West Berkshire Countryside Society

Minutes of Member’s Social & AGM: Thursday 21st May 2026

Victory Room, Bucklebury Village


Attendees:	Chair: John Haggarty; Committee:  Margery Slatter, Nick Boyes,
Ivor McArdle, Andy Hollox, Chris Sayer, Stewart Waight
	+ 21 other attendees – see Attendance Register for who attended

Apologies for Absence: Dick Greenaway, Cathy McEwan, Robert Antipoff, Judith Qualtrough & Ruth Cottingham

	1
	Welcome & Introduction
John Haggarty opened the Meeting by giving a warm welcome to all and said he was looking forward to hearing the presentation from our Guest Speaker, Sophia Lysaczenko, Director of Sheepdrove Education Research & Outreach.
In total, there were 29 attendees, including Sophia. 
An agenda for the event was projected on screen. 

	2
	Presentation by Sophia Lysaczenko – Sheepdrove Organic Farming, it’s background, Sophia’s role and working with our Society  
Sophia explained that she had been in her current role at Sheepdrove for 6 months but involved in organic farming for over 10 years.
She gave a potted history on how Sheepdrove has evolved and mentioned that they currently have over 2000 sheep, 100+ cattle and plenty of bees and butterflies.
Sophia made the point of how Sheepdrove are producing crops and food by organic methods, adding that she feels this is a positive step to reduce fertiliser and pesticide usage, but would still provide enough food to feed an ever-growing population, at a cost-effective price. 
The farm has lovely views, as it covers one of the highest points of the Downs.
With regards to the cattle, these are short horn and reared for beef. Sophia mentioned that the first calves had been born this year.
She mentioned that they have the largest number of corn buntings recorded in the country.
Sophia presentation included several photos taken showing WBCS members working on the hedge that has been laid by the Tuesday Volunteer Group, over several visits.
Sophia concluded by thanking WBCS for their continual involvement at Sheepdrove.
Following several questions from attendees, John thanked Sophia for her excellent presentation.

	3
	Chairman’s Message / Report
Presented by John – see attached report for more detailed information. 
John began his update by reflecting on two key members that have sadly passed away this year. 
Duncan Long was held in high regard in the Barn Owl Group, who had been ringing owls since 1987, building his skills and adding qualifications until he achieved the highest level. He could engage and educate landowners who came along to see their Barn Owl chicks being ringed expertly explaining what was being done in a way without jargon and easy to understand.
Chris Genge was so much a part of the Society going back to its very early days. He had a dedication and commitment to the Society. He was our ‘go to man’ for any tools and machinery and how anything should be used or maintained. The amount of time he put in was remarkable. His knowledge, willingness to help and instruct everyone with his kind nature will very much be missed.
The key message given by John was his absolute pleasure to chair the Society during the past year. There have been several challenges in terms of weather for both the Tuesday Task and Barn Owl Groups.
During the year we have tried to promote the Society at the Newbury Show, and our stand was awarded the ‘Trentham Conservation and Environment Award’.
Other ways in which the Society has been promoted include doing Podcasts, providing material for Penny Post publications and doing presentations such as to the West Berkshire Community Climate Forum.
John thanked members of the Committee for all their efforts during the year.  
John concluded his report by saying that he is looking forward to the Society continuing its very special work in enhancing the environment and wildlife in this area, as well as being a fulfilling group to be part of.

	4
	Approval of 2025 AGM Minutes  
These were signed by John Haggarty.

	5
	Matters Arising
There were no matters arising.

	6

	Treasurer’s Report
Unfortunately, our Treasurer Robert Antipoff was unable to attend, so no detailed financial data was available, however Stewart Waight presented the following financial update:
We currently have £2,340 in our Current HSBC Account, although there are a small number of invoices that require payment. This balance includes £185 paid in by friends and family of Chris Genge, following his passing, under the banner of ‘Tools for Chris’. This is greatly appreciated.
In addition, we have £5,033 in our associated HSBC Deposit Account and £13,331 invested in a ‘fixed rate’ interest account that is due to mature in July.
In terms of outgoings, we are pleased to report that a donation / grant of £2,500 was made to the John Simonds Trust, to support the ‘Growing for Good’ project which helps children struggling at school.
In summary, the Society’s financial position is very healthy. See Stewart’s report for more detail.

	7
	Membership Report
Presented by Stewart Waight – see attached report. 
The key headlines were as follows:
Membership has fallen slightly and currently sits at 245 members.  
Since the last AGM, we have welcomed 5 new joiners but sadly lost 11 existing members.
Based on our current membership, expected revenue from members subscriptions equates to approximately £3,400. This excludes a handful of members who make more than one donation or contribution to the Society and excludes the donations made by Bucklebury and Frilsham PC’s.

