Minutes of the Blackburn Rovers Fans’ Forum

Ewood Park, Monday 25th June 2007 – 7.15pm
Present – Fans’ Forum



Present from BRFC

Martin Howarth 




Tom Finn

Steve Birtwell 




Melanie Lewis

Ian Filbin





Julie Hainsworth
Glenn Pegden






Neil Duckworth








John Wareing








John Billouin






Simon Leigh






Julie Wilkinson                                         

Pauline Perkins

Paul Brooking

Mark Hitchen

Paul Salmon

Apologies

Billy Toland

Guy Wignall









Duncan Gardiner







Mushtaq Patel



Claire Lloyd

Phil Lloyd 


1.
Matters Arising from the last meeting 30th April 2007


a)
Atmosphere
MartinH reported that there had regrettably been no firm progress since the last meeting, but was hopeful that a preliminary meeting would take place shortly.

2.
Matchday Catering

Melanie Lewis, General Catering Manager presented a review of current catering issues, planned changes for the summer and possible future developments – details attached to the minutes below.

There was a wide ranging discussion on all aspects of the matchday catering operation. In particular, ways to mitigate the central problem of trying to serve a large number of people in a very short time at half time were considered. In response to requests for a separate kiosk for hot drinks ML suggested that mobile backpack units could be considered for sale of hot drinks and maybe beer. In particular it may be possible to get mobile units for hot drinks into the seating areas at half time. 

There was a particular problem for children getting served, especially at busy times, so ML was introducing two special kiosks selling hot dogs and coca cola into the Jack Walker Stand next season. It was suggested that these could be for under 16s only.

New till systems would be introduced just after the start of the new season, which would greatly help control and provide much more effective data. She was also considering methods of cashless payment, which could be done by either loading cash onto season ticket cards or using a “Wave ‘n’ Pay” system with debit or credit cards. This would hopefully speed up service and therefore reduce queues. 

PB asked whether the quality of hot drinks could be improved. ML responded that this would be difficult to achieve without greatly increasing prices. Other delivery systems were very expensive to install and were unlikely to be cost effective.

ML was eager to get feedback from fans about any aspect of the catering operation – she would welcome email contact at mlewis@rover-mail.co.uk. It was agreed that the Forum would revisit catering in a few months to assess the changes being introduced this summer.

3.
Ticket Marketing
TF stated that there would be a press release issued on 26th June giving an update on season ticket sales. Sales were around 12,000, which was already more than were sold in the whole of last season, including half ticket sales at Christmas and there were still 2,000 existing ticket holders to renew.

The focus was still very much on season ticket sales and would be until after the start of the season, but the club were also now starting to look at plans for matchday sales. 

PB expressed concern about targeting season ticket information too specifically to young or disabled clients, who would not necessarily understand what was on offer. TF agreed to raise the matter with the marketing team.

4.
2007/08 Kits
In response to a request for an update from MartinH, TF replied that he was unable to confirm the date on which next season’s replica kits would be available, but hoped to be able to make an announcement very soon,

5.
Blackburn Council Support
PS had met John Williams to discuss his ideas for getting Blackburn Council support to provide a friendlier atmosphere around Ewood Park to celebrate the importance of Rovers to the town and its economy. This was following a positive response he had received to an online column in the Lancashire Evening Telegraph. These ideas included creating a “Golden Mile” celebrating Rovers along Bolton Road around the ground. He was looking for support from fans to create a hearts and minds campaign. So far he was awaiting responses from the LET and Blackburn Mall but had received a very positive message of support from Wayne Hemingway.

After some discussion it was agreed that PS should meet a Rovers supporting councillor such as Dave Smith and that Fans’ Forum members should individually email PS to offer what support they can. His email address is smokey1875@ntlworld.com
6.
Possible Takeover
MartinH asked what if anything is happening about a possible takeover of the club, given recent press speculation. TF responded that it was no secret that the owners of the club were searching for new investment and John Williams had said a number of months ago that there had been some activity. He confirmed that there would be no comment on this speculation from the club until such time as any potential investor advanced an interest far enough for a due diligence process to commence. Even this would not necessarily lead to a sale.

7.
Inter-Toto Ticket arrangements
MartinH understood that, should the club be playing FK Vetra from Lithuania, that tickets would be restricted to a maximum of 500. TF replied that, whilst he was not aware of this, FK Vetra‘s ground was small, but he believed that 500 would be enough tickets to meet demand anyway, given the difficulty and expense of getting there and the short notice.

In reply to a further query about TV coverage for the matches, TF responded that there was a possibility of TV coverage for the home leg, particularly should it be against Legia Warsaw.

8.
Any Other Business
a)
JB asked for an update on the trio of injured first team players. Andre Oojier had been fit at the end of last season, Robbie Savage would be ready for the start of pre-season training and Steven Reid should be fit for the start of the season.

b)
GP expressed some concern about a ticket restriction for the pre-season game at Preston. TF was not aware and would check. (Update – 5,900 tickets available)
c)
Martin asked for clarification for the kick-off time of the pre-season game with DSC Arminia Bielefeld at Heimstetten. TF was not aware that there was a problem but undertook to check. (Update - kick-off is 7.00 pm local time on Sunday 15th July.)

