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Minutes

Annual General Meeting of the Siam Society Under Royal Patronage

at the Auditorium of the Society

Wednesday, 18 May 2011

The President, Ms Bilaibhan Sampatisiri, declared the meeting open at 18.40 hrs. The Honorary Secretary, Ms Eileen Deeley, acted as scribe for the meeting.  Also present on the podium was Mr Suraya Supanwanich, Honorary Treasurer.

The President noted that based on the Society’s current membership rule, a total of 31 members in good standing is required in order to called the meeting to order.  A total of 41members in good standing were in attendance therefore the necessary quorum had been achieved.  The President welcomed all those in attendance.

The President called the meeting to order and proceeded to follow the previously announced Agenda.

1.   Approval of the Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of the Siam Society held on Thursday 24 June, 2010

The President asked the members present if they had any corrections, amendments, and/or comments to the minutes as presented.  No corrections, amendments or comments were received; therefore, the President asked for and received membership approval for the minutes as presented.
2.  The President’s Report

The President presented her Report and an accompanying Report on the Activities of the Siam Society for the period of July 2010 – May 2011.  The members present were asked if they had any comments on the reports as presented.  In the absence of any comments, the President called for and received the approval of the members for the reports as presented.

3.  Report of the Honorary Treasurer

The President asked the Honorary Treasurer, Khun Suraya Supanwanich, to present his report and the financial statements of the Society for the financial year 2010.  A copy of Khun Suraya’s report was provided to all those attending the meeting.  Khun Suraya gave a brief verbal outline of his written report.

Khun Suraya, started his report by comparing the figures for 2010 with those for 2009, highlighting the major differences as outlined in his written report. 

He pointed out that last year (2009), the society received THB 33.5 million from insurance compensation, The revenue this year (2010), not including this compensation, has improved from higher study trip activity. The membership fee is relatively low and less than 10% of total income. The society also received support for publications of over THB 4 million this year. The Society ended the year with a THB 3 million surplus and accumulated funds of THB 99.7 million.

Khun Suraya then went on to explain that after much discussion in Council about placing money in a Long Term Fund. THB 40 million has been placed with one reputable bank asset management company to be manged as a private fund to improve the yield to the Society.

When questions were invited one member asked what was being done about the declining, ageing membership. The President replied that the Society is doing all it can to encourage new members in a number of ways.  On a recent study trip she led, 3 non-members joined, and the launch of the Siamese Heritage Protection Project should result in many new members.

Khun Suraya added that the Music Programme also attracts new members to the Society.    

Mr Donald Daniel expressed his concern over the decline of membership revenue due to the drop of membership.  The average age of the present membership is middle-aged and above.  He asked what the Council’s plan of action is regarding membership drive for a younger generation.

The President replied that the Council is doing its best in soliciting new members, from participants on study trips to attendees to the music programme.  Our new major project, Siamese Heritage Protection Programme, with six seminars and accompanying study trips, will be conducted in Thai.  The advance publicity has already generated positive public response.  It is anticipated that this project will bring about new membership.

Mr Gerry Schroering inquired about the membership directory which according to a motion passed at the 2004 AGM should be updated annually.  However, this directory has only appeared once in 2006.  Mr Schroering asked the Council to reintroduce the directory which serves the purpose of providing additional information for contact by net-working amongst members with common interests and also hopefully for bringing in new members.  Mr Schroering further suggested the cost of the booklet be covered by sponsorship.

The President thanked Mr Schroering for his recommendation which the Council will consider and act upon.

4.  Election of the Auditor for the Society for the financial year 2011

The Treasurer recommended the reappointment of the auditors, Paifah Kanbansee Co. Ltd. for the financial year 2011.  Their fee will be unchanged at THB 50,000, however, an increase is to be expected for the next year.  The President asked the members to approve the reappointment by a show of hands.  Members present gave their unanimous approval without comment.

5.  Proposal to amend the Rules of the Siam Society

The President asked the Honorary Secretary to preside over the discussion on this proposal.  

Ms Eileen Deeley informed the members that the Council has received a letter signed by 24 members of good standing proposing an amendment of Rules 16, 17, 31 and 34 of the Society regarding the election of Council members: that in order to maintain the continuity of the Society at this delicate point of transition (the aftermath of the fire and the establishment of our major project Siamese Heritage Protection Programme), the offices of the President, the Honorary Leader of the Natural History Section and the Honorary Treasurer be exempt from the six-year (three continuous terms of two year each) limitation.