	8
	Honorary President’s Report
Presented by John in Dick Greenaway’s absence – see attached report.
Dick apologised for not being with us this evening.
Dick said that he is very proud to be Honorary President of such a well-run and worthwhile organisation and added that the reports in Upstream illustrate how useful we are to the environment and to the people who live around us.
Dick mentioned that both he and Jill continue to market the Society’s publications – ‘What’s in a West Berkshire Wood’, ‘Barn Owls in West Berkshire’ and ‘Yattendon for Visitors’, as well as printing and distributing, free copies of the Society’s Parish Path leaflets and Individual Walk leaflets to several of the local parishes.
He finished by saying ‘Keep up the good work you are all doing’.

	9
	Group Leaders Reports on their Group’s Activities
West Berkshire Conservation Volunteers. 
Ivor McArdle gave an update on the volunteers’ year – see attached report for more details. 
Ivor stated that over the last couple of years, the Group has been moving its focus to sites and tasks that best meet our agreed criteria, which covers 8 specific areas, this includes: environment impact, public access and community / educational benefit to name but 3. This was supplemented last year with the aim to support local groups to become established.
This has been challenging as we balance maintaining support for current clients and freeing up space for new clients.
We have brought on board several new sites including Little Hidden Farm and Ufton Court, and we continue to explore a small number of other opportunities such as Brightwalton and Beech Hill. 
Some tasks are coming to a natural decision point such as Malt House Farm and Hosehill Lake.
There are other factors that need to be considered, such as finding suitable tasks during the bird nesting season, considering tasks outside of West Berkshire and the need to balance tasks undertaken. 
In summary, the last year has been good for both our volunteers and clients. The number of volunteers attending tasks remains reasonably stable and we are providing varied and interesting tasks, at sites that align with our aims.
Barn Owl Group. 
Samantha Boyes presented the Barn Owl Group Report (for 2025) – see attached report. 
The key points were as follows:
It was a rather disappointing year with our monitoring. Of 193 Barn Owl boxes monitored, only 6 had any Barn Owl chicks, with an average brood size of 2 to 3 chicks.
In total, only 16 Barn Owl chicks fledged from our boxes. This number is very much below the average we normally see – the average for the previous 8 years has been around 100 chicks.
We believe this was due to the very dry Spring, causing a lack of field voles which are the Barn Owls preferred food source, resulting in the females not reaching the require weight for breeding. This was a similar picture across most of the UK.
Samantha added, that in addition to Barn Owl boxes, they also checked a further 20 boxes put up for Kestrels, Little Owls and Tawny Owls. From these boxes, they reported 6 Kestrel chicks, as well as a good number of Squirrels and Stock Doves, not to mention a lot of Wasps and Hornets taking advantage.
Samantha commented that they have had another very busy year installing 15 new boxes at various sites, as well as repairing or re-siting existing boxes. In total, they have 213 Barn Owl boxes and 21 other boxes which require monitoring during the year.
The Group have welcomed 6 new volunteers, taking the numbers to 42, split across 13 groups.
Samantha concluded that early indications are that after the poor results from last year, 2026 is going to be very different, with monitoring already underway, which is very early. 
From the boxes monitored so far, 62 Barn Owl chicks have been reported, with clutch sizes bigger than previously – one nest had 8 Barn Owl chicks.

	10
	Election of Officers and Representatives
John having asked the Committee in April, whether they are willing to keep their offices for the next year, all except for Robert Antipoff who has confirmed that he wishes to stand down, agreed to remain in position for another year.
With regards to the vacant position of Honorary Treasurer, Andy Hollox has put his name forward. 
The meeting confirmed the Committee as follows:
Chairman:                                    John Haggarty
Honorary Treasurer:                  Andy Hollox
Membership Secretary:            Stewart Waight
Honorary Secretary:                  Stewart Waight
Upstream Editor:                        Margery Slatter
Conservation Volunteers:         Ivor McArdle, Chris Sayer & Andy Hollox
Barn Owl Group:                         Cathy McEwan / Nick Boyes

	11
	Any other Business 
John was hoping to do a small presentation to Robert Antipoff, who has served as Honorary Treasurer for the Society since 2014. 
In Robert’s absence, John will pop round to see him and present him with a card and voucher and personally thank him for all his hard work over the 12 or so years he has held this position.
John having asked all attendees whether anyone had any other matters to raise, thanked everyone for attending and concluded the formal part of the meeting.

	12
	Food and Drinks
All attendees were treated to a finger buffet and drinks.

	13
	Date & Venue of Next AGM 
Likely to be May next year, but both date and venue to be confirmed nearer the time.



Signed:						Chairman				Date
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