in between Board meetings I asked the Board to confirm by what means that decision was taken.  They will not do so.

If the means by which the decision was taken demanded that in order for it to be a valid decision it would have needed to have been ratified at the next meeting of the Board, I asked the Board to confirm the date of the Board meeting at which that decision was ratified.  [All decisions made in between Board meetings under "Officers Action", and/or by "suitable electronic means" (which the MEA do not use) must be reported to and ratified by the next full physical meeting of the Board.]  At that time Dr Shepherd was still Company Secretary but he would neither confirm nor deny, and neither would his Chair.

The fact that the Board has not been willing to supply me with written copies of its policies and procedures suggests that the MEA has no policies for the consideration of membership applications, at all.

The fact that the Board has not thus so far been prepared to confirm how the decision relating to my specific application was made or the date of the board meeting at which that decision was ratified and thus minuted very

strongly suggests that this decision was not carried out in a proper manner, at all, for had it been, it will be there in the minutes and the Company Secretary will have no trouble citing these to me when she responds (assuming of course she is given the opportunity to respond) on behalf of the Association.

I submitted my third application to join the Association in March 2005.  I was informed by Ms Gill Briody, current Company Secretary, that consideration of my application had been placed on the Agenda for the board meeting scheduled for 7 April and will be discussed at that meeting, if time permits.

If there is insufficient time for consideration of my third application at the Board meeting on 7 April it has not been confirmed what the Association's policies are for deferment.  I have asked for this policy to be clarified by the Company Secretary but to date have received no clarification.

If the Board defers the issue of my application until June (for which the next Board meeting after the April meeting is likely to be scheduled) it will have taken the Association over three months to process this latest application of mine and make a decision about whether I should be permitted to become a member of the Association with full voting rights of whether I should once again be denied membership.

I have pointed out that the Association will clearly be unable to fulfil its 30 day obligation and I have since been offered the option of withdrawing my latest application and having my postal order returned to me.  I have declined to withdraw.

So, the issue of the denial of my membership drags on inexorably.  Questions go unanswered, policies go unaccounted for.  I trust that the current Company Secretary will consider it a matter of principle to deal with this in a proper and professional manner where her colleagues Dr Shepherd, Ms Llewellyn and Mr Riley have failed and that she will properly account for the Board's actions over the issue of my membership application.  I hope she will accept that in failing to deal with this issue professionally her colleagues have added to their own workload, for the fact that this issue has generated a good deal of correspondence is entirely the fault of the Board's and none of mine.  Had they elected to address my questions properly in July 2004 and provide evidence of the policies claimed to be in place by Trustee, Ms Angela Flack, and been accountable for their actions we could all have saved ourselves a great deal of time and energy.

Whether of course, I shall now receive answers to my questions and whether my third application will be rejected yet again on 7 April, or at some as yet unspecified point in the future, remains to be seen...

Suzy Chapman

Denied membership of the ME Association by the Board of Trustees in

July 2004 for reason(s) unspecified, current application pending consideration.

*Written confirmation and delivery of product(s)/subscription received by UK consumer within 30 days from date of purchase.  Cancellation or Return: You have the right to cancel or return product(s)/subscription purchased. Notification in writing of cancellation or return should be sent to The MEA within 7 days from receipt of product(s)/subscription. Postage and packaging of returned goods to be paid by the consumer unless goods found to be faulty on delivery. Refunds will be paid within 30 days.  This does not affect your statutory rights.

