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Held at the Centre

Present

Gregg Burgess-Salisbury
Imogen Fletcher 
Daniela Hanuskova
Ros Hatt
Lubna Arif-Schmidt
Abigail Simmons

and Members as per personal attendance list

Apologies

Neil Dawkins
Rachel George
Ashley Harrison
Penny Tillson
Paul Shambrook

In Attendance

Pippa Vincent-Cook - Centre Manager    


Introduction 

Imogen Fletcher welcomed everyone to the AGM. She introduced herself as one of the Trustees and explained that in the absence of the Chair, Neil Dawkins, and the Treasurer, Rachel George, she would be delivering both the Chair Report and the Finance Report.

She also introduced Daniela Hanuskova, who would be filling in for Ashley Harrison, the Company Secretary, and would conduct the formal business parts of the meeting. Daniela had been acting as one of the Trustees for a few years now and had been carrying out a lot of company secretary support for the Board. 


Minutes of last AGM 

Daniela Hanuskova reported that the last AGM had been held on 20th June 2024 at the Center and minutes had been presented to members and posted on the web site. Any matters arising were invited, but there were none. 

It was proposed that the minutes be formally adopted by the members as a true record. The proposal was presented by Daniela Hanuskova and seconded by Imogen Fletcher. A vote was taken by show of hands, following which the minutes were formally adopted unanimously, with none against and no abstentions. 


Chairman's Annual report 

2024 was another very positive year for the centre with lots of activity and provision of a record amount of treatments. The physio team and external therapists keep delivering excellent service to the membership as I’m sure you’d agree.

Neil spoke last year of the project to replace our outdated and bespoke Customer Relationship Management System or CRM. We are replacing Donor Strategy with an off the shelf package called Beacon, which should make the process of storing data and treatment records easier and provide some interfaces we have had manual workarounds before. Penny Tillson has been leading the project on this and I am pleased to announce that due to her and Pip working so hard on this we are almost good to go.

The Trustee board has continued to meet monthly to provide guidance and structure on operational issues and challenges the centre has faced.

From a Trustee recruitment perspective, we have had several strokes of luck recently.

You may recall a desperate plea this time last year (and probably the year before!) to find a Treasurer to replace David Coe who had filled the role for many years.

Well at the back end of last year our prayers were answered when Rachel George contacted Neil and offered to be our Treasurer, which she has done very professionally, dedicating many more hours than she anticipated to the role in interacting with David, getting up to speed with how everything works and even migrating to a new accounting platform called Xero.

Shortly after that we also managed to secure the services of a vastly experienced Safeguarding expert in Abigail Simmons and she joined the board as the lead trustee for Client services, working closely and defining best practice with Anwyn and Pip.

And finally in the last month or two, having looked for a Fundraising Trustee for the last couple of years, we were fortunate to be approached by Lubna Arif-Schmidt who heard of us from her neighbour who uses the centre. Lubna has years of fundraising experience in the charity sector and will work closely with Sam and the team on the day to day, but also give fresh ideas, encouragement and inspiration going forward.

Thanks to these three for joining us and bringing energy, experience and much needed skills to the board.

On the debit side we lost Sue Brown and Nick Webb who stepped down so best wishes to them and thanks for their contribution. Ros wrote a good piece in the most recent newsletter about what a Trustee does so please read that if you haven’t yet.

I would like to thank all the Trustees for their continued commitment and dedication.

As I mentioned, I will be providing a Financial Report written by Rachel George. The Report is quite detailed so please let us know if you have any questions and I will try to answer them or defer to Rachel and come back to you. The report will outline how challenging the current financial environment is, as fundraising is increasingly competitive and our cost base grows year on year.

Sam and her fundraising team have done a great job again and now with the support of Lubna can really focus on bringing more funds in from potentially new sources. As mentioned every quarter in the newsletter, every day is a real battle to keep income level with or in excess of the increasing running costs the centre incurs.

I’d like to thank all our members and numerous donors and fundraisers without whose generosity we wouldn’t be able to keep the centre running.

Please keep your support coming, both personally and financially so the centre can continue to be around to serve you.

Just a couple more thanks to go.