9.
Date of Next Meeting

Monday 13th August at 7.15 p.m. Forum members will hold an agenda setting meeting in the Fernhurst pub on Monday 6th August, also at 7.15 p.m.

Any members should contact John Wareing at anne_allister@hotmail.com or on 07984 085474 with any queries about the Forum or to give their apologies if they cannot attend a meeting. 
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Fans Forum 25/06/07 - Catering Department

Match Day Issues

a. Queues:  Our queue system last season was disorganised and we needed to make the kiosks more ‘user’ friendly.  During this summer we have spent a great deal of time organising the bars around the queues.  For example, we moved or added equipment to the areas that could be easily accessed from every till.  Therefore, every queue is catered for individually and has designated signage and a designated till.

b. Staffing Levels:  A major problem for every football club in the country is match day staff, as we simply don’t have enough.  As a result we rely heavily on agency staff.  Unfortunately, we have very little loyalty from agencies, which leaves us stranded on a match day.  As part of the solution we have forged links with the other football clubs in the area in order to ‘borrow’ their match day when they play away.

c. Speed of Service:  When we resolve issues ‘a’ and ‘b’ speed of service will only be a small problem.  To tackle the waiting time we are introducing a ‘buddy system’ in all of the busier bars.  This means that one member of staff remains static at the till (taking your money) whilst the buddy gets the products you wish to purchase.  This will cut speed of service drastically.  The second part of this problem is preparation for half time.  Currently the bars have no par levels for the mad dash at half time.  However, the beauty of a till system will enable us to analyse our sales and prepare more effectively. 

d. Improving Product Quality:  Due to cost and logistics it is not practical to get the absolute best products all of the time.  For example, we cannot serve Aberdeen Angus Prime Beef Burgers.  Last season some of our products where lacking, therefore I am working with new suppliers and brands to find the best fit for Rovers.  An example of this is chips; I am currently in talks with McCain’s who will hopefully be supplying a premium chip to Rovers next season.

Changes This Summer

a. Tills & Epos:  The biggest contributing factor to the problems listed above is the lack of a Till/Epos System.  Once introduced it will revolutionise the way in which we work.  It will provide effective data for us to use when deciding on products to sell, it will help highlight the staff that are lacking (giving us the opportunity to retrain), we will be able to select our most loyal customers and target then with reward schemes and discounts… The possibilities are endless.

b. Training & Recruitment:  I know that if we invest in our staff it will pay dividends next season.  My department is currently working on writing and implementing a full training programme for all 120 match day staff.  The topics will range from ‘How to Cook a Burger’ to ‘Good Customer Service’ and will be delivered 3 times a season.  If the staff do not attend the training sessions they will not be eligible to work at Ewood.

c. Re-Branding:  We want to make match day catering a more visual match day experience.  We will be branding all of the items purchased on a match day.  For example Rovers Burger Boxes, Rovers Pint Glasses and Rovers Chips cartons.  This will make the operation fresh and modern.

d. Product Lines:  We have streamlined our product list season in order to provide a more effective and speedy service.  It also keeps costs down and helps us keep the price to the supporters as low as possible.  We have also introduced something new for next season – Fish and Chips.

e. New Units:  Last season on the Blackburn End we tested some remote catering sites around the ground.  Next season we are rolling this programme out to the rest of the stadium by creating four more alcohol express bars along with two new food express bars.  Again alleviating the pressure on the main bars and giving more people the opportunity to use the facilities.  Our younger fans find it very difficult to get served so we have introduced two new food outlets in the West Stand which only sell hotdogs and coca cola.

Ideas For The Future

a. Cashless or Wave ‘n’ Pay:  New technological advances mean we could introduce a cashless service linked to the season ticket card by the end of the season.  Alternatively, we could introduce ‘Wave & Pay’ which would offer supporter the chance to pay using their credit/debit card without entering their pin.  On a Match Day, what would be the more user-friendly solution? 

b. Mystery Shoppers:  This is the key to improving service and gets down to the real problems in each area around the ground.  I have already managed to recruit the majority of travelling supporters for next season but still need to find a solution in the areas in our home section.  A mystery shopper is a regular supporter who uses the facilities on a match day.  He/She would report back to me (usually by email or phone) to let me know any views, opinions or ideas regarding their section of the ground.  This could be every match or only when something occurred that they thought had merit.  Mystery shopping can be both positive and negative; it means the world for our casual staff when they are praised for doing a good job.

c. Pre-Orders:  Would it be useful to pre-pay for items before kick-off and pick up at half time?  How many people would use the service?  Supporters would get a ticket itemising purchases that they redeem at the same kiosk at half time.

d. Buy In Your Seat:  Very American but could it work?  A member of the catering team works up and down the concourse or up and down the seats spotting supporters who wish to make a purchase.  Just as with a pre-order they receive an itemised ticket to redeem at half time.

Open Discussion
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