She then invited Mr Harold Vickery, the first signatory on the petition to open the discussion by addressing the floor.

Dr Karl Weber preempted Mr Vickery by expressing his displeasure at the vagueness of the rationale in the letter and the late receipt which precluded any forum for deliberations on such an important matter to take place before the AGM.

The Honorary Secretary answered that as the Council only received the letter on 25 April, the AGM provided the earliest possible venue to convene the membership for discussion on this matter.

Mr Harold Vickery explained that the petition was sent to the Council with the view of having it presented at the AGM if possible, or at a later special meeting in accordance with the Rules.  It has been difficult to find the right persons who are willing to serve in the three key positions.  Under the present Rules, Council members may serve a maximum of three consecutive terms of two years each, which means that  persons who have served two terms as a member of the Council, and one term as President, Honorary Treasurer or Leader of the Natural History Section, who are willing to continue to serve, who have the experience and have shown the membership their ability to provide the necessary leadership and confidence in these particular positions, will be precluded from continuing serving in these positions.  The petition proposed that these three positions be exempt from the six-year term limitation.  However this does not preclude any member from being nominated for the same offices at the time of the election.

Mr Diethard Ande posed a few questions/comments:

· Are only the ‘old guards’ capable of maintaining the vital continuity of the Society?

· Should we not encourage the younger generation who are qualified to serve?

· Members with expertise in specific areas who have offered their services to the Society without seeking any position should be embraced by the Council.

· What is the meaning of ‘critical time of transition’ as stated in the petition which necessitated the continuing serving of the three key positions? 

 (This last comment was echoed by Ms Mira Prachabarn.)

Mr Thomas Lyall asked members to consider the following points:

· The Rules as laid down since its inception in 1904 limited elected executives from holding offices for no more than two terms.  This Rule was changed in 2002 to allow up to three consecutive terms of office to preserve stability leading to and during the centennial celebration of the Society.  

· We are now being asked to allow the three positions to serve continuously without limitation in order to maintain the stability of the Society through this ‘very delicate point of transition’.  What is so special about the present circumstance as to make this change necessary?  Surely six years is long enough to oversee any kind of transition?

· There are good reasons for implementing limited terms of office as observed by respectable organisations throughout the world:

· Regular turnover of leadership ensures opportunity for new blood, new ideas to take shape;

· Encourages all members to take part more actively in the Society’s affairs;

· In particular for the younger generation knowing that they have the opportunity for executive elections themselves.

· Potential disadvantages of introducing unlimited terms open the door to:

· Dictatorial management

· Complacency and resistance to outside criticisms

· Leaving long-lasting problems untackled

· Absence of new thinking and fresh ideas.

Mr Lyall urged members to keep the present Rules concerning limits on re-election as the tried and tested principles that have served the Society well over the years.

Mr Jim Stent, a life member of the Society for 32 years, recounted that when he was a Council member in the 1980s there was no term limitation: he served for nine years and the other members present at the AGM, Ms Ginny di Croco, Mr Dacre Raikes and Dr Warren Brockleman, served even longer.  Subsequently a term limitation was introduced (first in 1994 for a limit of two terms and later extended to three terms in 2002) which was a good idea and he concurred with what had already been stated by Dr Weber, Mr Ande and Mr Lyall.  With regard to this new proposal, Mr Stent felt that a more valid rationale should be expressed as a matter of principal that certain offices require a certain institutional memory and experience of the Society in order to perform well.  

Mr Stent suggested a compromise of an amendment to the amendment which might satisfy everyone’s objectives, that the three offices be allowed to serve five two-year terms which would give enough time for new blood to take over.

Dr Warren Brockleman commented that at the time we passed the three-term limit, there were reasons to limit the tenure; those reasons have not changed sufficiently to alter the Rules.  With the possible exception of the treasurer, the offices in question do not require special ability to perform.  There is, however, a problem in finding the right people to run, but by not imposing term limit, we make the problem worse.  It is a characteristic of Thai democracy that one does not run against an incumbent who is a more senior person, especially if one who has been excellent in the position.  The term limits can promote the turnover and competent people can be found to do the job.