Firstly to our many volunteers who are so generous with their time, whether it be running oxygen therapy, manning regular collections at local supermarkets and Reading station or providing a greeting at the front desk – your help is invaluable and much appreciated. We have over 60 hardworking volunteers, and recently we have been assessed and shortlisted for the prestigious annual Kings Award for Voluntary Services to be announced in November on the Kings birthday.

I want to thank Pippa for her excellent management of the centre day in day out, she works tirelessly and puts in so much work for our benefit, and also to thank Anwyn and her wonderful team of physios who always manage to improve people’s wellbeing and brighten your day.

At the end of the meeting today I am delighted to say that we have been joined by Dr Claire Winchester from the MS Trust who will give us a talk. Many of you have requested a guest speaker but we have had difficulty finding one recently, so thanks Claire.

Thanks for your time today and I’ll now swap hats and provide the Financial Report.


Accounts and Directors Report 

On behalf of Rachel Goerge, Imogen Fletcher provided a resume of the accounts for the year ended 31 December 2024. The Trustees had approved the 2024 Accounts. 

Financial Performance Overview
The Berkshire MS Therapy Centre had an improved year financially in 2024. Total income increased to £819K, up from £589K in 2023.

Three key donations significantly contributed to us reaching this total. These included, and were in large part due to the following contributions:
- A substantial one-off donation received early in the year.
- Two legacies totalling £30K.
- A restricted endowment of £160K from the Edward Gostling Fund to support free reserves.

In terms of expenditure, our total spending rose slightly to £699K from £648K in the previous year. As always, the majority of our costs went directly into delivering our services, especially physiotherapy, oxygen therapy, and other vital therapies for people with MS.

Despite increased activity and costs, the charity returned to surplus, with a positive net movement of £120K compared to a £60K deficit in 2023.

Endowment and Reserves
During the year, we received a restricted endowment from the Edward Gostling Fund. This allows the charity to call on the fund to maintain at least six months’ worth of free reserves when needed. In 2024, we utilised £102K of this fund for that purpose, and the remaining balance of £58K is retained for future support.

At year-end, our free reserves stood at £349k, which now equates to around six months of running costs and is within our target range of six to twelve months as specified by our reserves policy. This was an improvement from the start of the year, when reserves covered only about 4.6 months.

Cash and cash equivalents increased from £391K to £539K, strengthening our liquidity position going into 2025.


Fundraising and Donor Recognition
The ongoing support from our members and regular givers plays a vital role in sustaining the Centre’s operations from month to month. We are deeply grateful for this continued generosity.
We also extend sincere thanks to the many trusts and organisations who supported us during the year including: 
The Edward Gostling Fund, The National Lottery Community Fund, The Greenham Trust, amongst many others who have contributed to our targets in a challenging year.

Notably, our five-year grant from the National Lottery Community Fund was renewed in August 2024, securing funding for our physiotherapy programme through to 2029.

Looking Ahead
While our financial position strengthened in 2024, Cashflow remains a top priority and is now more critical than ever. Our forecast for 2025 projects an overall deficit of £100k, and this may increase given the particularly challenging start to the year. We remain committed to sustaining our current level of service delivery and are actively monitoring the situation to ensure we respond responsibly to any further financial pressures.

The Board is actively working to enhance financial forecasting, streamline expenditure, and in coordination with our fundraising team, broaden our income streams. We also secured grant funding at the beginning of this year to support a much-needed upgrade to our IT systems. This investment is expected to deliver cost savings in the future.

Closing Remarks
I’d like to thank my fellow trustees, the management team, our staff, and our over 60 regular volunteers who contributed more than 6,500 hours of support in 2024. Your commitment is what makes the continued delivery of our services possible.

Finally, I want to thank our outgoing Treasurer, David Coe, for his years of service, and I look forward to working with the team to continue supporting the Centre’s vital work.

Formal Adoption of the Accounts
I therefore present the financial statements for the year ended 31st December 2024, which have been subject to an independent examination by Crowe Accountants in accordance with the requirements of the Charities Act 2011 and the Charities SORP (FRS 102).

Imogen Fletcher proposed that the accounts be formally adopted by the members; the proposal was seconded by Gregg Burgess-Salisbury. A vote was taken by show of hands, following which the Accounts were formally adopted.