Mr Ande agreed on the necessity of continuity, however, the younger and less experienced officers can always seek advice from the more senior Council members.  This exchange of net-working can help to generate dynamism in the Society.

Dr Weber further commented on the matter of turn-over which he deemed a good mechanism as it broadens the base among the membership of experienced persons that is to the benefit to the Society.

On the matter of the ‘new blood’, as there is no resource of the younger generation at the moment, Dr Weber recommended a rotation of experienced senior persons who know each other and are inclined to consult with each other with trust and confidence.  He assured the meeting that the more members there are with experience and expertise, the better they will work together in coping with a certain transition.

Mr Vickery made the motion to vote on the proposal.  This was seconded by Mr Peter Laverick.

Dr Weber then asked if a countermotion be considered.

Mr Jack Hester made a motion that the proposal by Mr Stent be adopted.

Mr Stent reiterated his proposal: three 2-year terms for all Council members except for the three positions which will be allowed to run for five 2-year terms, totaling 10 years.  This could be considered as the counter proposal.

Mr Vickery suggested that we vote first on the original proposal which is the unlimited term limits for the three positions of President, Honorary Leader of the Natural History Section and the Honorary Treasurer; if that is defeated, then we vote on Mr Stent’s counter proposal that the three offices can serve no more than five consecutive 2-year terms.

Ms Prachaban asked why the position of the Honorary Treasurer should be included in the three offices under consideration.

Mr Vickery replied that the one job which requires technical expertise is that of the Honorary Treasurer, once that requires proper background.

Mr Stent commented that the key to the position is a person with qualification in the area of finance.

Dr Weber pointed out that one of the 24 signatories on the petition was invalid as the membership code consisted of only 3 digits.  

The Honorary Secretary replied that according to the Rules only 20 signatures were required, so the vote could take place by a show of hands.

The motion was passed with 26 for and 16 against.

6.  Any other business

Mr Schroering raised the matter of making the NHB and JSS available on the web.  He said that this had been brought up at previous meetings, but as far as he could see no progress had been made. He suggested that if we allowed Google to put the publications on the web this would attract new membership and prestige to the Society.

Dr Baker replied with an update on the situation.  He reported that every couple of months the Society gets approached by organisations wanting to put these publications on the web, but the Society needs to keep a control of it as members have a right to the NHB and JSS as part of their membership fee.  If they become freely available members, might ask why they are paying their membership fee.  The index is already on the web, and consideration is being given on how to put the contents on the web.  When a decision has been made it will have to be put to the membership for approval.

Mr Schroering pointed out that if we used Google we could restrict access, but the title of the articles would come up in Google searches, so generating interest.

Dr Baker said that scanning the documents was not a problem as several government agencies have offered to do it for free.  He said he would be reluctant to use a Google facility to put them on the web.  He thought that the solution might be to make journals more than two years old freely available, but this needs to be sorted out. 

The President informed the meeting that all back issues of JSS have already been scanned in PDF.

Dr Prachya said he has a plan to scan the NHB, but has not decided on its availability on the web.  

The Honorary Secretary asked permission to make the following announcement to the members:

‘It is with great honour that our President, Khun Bilaibhan has been made a Senator in the recent senatorial selection.  Khun Bilaibhan’s candidacy was proposed by the Siam Society and she now serves in two committees: the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Religions, Moral, Ethics, Arts and Culture.  Under the second category, she is the chairwoman for the sub-committee on the management of cultural heritage, which links very nicely with the Siam Society’s new major project: Siamese Heritage Protection Programme.  It is hoped that the nation will benefit from the efforts of the Siam Society in protecting our heritage which is in accordance with the Society’s mission statement stated long time ago by our founders. 

We encourage our members to support our President in this endeavour by offering your expertise and ‘know-how’.  Please join me to congratulate Khun Bilaibhan.’

The President thanked everyone for the honour bestowed upon her by proposing her candidacy to the Senate Selection Committee.   She assured the members that she was not too old to carry out her duties as President of the Siam Society as well as the additional workload of a Senator.

Following the applause of congratulation, the President adjourned the meeting at 19.55.

Eileen Deeley

Honorary Secretary
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