Appointment of Auditors

The existing auditors Crowe are willing to continue as independent examiners and were proposed and seconded for that role. Re-appointment of the auditors was proposed by Daniela Hanuskova and seconded by Imogen Fletcher. A vote was taken by show of hands and unanimously passed, with none against and no abstentions.


5. Directors/Trustees

Daniela Hanuskova explained that as a result of the amended Articles of Association that we adopted at the 2020 AGM, we are no longer legally obliged to co-opt new trustees or re-elect existing trustees. However, as a matter of from and good governance practice, it was proposed to re-elect all the current Trustees including our latest new trustees Abigail Simmons and Lubna Arif-Schmidt, but save Sue Brown and Nick Weber who stepped down recently: 

Neil Dawkins (Chair) 
Ashley Harrison (Secretary)
Lubna Arif-Schmidt
Daniela Hanuskova
Ros Hatt
Gregg Burgess Salisbury
Penny Tillson
Paul Shambrook
Imogen Fletcher
Abigail Simmons
Rahcel George

The proposal was presented by Daniela Hanuskova and seconded by Abigail Simmons. A vote was taken by show of hands and unanimously passed, with none against and no abstentions.
 

6. Any Other Business 

Valerie Gouby, a member, thanked management for arranging a speaker to present at the AGM and for utilising the screens at the reception to show Trustees’ profiles, making it easier for members to recognise them. 

Further, she proposed to hold a minute of silence for those who passed away during the year. Cliff further proposed to read out the names of those who passed away at the AGM. The proposal was seconded by Brian and many others.

Referring to the difficult financial position, a question was asked about energy costs and efficiency of lights used in the Centre and the building itself. Pippa Vincent-Cook explained that only low energy light bulbs were being used in the Centre and the building had solar panels. Although some small improvements could be made, the building was overall energy efficient.  

No further questions were raised.


7. Talk by Dr Claire Winchester from the MS Trust

Claire Winchester introduced herself and explained that she run a helpline at MS Trust and wrote books for people with MS, providing them with knowledge, education, support and advice on how to manage the condition. She noted that MS Trust had merged with MS Research, Training and Education, another charity, and the combined entity was undertaking clinical research on various aspects of MS. 

For example, they are trying to speed up implementation of the research results – normally, it takes around 7-10 years between research and getting treatments and drugs into clinical environment and the role of the MS Trust was to speed up that process. Also, they found that the results of their research was reaching only some people and were keen to broadcast the new procedures to a wider audience. 

Further, they were developing digital toolkits and mobile apps and considering using monitors to assist people with MS to track e.g. their fatigue so that more precise measurements could be recorded and the most appropriate fatigue management treatment could be implemented. 

Lack of neurologists was considered as one of the biggest challenges and many people with MS were complaining about lack of/ infrequent appointments. MS Trust was asking retired MS nurses to train new generation of nurses and therapists, to ensure continuity of knowledge and experience. Ultimately, MS Trust would like to see/introduce a holistic treatment for people with MS, so that one person treats them rather than plethora of specialists. Ideally, there would be more research into repairing damaged nerves and an organisation which would look at all aspects and join the dots.

Ros Hatt enquired whether MS Trust were working with teams supporting other autoimmune diseases. Claire Winchester noted that they were indeed working with them and also with charities focused on mental health and support for people with MS, services which were currently unavailable to people with other neurological conditions. 

How come we attract more people into this profession? Foundation, motivation, support

Given that it takes 7-10 years until new drugs take off, Lubna Arif-Schmidt enquired where the barrier were. Claire Winchester explained when drug companies run tests on new drugs, it can take further 2 years until they are approved by NHS. Another problem was funding and more relevant research. And the biggest problem was openness of NHS staff to new treatments and drugs. 

Ros Hatt noted that for 2 years she had been trying to go on trial for new drugs, benefits of which had been proven and positive. Claire Winchester explained that in many cases, new drugs are licenced for use but not approved by NHS, thus slowing down the process of introducing new drugs and treatments. Claire suggested that Ros email her, so that she could put her in touch with a Trust or pharmacy to get on the trial.

There being no further questions or business the meeting was closed.
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